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Abstract 

 

 

 

The aim of this dissertation is to identify the soft skill set required as successful project 

manager and to analyse through primary research which of those soft skills the future 

workforces of Generation Y born students in Ireland possess. Considering an increase 

demand of the project manager position in the next six years, as well as demographic changes 

there is the concern of talent gaps in the future. Especially in western Europe, this research 

seeks to consult project management related organisations on soft skills the students of 

Generation Y in Ireland, who are next in line to enter the organisations, are most likely, likely 

and least likely (possible skill gaps) to possess. These results will help companies to be 

prepared for employing the next generation in project management related positions 

regarding the soft skills they bring into the company.  

 

As a result of intensive literature reviews this research found twenty soft skills most required 

by successful project managers today. Furthermore, the Generation Y was defined and 

explained which characteristics of Generation Y are mentioned in surveys done before. As a 

result, assumptions could be made as to which soft skills of the soft skills set required as 

project manager may be possessed by members of Generation Y.  These assumptions were 

then compared to the results of the primary research in the discussion part of this dissertation. 

 

The outcome of the primary research showed that Generation Y students in Ireland displayed 

a tendency towards slightly agreeing and agreeing with all soft skill questions asked in the for 

this research used quantitative student questionnaire measured with the overall arithmetic 

mean. Using slight variations in the calculated arithmetic mean of each soft skill question, 

nine soft skills were identified as most likely, five as likely and seven as least likely 

possessed by Generation Y students in Ireland. 
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1 Introduction 

 

Between 2010 and 2020 15.7 million new project management roles will be created globally 

across seven project-intensive industries (Project Management Institute (PMI), 2013b, p. 2). 

As a result in the next six years, a new, large workforce will enter project oriented 

organisations. This workforce will most solely consist of people from a generation called 

“Generation Y” or “Millennials” a demographic born between the late 1970s and early 1990s 

(Gale, 2007, pp. 26-38). However, a problem will arise in the next decades, especially in 

Western Europe. As the older generations of the workforce retire, there will be a 

demographic change and there will be millions fewer younger people to replace the 

workforce needed (Johnson Control, 2010, p. 20). For organisations it is therefore important 

to understand this new generation: Generation Y entering the markets and their suitability as 

project manager to be able to close the talent pool gap in their companies in the future.  

 

Project managers are the major resource of any project in a company.“ As the leader of the 

project, he/she will take responsibility for planning, implementing and completing the 

project” (Meredith and Mantel, 2012, pp. 101-118). While it is important for the project 

manager to understand and apply the knowledge, tools and techniques needed for project 

management, they are not sufficient for the delivery of successful projects. In addition to the 

required knowledge and performance skills, effective project manager require a balance of 

ethical, interpersonal and conceptual skills that “help them analyse situations and interact 

appropriately” (PMI, 2013a, pp. 15-18). Those ‘soft’ skills are often skills people bring into 

the workforce. For example the ability to handle stress or even a sense of humour and are 

personality traits leading to successful projects (Newton, 2009, pp. 141-152).  

 

Since there is a large amount of literature on hard skills also called tools and techniques of 

the project manager profession, which can be taught to the future Generation Y students who 

might become project managers, this research proposes an analysis of the less researched soft 

skills of project managers. It answers the questions what the soft skill set is which is required 

by successful project managers and which of those soft skills Generation Y students possess 

in order to find out skill gaps and trends organisation can work with.  
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1.1 Research Questions  

  

Considering the problems arising due to demographic changes and a higher demand of 

project management workforces, especially of the Generation Y, the need for research on 

Generation Y members and their skills linked to skills needed as project managers is 

understandable. This research focuses on the aspect of soft skills needed as successful project 

manager and answers the following questions: 

 

 What is the soft skill set required by project managers to lead successful projects? 

 Which soft skills of the soft skill set required by successful project managers do 

Generation Y students possess? 

 

 

1.2 Research Objectives 

 

The following objectives are defined to answer the research questions. The first two 

objectives will be answered through the literature review in Chapter 2. Objectives 3 and 4 are 

answered through the analysis of this dissertation’s primary research. Lastly objective 5 will 

consider the results of the objectives 3 and 4 as well as literature reviews on possible ways to 

close skill gaps in order to form the recommendations aspired. To answer the research 

questions, following objectives are proposed: 

 

1. To identify today’s soft skill set of a successful and effective project manager 

2. To examine the Generation Y and link the in the literature reviewed characteristics to 

the soft skill set identified 

3. To evaluate the  perception of soft skills Generation Y students think they possess 

which are needed as project manager 

4. To identify possible soft skill gaps of the Generation Y students  

5. To recommend possible solutions for example trainings to fill the identified soft skill 

gaps and to give final recommendations for future project management related 

employers 
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1.3 Organisation of the Dissertation 

 

This research consists of six chapters which answer the research questions and objectives as 

well as a seventh chapter on the researcher’s learning process / style and skill development 

during the MBA program.  

 

The chapter literature review (see Chapter 2) firstly examines the project manager’s role and 

tasks. Theoretical frameworks of the skills a project manager should possess are discussed 

and the soft skill set is constructed and examined as well as questions for this research’s 

questionnaire developed. Moreover, the Generation Y and all related generations currently or 

in the future working in organisations are defined. What is more, characteristics / soft skills 

of the Generation Y in the literature are explained and linked to the soft skill set required by 

project managers. Lastly, limitations on the literature review are discussed.  

 

Chapter 3 revolves around the methodological approach of this research. It answers which 

research philosophy, time horizon, sample, analysis and data collection method is used and 

which ethical issues should be considered. Furthermore, limitations referring to the 

mythology used are examined. 

 

In Chapter 4 the data collected via survey strategy is analysed. This chapter tries to identify 

the participant’s demographics as well as orders the results of the soft skill related questions 

in tables differentiated by the percentages and arithmetic means of the answers given. 

 

Afterwards, objective 3 and 4 are discussed in Chapter 5 and the results compared to the 

assumptions made in Chapter 2 on the soft skills Generation Y are likely to possess in the 

literature. 

 

Chapter 6 presents the general conclusions of the discussion made in Chapter 5 and 

formulates recommendations for organisations using project management, thus answering 

objective 5. 
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The last chapter (see Chapter 7) describes the researcher’s skill development and knowledge 

acquisition during the MBA course. Further, future applications are discussed and a final 

conclusion formulated. 

 

 

1.4 Development of Interest in the Chosen Topic  

 

The researcher’s focus, when choosing the master course was its project management 

specialisation which she was enthusiastic to learn about as well as the likelihood to use the 

knowledge acquired in this program in her future career. What is more, the researcher 

belongs to Generation Y and was therefore interested in Generation Y studies and literature. 

To combine a project management related Generation Y topic, the researcher decided for a 

subtopic of the project management profession where there wasn’t a lot of research of. As 

result, she discovered that there is reasonable literature on the soft skills a project manager 

should possess to deliver successful projects, but research combining different literature lists 

to one soft skill set as well as research on Generation Y skills linked to the soft skill set has 

not been done. 

 

While identifying the anticipated growth in the project management profession as well as 

demographic problems in the future, the researcher decided to start the analysis considering 

the research questions and objectives to help organisations to know what soft skills to expect 

of Generation Y student and how to deal with them in the future. 

 

 

1.5 Limitations 

 

The limitations of this research are discussed individually in the Chapters 2, 3 and 5, referring 

to limitations arising for each specific area: literature review, methodology and data analysis.  
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2 Literature Review  

 

 

In order to answer the research questions of this dissertation the literature review consists of 

the critical analysis, discussion and evaluation of firstly the soft skill set of project managers 

needed for a successful delivery of projects and secondly of Generation Y, its characteristics 

and the conducted research on their possessed soft skills. 

 

The first part, Chapter 2.1, defines project management, the project manager and when a 

project can be considered successful. Furthermore, tasks and competences of the project 

manager will be described to efficiently identify the soft skills required to lead successful 

projects (see Chapter 2.1.1). Lastly Chapter 2.1.2 discusses, considering objective 1, the soft 

skills chosen to be required by project managers and how those skills can be asked / 

determined from Generation Y through this research’s questionnaire. 

 

In the second part of the literature review Generation Y and, for the means of differentiation, 

other generations: Baby Boomers, Generation X and Generation Z, will be defined. 

Moreover, characteristics of Generation Y through already conducted surveys and other 

forms of literature like journal, articles and books will be discussed and assumptions made on 

the soft skills they will most likely possess and skill gaps which could arise when comparing 

the results of this chapter with the skill set required to manage successful projects determined 

in Chapter 2.1. Chapter 2.2 therefore answers objective 2 of this research. 

 

  

2.1 Introduction to Project Management, the Project Manager and Project Success 

 
Projects have been conducted for millennia witnessed today in form of pyramids, the Great 

War of China or the Roman aqueducts (Frame, 2002, p. 1). Till the 1950s formal project 

management or the philosophy of project management was not recognized. Project 

management related tools and techniques were primarily there to support major construction 

and infrastructure projects after the Second World War (Flannes and Levin, 2005, p. xxi). By 

the early 1960s project management started to be used as own discipline within organisations. 

In the following decades the globalisation, advancing technologies and openings of national 

economies as well as the creation of the European Union and with it the acceptance of a 
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single currency union, changed project management and made it the important discipline it is 

today (Frame, 2002, pp.1-4).  

 

Project management is, when transferring its name, the management of projects. Projects are 

“temporary endeavours undertaken to create a unique product, service or result” (PMI, 2013a, 

p. 2). Some authors describe projects as its own organisation within an organisation, creating 

new or changing old products, services or processes (Dvir, Sadeh and Malach-Pines, 2006, p. 

37). 

 

The discipline of project management itself is the process of achieving the project’s objective 

and requirements by applying skills, knowledge, tools and techniques for project activities 

(Kerzner, 2013, pp. 56-57; PMI, 2013a, p. 4, Larson and Gray, 2011, pp. 3-16).  

 

In a project the most important person and the “heart” of the project is the project manager. 

His/her skills will be analysed in the next paragraph to answer the questions which soft skill 

he/she requires to lead successful projects. The project manager, also named as project leader, 

is the person responsible for planning, implementing and completing the project and to 

overall achieve the project’s objectives (Mantel and Meredith, 2012, pp. 101-118; PMI, 

2013a, p. 15). Literature shows that there is a statistically significant relationship between a 

project manager’s soft skills and project success (Newton, 2009, pp. 2-17; Ahsan, Ho and 

Khan, 2013, pp. 36-41).  

 

Project success is a regularly discussed result of project completions. Creasy and 

Anantatmula (2013) describe that project success comprises of standards or criteria that 

assess project outcomes or results (Creasy and Anantatmula, 2013, p.44). Those standards 

could for example be combined in a “Critical Success Factors” (CSFs) framework, listing the 

absolute necessary key factors for reaching the projects goals and objectives (Creasy and 

Anantatmula, 2013, p. 44). Gorog and Smith (1999) further their definition of project success 

and identified two levels of project success. The first level of success is on the project level. 

Using primary project targets as measurements for example through the principle of triple 

constraints of time, cost and scope or predefined project out-turns like duration, budget, 

performance or quality, the success of a projects is determined (Gorog and Smith, 1999, pp. 

133-139; Heerkens and Brennan, 2013, p. 3). The organisational level is the second level, 

which describes when project success is achieved. Organisational success is accomplished 
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when the completed project contributes to fulfilling strategic objectives of the client company 

(Gorog and Smith, 1999, pp. 133-139). Trends today, when determining project success, are 

the focus not only on the delivering of deliverables and the scope but on stakeholder 

satisfaction, product success, business and organisation benefit, team development and 

customer satisfaction (Geoghan and Dulewicz, 2008, p.60). These success factors result in 

amongst others the strategic alignment of projects with organisational objectives, increasing 

the level of social complexity for project managers, because projects are driven up the 

organisations and the authority chain, involving more and more key stakeholders (Ferraro, 

2007, pp. 4-5). These definitions of project success show the complexity of the term “project 

success”. For this research it will be assumed that in order to reach successful project 

completions it is important for a project manager to possess and be able to use a certain soft 

skill set discussed in the next chapters. 

 

The following chapter will examine the project manager’s tasks and competences which are 

linked to the soft skill set discussed in Chapter 2.1.2. 

 

 

2.1.1 The Project Manager: Tasks and Competences 

 

Project managers manage the process and the people of a project. They are not doing the 

actual work of developing the objective/scope of the project, but rather initiate, plan, execute, 

monitor, control and close the project and their team tasks while taking full responsibility for 

the project (PMI, 2013a, p.4; Cooke-Davis and Teague, 2009, pp. 2-3). 

 

Table 1 on the next page summarizes the main tasks a project manager has to fulfil while 

working on a project. It has to be considered that every project is unique and situations can 

change within hours, therefore tasks are often likely to change as well during the project and 

before the project start (Newton, 2009, pp. 141-152).  
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Tasks of a project manager References 

 

• Identifying requirements 

• Addressing the various needs, concerns, and 

expectations of the stakeholders in planning 

and executing the project 

• Setting up, maintaining, and carrying out 

communications among stakeholders that are 

active, effective, and collaborative in nature 

• Managing stakeholders towards meeting 

project requirements and creating project 

deliverables 

• Balancing the competing project constraints, 

which include, but are not limited to: 

       -Scope 

       -Quality 

       -Schedule 

       -Budget 

       -Resources 

       -Risks 

 

PMI, 2013a, pp. 4-5 

 

• Preparing a preliminary budget and schedule 

• Help select people to serve on the project 

team 

• Get to know the client 

• Making sure that the proper facilities are 

available 

• To ensure that any supplies required early in 

the project life are available 

• Aquiring adequate resources 

• Dealing with obstacles; overcoming crisis like 

scope-creep etc. 

• Dealing with trade-offs between project goals 

of cost, time, scope etc. 

• Negotiations 

 

Mantel and Meredith, 2012, pp. 101-118 

 

• Integrating the activity necessary to develop 

the project plan, to execute the plan and to 

make changes to the plan 

• Management of relationships: within the 

team, between the team and the senior 

management, between the team and the 

customer‘s organisation 

   

Kerzner, 2013, pp. 14-15 

 

   

Table 1: Tasks of Project Managers 

In accordance with: PMI, 2013a, pp. 4-5; Mantel and Meredith, 2012, pp. 101-118; Kerzner, 2013, pp. 14-15 

 

 

The tasks themselves in Table 1 give insides into the skills and competences a project 

manager needs to fulfil in order to achieve the requirements and objectives of the project.  

For example, the project manager needs knowledge about the technical skills or “hard skills” 

for planning, budgeting or scheduling which are listed in Table 1. The main knowledge areas 
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for hard skills, which are the tools and techniques of project management, are explained for 

instance in the Bodies of Knowledge for project managers. One of those Bodies of 

Knowledge is written and published by the Project Management Institute (PMI) representing 

the American Body of Knowledge or the International Project Management Association 

(IPMA) representing the European Body of Knowledge (Morris and Pinto, 2007, pp. 206-

253). A table listing all knowledge areas and process groups published by the PMI is added in 

the Appendix 1. 

 

Knowledge about technical processes is necessary for applying technical tools and techniques 

in project management, however, projects are completed by groups of people working 

together and the involvement of people in every project leads to the fact that project manager 

need so called “soft skills” or people skills to lead and manage the project team effectively 

and successfully (Ferraro, 2007, pp. 1-4). Table 1 provides some soft skills necessary for the 

tasks: negotiating skills, communication with stakeholders, dealing with obstacles, trade-offs 

and the management of relationships. While those skills are just a view of many soft skills 

required for successful leading of projects, they are important in the overall work on projects. 

The next chapter will discuss which soft skills are most important for a project manager’s 

success while taking these results into consideration. 

 

In conclusion to the above mentioned skills, it can be said that project managers need so 

called hard and soft skills for successful project management. Another theory provided by the 

PMI defines a framework of the definition, assessment and development of project manager 

competences. Competence is “the demonstrated ability to perform activities within a project 

environment that lead to expected outcomes based on defined and accepted standards” (PMI, 

2007, pp. 1-2). To the conclusion above this theory adds the dimension of performance, 

saying that only if project manager are also able to apply the knowledge on tools and 

techniques, they are able to be successful. 
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Figure 1: Project Manager Competency Development (PMCD) Framework 

Source: PMI, 2007, p. 3 

 

 

Based on the PMI’s theory a project manager should have competences in the in Figure 1 

demonstrated three dimensions: Knowledge, Personal and Performance. Project management 

knowledge means the knowledge about processes, tools and techniques shown in Figure 1. 

Performance competences are reached when knowledge is applied successfully. And lastly, 

personal competence is about the behaviours enabling a project manager to interact 

effectively with others (PMI, 2007, pp. 1-23).  

 

This research focuses on the third competence needed for successful project completion 

which is the so called soft skill set or people skills. The next chapter examines the findings on 

the soft skill set required as project manager and explains the build-up of this research’s 

questionnaire with these findings. 

 

 

2.1.2 Objective 1: The Soft Skill Set required by successful Project Managers 

 

Soft skills are “personal attributes that enable someone to interact effectively and 

harmoniously with other people” (Oxford Dictionaries, 2014). As mentioned in the chapters 

before, soft skills play an important role in the successful delivery of projects. Newton (2009) 

mentions that when asked what makes a good project manager, experienced project manager 

rarely mention understanding of the formal methodologies, hard skills or technical skills 

(Newton, 2009, p. 2). 
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However, till the 1980s due to its engineering and construction character there was a 

considerable emphasis on the “hard skills” of the discipline development of project 

management, neglecting research on soft skills (Heerkens and Brennan, 2013, pp. 1-5). 

Kerzner (2013) writes that historically only engineers were given the opportunity to become 

project managers (Kerzner, 2013, p. 188). This was because of the common belief that project 

managers should have a command of technology in order to make all technical decisions 

themselves as described by Gaddis (1959) in the first written publications about the skills of 

project managers (Gaddis, 1959, pp. 29-36).  

                     

Figure 2: Historical Development of Project Management Skills 

Source: Kerzner, 2013, p. 188 

 

 

Due to “a much greater diversity of tasks in different types of organisations in every sector in 

the economy” project management and with it the abilities and skills of project managers 

have evolved over the past 50 years as described in Chapter 2.1 (see also Figure 2), (Briner, 

Hastings and Geddes, 2001, pp. 3-4; Cooke-Davis and Teague, 2009, p. 1-2). Today, 

literature has realized that projects are completed by groups of people working together. The 

fact that different people with different tasks, personalities and specialisations are working 

together on a common goal and that project managers always have to handle those people is 

not arguable (Ferraro, 2007, pp. 1-4). As long as projects are done with teams, project 

managers have to have certain interpersonal or soft skills to deal with them accordingly to 

deliver successful projects. 
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One part of the research questions and objective 1 of this dissertation is to find out which soft 

skill set is required by project managers to lead successful projects. Through extensive 

critical literature research this researcher has identified twenty soft skills required by project 

managers to be successful and mentioned most in the literature (see Table 2 and 3). Table 2 

summarizes the soft skills citation frequency of the literature researched. Table 3 lists all 

relevant soft skills in a set and gives information about the soft skills as well as its definition 

which is taken from the literature mentioning it.  

  

Soft Skills Citation Frequency 

 

1. Communication 

 

19 

2. Empathy / Emotional Intelligence 

 

14 

3. Leadership Skill 

 

13 

4. General Management Skill 

 

10 

5. Overview ability / To look at the big picture 

 

8 

6. Conflict-Management Skill 

 

8 

7. Ownership ability / Personal accountability  

 

7 

8. Networking Skill 

 

7 

9. Team / Team Building Skill 

 

7 

10. Planning and Organising Skill 

 

6 

11. Problem-Solving Skill 

 

6 

12. Political-Savvy 

 

4 

13. Open to Change / Flexibility 

 

4 

14. Foresight / Advanced Planning / Proactive 

 

4 

15. Handling Stress 

 

3 

16. Presentation Skills 

 

3 

17. Sense of Humor 

 

3 

18. Cultural Awareness 

 

3 

19. Time Management 

 

3 

20. Decision-Making Skill 

 

3 

   

Table 2: Top 20 most cited Soft Skills from the Literature for Project Manager 



 17 

Soft Skill 

 
Definition 

1. Communication Skill 

 

Effective interaction with team members and stakeholders 

2. Empathy / Emotional Intelligence The capacity to perceive and understand the feelings and attributes of 

others; put yourself in the position of others; ability to interact with 

others in a positive manner 

 

3. Leadership Skill The ability to organise and motivate people to accomplish goals while 

creating a sense of order and direction; ability to get things done through 

others; creating supportive, motivated and creative culture/environment 

 

4. General Management Skill Contributions of different business and technical expertise; management 

styles and tools; wide knowledge over different areas to align project to 

the firm‘s strategy and objectives 

 

5. Overview ability / To look at the 

big picture  

Restore order; understand the determination of conflicts in order to deal 

with/ solve conflicts 

 

6. Conflict-Management Skill / 

Conflict-Solving Skill 

The ability to see how the project fits into the larger strategy and 

objectives of the firm; need to be able to step back from the immediate 

pressure of the day and look at the whole situation 

 

7. Sense of Ownership / personal 

accountability / taking 

responsibility 

To care about the project/team assignment and take responsibility for 

failure or mistakes; be answerable for personal actions 

 

8. Networking Skill / Relationship 

Management 

To have an ongoing dialogue with people; to know what is going on and 

who can help you 

 
9. Team / Team Building Skill The ability to cooperate with others to meet objectives; to forge a unified 

team; to provide an atmosphere conductive to team-work 

 

10. Planning and Organising Skill Planning of a road map defining how to get from the start to the final 

result; social architect: understands how the organisation works and how 

to work with it 

 

11. Problem-Solving Skill The ability to identify key components of a problem to formulate a 

solution or solutions 

 

12. Political Savvy / Political 

sensitivity  

Dealing with constant changes; dealing with obstacles, working in areas 

unknown or on new products, services etc. 

 

13. Open to Change / Flexibility Taking action before it is needed to prevent small concerns from 

escalating 

 

 

 
Soft Skill Set required by Project Managers to lead successful projects, see next page for continuation 
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Soft Skill Definition 

 

14. Foresight / Advanced Planning / 

Proactive 

Understand organisational political games; be able to deal effectively 

with a wide range of people and win their support endorsement  

 

15. Handling Stress Ability to handle constant change and to deliver under constant pressure 

 

16. Presentation Skills / Reporting 

Skills / Marketing Skills 

The ability to hold an audience and present effectively in front of an 

audience 

 

17. Sense of Humour The ability to come across as energetic and optimistic; the ability to raise 

jokes even during work/class 

 

18. Cultural Awareness / Cultural 

Affinity 
Being sensitive to your environment – the country you are working in, 

the type of organsiation you are working for and cultural differences 

 

19. Time Management Skill Ability to finish projects/assignments in time 

 

20. Decision-Making Skill The ability to analyse all aspects of a situation to gain thorough insight to 

make decisions 

 

 

 

Table 3: Soft Skill Set required by Project Managers to lead successful projects 

 

In accordance with: Newton, 2009, pp. 81-167; Gaddis, 1959, pp. 29-36; Larson and Gray, 2012, pp. 338-362; 

Kerzner, 2013, pp. 14-188; Briner, Hastings and Geddes, 2001, pp. 3-27; Mantel and Meredith, 2012, pp. 101-

129; PMI, 2013a, pp. 512-519; Muzio et. al.; 2007; pp. 30-38; Englund and Bucero, 2013, pp- 1-7; 

Anantatmula, 2010, pp. 13-14; Ferraro, 2007, pp. 1-5; Morris and Pinto, 2007, pp. 1-20 

 

 

The first soft skill in the soft skill set is the communication skill. Being a knowledge area 

itself in the Bodies of Knowledge, the communication skill has always been an essential soft 

skill for project managers (PMI, 2013a, pp. 287-307). Gaddis (1959) wrote that “the project 

manager must expend considerable active effort in learning to communicate adequately with” 

his/her team members (Gaddis, 1959, pp. 29-36). Furthermore, the PMI identified 

communication as one of the single biggest reason for project success or failure (PMI, 2013, 

pp. 2-3). It is therefore no wonder, that nearly all literature assessed mention communication 

as soft skill required by project managers. Exceptions could only be found in journals or 

articles focussing on another skill only (for example: Englund and Bucero, 2013, pp. 1-7 on 

humor). While communication was mentioned most often its definition in Table 3, provided 

by the literature themselves, seems vague. Although Newton (2009) sees communication as a 

way to talk and receive information through the people communicating with, Briner, Hastings 

and Geddes (2001) see communication as a way to keep the team and stakeholders informed 

(Newton, 2009, pp. 19-21; Briner, Hastings and Geddes, 2001, p. 25). 
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Other authors like Mantel and Meredith (2012) mention communication as a soft skill in their 

list of necessary interpersonal skills to possess as project manager, without giving any 

specific definitions (Mantel and Meredith, 2012, pp. 101-118). As a result of the diverse 

definitions, participants of the survey were asked if they possess the ability to get information 

from stakeholders through communication (see Newton’s definition), and if they can explain 

something effectively. With those questions it is possible to figure out if the recipient is not 

reluctant about communicating and doesn’t avoid talking due to for example his/her 

introverted character (see Appendix 2).  

 

The skill emotional intelligence also named as empathy was mentioned often by the literature 

(see Table 2, 3). In the last years empathy has been an emerging soft skill combining skills 

having to do with the ability to understand other peoples’ view point and feel what others feel 

(Farrel, 2012, pp. 62-65). Some literature doesn’t particular mention empathy as soft skill but 

describe the ability for example as to take other peoples perspective or to be sensitive towards 

changes in behaviours of the project team members (Kerzner, 2013, pp. 178-185; Mantel and 

Meredith, 2012, pp. 119-129, Morris and Pinto, 2007, pp. 1-20). The skills having similarities 

with the two descriptions above were counted as empathic skill by the researcher. Other 

authors like Newton (2009), Larson and Gray (2012) and Farrel (2012) place emotional 

intelligence / empathy directly by its name in their list of soft skills a project manager should 

possess to lead successful projects (Newton, 2009, p. 141; Larson and Gray, 2012, pp. 338-

362; Farrel, 2012, pp. 62-65). The questionnaire will ask if participating Generation Y 

students have this skill by questioning the recipient if he/she knows the ways that his/her 

feelings affect his/her performance, which shows emotional intelligence through the ability to 

self-evaluate one’s own feelings. Moreover, one of the most often used determination of 

empathy is asking oneself: Am I able to put myself in other people’s position (see Appendix 

2). 

 

The leaderships soft skill combines many single skills in its definition such as organising, 

motivating or giving direction (see Table 3). As such it is difficult to actually assess if 

somebody has this soft skill with asking only two questions, as done in the questionnaire. 

However, due to the consistent citation of the skill’s description: to being able to motivate 

people and to being able to give direction by authors like Kerzner (2013), Mantel and 

Meredith (2012), Anantatmula (2010) or Zeitoun (2003) and Geoghean and Dulewicz (2008) 

the researcher decided to ask about those two sub-skills while taking under consideration the 
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limitations to this many–sided soft skill (see Appendix 2). A problem appearing when 

analysing the leadership skill is also that many soft skills listed as single soft skill themselves 

in the Tables 2 and 3 are mentioned as being part of the leadership skill itself. For example 

the skills management direction, managing conflicts, problem – solving and team building as 

skills which are leadership skill components (Thamhain, 1991, p. 40). Nonetheless, it has to 

be accepted that many soft skills listed in Table 2 and 3 overlap with the leadership skill but 

are still seen as single skills in the soft skill set in some literature and is therefore asked as 

single blocks in the questionnaire (see Appendix 2).  

 

Similar to the leadership skill, the general management skill has an overlapping character 

combining all skills like management styles and tools a manager has to possess into one 

abstract concept (Ferraro, 2007, pp. 1-5). Since most of the management skills can be learned 

and acquired through training and schooling for the purpose of this research’s questionnaire it 

will only be asked if people have knowledge in several management areas which, if the 

recipient possesses this skill, gives him/her an overview of all areas involved in a project 

which allows him to broaden his/her view of projects, connecting it to all areas within the 

company. Also, being taught about several management areas, it is more likely that the 

recipient learned about tools and techniques managers use, too (Ferraro, 2007, pp. 1-5).  

 

Besides the general management tools and techniques which have a technical character even 

though it is mentioned as soft skill in the literature, the skills: planning and organising are 

also about the ability to use tools described by the Bodies of Knowledge to lead successful 

projects (PMI, 2013a, pp. 72-76). However, the soft skill of planning is about planning being 

a character trait of a person which means that he/she takes considerable emphasis on planning 

in his/her life also outside work. Furthermore, a person should have the soft skill related 

ability to be organised himself/herself and to transfer this skill to project management 

(Gaddis, 1959, pp. 29-36; Kerzner, 2013, pp. 178-185). Both soft skills are not about tools 

being used to plan or organise but about the person’s character being good at planning and 

organising. Those are the reasons why the questions in the questionnaire ask if the participant 

thinks he/she is able to plan effectively and if he/she thinks he is an organised person 

himself/herself (see Appendix 2). 

 

The conflict–management, decision–making and problem–solving skill often depend on 

emotional intelligence. Especially for conflict resolution it is important to understand the 
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determinants of conflicts and with it the reasons of the people having these conflicts (Muzio 

et. al., 2007, pp. 30-38). Conflicts are inevitable in a project environment, due to issues like 

incongruent requirements, competition of resources and breakdowns in communications 

(PMI, 2013a, pp. 512-519). In the questionnaire it will be asked, according to the definition in 

Table 3, if the participants think they have the ability to solve conflicts and to find out the 

determinants of conflicts (see Appendix 2).  

In case of the decision–making ability, since project managers ultimately have to make the 

decisions about changes, planning, budgeting or scheduling etc., this soft skill has to be used 

often. A reluctant person who doesn’t like making decisions will have difficulties being in an 

environment where decisions have to been done regularly (Newton, 2009, pp. 166-167). 

Therefore, to find out if the person filling out the questionnaire has this skill, it will be asked 

if he/she easily makes decisions and can also make decisions when unexpected changes occur 

(see Appendix 2).  

Moreover, the problem–solving skill can either refer towards problems between people or 

problems occurring due to technical as well as situational contexts. Newton (2009) describes 

this skill as a touch of creativity writing that “there is always more than one way to do 

anything” and that there is rarely a problem where nothing could be done about (Newton, 

2009, pp. 81-109). As a result the problem–solving ability is one of the skills required as 

project manager and is asked in the questionnaire with the questions if the recipient has the 

ability to identify key components of a problem and if he/she is able to solve problems, when 

they occur (see Appendix 2).  

The three soft skills are more easily accomplished when a person has a high emotional 

intelligence because people’s behaviour and mind-set has to be considered when solving 

problems and conflicts and also when decision around people have to be made. As a result 

the overlapping of the three soft skills with the empathy skill is identified.  

 

A further soft skill of the soft skill set in Table 3 is to have an overview of the project and to 

be able to look at the big picture of the project/organisation (Larson and Gray, 2012, pp. 338-

362). For this soft skill many authors have different definitions which this researcher 

summarized as overview ability. For example Gaddis (1959) writes that project managers 

should see “all things as though a project were the center of the corporate universe (Gaddis, 

1959, pp. 29-36). Mantel and Meredith (2012) write that a “balanced outlook” is needed to 

lead successful projects and Frame (2002) mentions that project manager need to see the big 

picture but also pay attention to detail which results into a duality (Mantel and Meredith, 
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2012, pp. 101-118; Frame, 2002, pp. 10-12). Paying attention to detail is mentioned in some 

literature as soft skill too, but not as often as to be considered one of the twenty soft skills in 

Table 3. To find out about the overview ability in the questionnaire it is asked if participating 

Generation Y students think they are able to see the big picture of assignments/work etc. in 

context of the organisation or university and if they are able to step back from immediate 

pressure to look at a whole situation (see Table 3 and Appendix 2).  

 

The soft skill ownership or commitment to the project is difficult to be described. Even 

though many authors such as Newton (2009), Gaddis (1959), Larson and Gray (2012) or 

Frame (2002) talk about the sense of ownership, they hardly name it as such. They rather 

describe it in terms of: to care passionately about the project (Newton, 2009, pp. 81-109) or 

the project manager is the driver of the projects and establishes momentums (Gaddis, 1959, 

pp. 29-36) as well as taking responsibility for the project (Larson and Gray, 2012, pp. 338-

362) or personal accountability (Muzio et. al., 2007, pp. 30-37). Taking these definitions, the 

questionnaire asks about if people take responsibility for failure of their team and for personal 

actions because the “true sign” for a project manager’s commitment is when the person “puts 

up their hand and takes ownership for things when they go wrong” (Newton, 2009, pp. 81-

109).  

 

Other attitudes of a project manager being in the soft skill set in Table 3 are the openness to 

change, the handling of stress and a sense of humour.  These skills show how people deal 

with certain circumstances and are, when it comes to openness to change and humour, hardly 

learnable (Kerzner, 2013, pp. 338-362).  It can be assumed that due to their particular 

character the skills themselves weren’t as often mentioned as others (see Table 2). Authors 

mentioning the ability to be open for change as indispensable skill, because the work of a 

project manager revolves around constant changes in the project and also changes of 

technologies, markets, regulations and socioeconomic factors (Thamhain, 1991, p. 40). 

Having to crash projects or having less budget as well as people not working on time / in 

schedule happens often during projects. In the questionnaire it is therefore asked if the 

participants can adapt to new situations and don’t have problems with working in new 

environments (see Appendix 2).  

As for the handling of stress, Englund and Bucero (2013) explain that through humour 

hostility can be reduced, it can deflect criticism, it relieves tension, improves morale and 

helps communicate different messages (Englund and Bucero, 2013, pp. 1-7). Newton (2009) 
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also mentions a sense of humour in his soft skill list, because “people enjoy working with 

somebody who can raise a laugh” (Newton, 2009, pp. 81-109). As a result people in the 

questionnaire will be asked if Generation Y students sometimes raise a laugh during work or 

university (see Appendix 2).  

Lastly, handling stress is in itself necessary because of the constant changes described above. 

Furthermore, Mantel and Meredith (2012) write that stress arises due to project managers 

having “too much on their plate” and because many project managers have not developed a 

reasonable consistent set of procedures and techniques with which they manage their work 

(Mantel and Meredith, 2012, pp. 119-129). Project managers, as a consequence, learn to 

handle stress or learn the tools and techniques of project management accurately. As for the 

questionnaire, participants are asked if they have the ability to deliver under constant pressure 

to identify their stress handling ability (see definitions in Table 3 and Appendix 2).  

 

A networking skill is needed because the project manager has to get people onto his/her 

project team and has to have a pool/group of people to get help and input from during the 

project life (Newton, 2009, pp. 141-152). It is as well necessary to build up strong, durable 

links with the key stakeholders (Briner, Hastings and Geddes, 2001, p. 21). This said, the 

questionnaire determines if it is easy for the recipient to have an ongoing dialog with people 

and if they have a pool of people they can already ask for information which shows their 

networking skill and test if the participants are introverted and could endanger 

communication and networking processes in the project (see Appendix 2). 

 

The PMI (2013a) defines team building as the “process of helping a group of individuals 

bound by a common purpose, to work with each other” (PMI, 2013a, pp. 512-519). The team 

of a project manager is often randomly chosen from the technical abilities of the team 

members and often team members do not even know each other. It is the project manager’s 

task to build a team spirit and to provide an atmosphere conductive to team work (Kerzner, 

2013, pp. 14-15). As one of the twenty soft skills of the required soft skill set of project 

managers it will be asked in the questionnaire if the person, taking the survey, is able to work 

together with others to meet a common objective, in this case the project scope, and if he/she 

is able to form a unified team spirit (see Appendix 2). 

 

Advanced planning also called foresight or being proactive is another soft skill for which the 

literature doesn’t have one common definition. While Gaddis (1959) defines this skill as 
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heading off respectively advanced planning to avoid crisis, Larson and Gray (2012) see it as 

proactive, the ability to take action before it is needed to prevent small concerns from 

escalating (Gaddis, 1959, pp. 29-36; Larson and Gray, 2012, pp. 338-362). Lastly Taylor 

(2010) examines that a proactive skill means working on plans that are beyond the timeframe 

of which needs to be done immediately with an emphasis on problem prevention (Taylor, 

2010, p. 270). The similarity, taking action/plans before something may happen, in those 

descriptions is noticeable and leads to the question asked in the questionnaire: is the recipient 

often making plan B’s in case something goes wrong (see Appendix 2). 

 

Another skill resembling the networking skill is the soft skill of political sensitivity. Even 

though this skill is mentioned four times in different literatures the question whether this skill 

is part of a person’s character or attitude and not learned through experience must be asked. 

To be able to understand political games at work one has to experience them. Moreover 

political games at university are different from the ones in a workplace. Due to this fact, it 

will only be asked if recipients understand the dynamics of power within their 

company/university and if they are ready and able to win the support of people (Heerkens and 

Brennan, 2013, pp. 5-6). Being able to win support and to understand the power games within 

their current environment will give participating Generation Y student’s an advantage when 

working in a project manager position.  

 

The presentation skill and time management skill are skills which can be acquired through 

schooling. In 1959 Gaddis wrote that projects have to be sold and resold and that “the project 

manager must always be able to make an effective presentation often on short notice” 

(Gaddis, 1959, pp. 29-36). Briner, Colin and Hastings (2001) write that a project is like a 

product and needs to be well packaged and marketed which involves organising presentations 

and explaining the project (Briner, Colin and Hastings, 2001, p. 23). In the survey it will 

therefore be asked if the participant is able to hold the attention of an audience and if he/she 

is able to present effectively on short notice (see Appendix 2). Besides the presentation skill, 

time management is about the project manager’s ability to be able to budget their time wisely 

and to adjust their priorities (Larson and Gray, 2012, p. 361). Since the time management 

skill can be accomplished through training the questionnaire only asks whether the recipient 

is able to finish project/assignments on time (see Appendix 2). 
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Cultural awareness considers the possibility of a project manager’s work to be in a foreign 

country and for him/her to work with an international team and members from all over the 

world (Ingason and Jonasson, 2009, p. 59). When working in another country the behaviours, 

perception of time or motivational factors can be different from the one the project manager 

is used to (Kumbier and Schulz von Thun, 2011, pp. 9-27). For him/her it is therefore 

necessary to know about cultural differences and ways of doing business in the country 

he/she is working in and have certain knowledge about the team member’s original cultural 

background to deal with misunderstandings (Dzenowagis, 2008, pp. 1-8). As a result, in the 

survey the question: I am careful in multicultural/diverse environments, will be asked (see 

Appendix 2). 

 

With all of these soft skills the literature assumes, when adding knowledge of project 

management tools and techniques to the soft skill set in Table 3 as well as being able to apply 

them effectively, a project manager should be able to lead projects successfully. Of course, 

looking at the soft skill set itself, even the literature writes that only someone with 

“superhuman powers” possesses and is able to use all of the soft skills effectively (Larson 

and Gray, 2012, pp. 338-362). Even though the list measures the soft skills needed it can be 

expected that project managers who don’t possess all of these skills are also able to lead 

successful projects. Nevertheless, it can be assumed that it is more likely for a project 

manager to succeed the more of these soft skills he/she masters.  

 

 

2.2 Objective 2: What is Generation Y – Characteristics compared to the Soft Skill Set  

 

This research focuses on the analysis of whether Generation Y possess the identified soft skill 

set, as explained in the last chapter, to lead successful projects. In order to obtain the data for 

the analysis, only students which are members of Generation Y will be asked to participate in 

this study. This chapter introduces Generation Y and other generations currently or in the 

future involved in working on processes of organisations and with it also in projects: Baby 

Boomers, Generation X and Generation Z, for means of differentiation. Furthermore, in 

addition to the first part of this research’s objective 2, assumptions will be made on which 

characteristics the literature assumes for Generation Y and which of those could prognose 

soft skills they possess being equal to the ones mentioned in the last chapter. 
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The Baby Boomer generation were born between 1946 and 1964 and represent a major 

economic force in many markets today. The term Baby Boomers refers to a generation of 

people “born in a period of increased birth rates” due to either economic prosperity after the 

end of World War II or due to the large number of returning males which triggered a sudden 

rise in birth rates (Euromonitor, 2006a, pp. 1-5). Baby Boomers have the work mentality to 

live for work. They are often characterised as workaholics who place their career and 

financial goals ahead of personal relationships (Fournet, 2012, p. 3; Euromonitor, 2009, p. 6). 

The values work fulfilment, family orientation and competition lead to conflicts with the 

values of the other two generation following (see also Table 4). 

 

 

 Baby Boomer Generation X Generation Y Generation Z 

 

Demographic 

 
ca. 1946-1964 ca. 1965-1980 ca. 1980-1990 ca. 1991-2002 

 

 

 

 

Defining 

Events 

Post War II 

Prosperity; Vietnam 

War; The Cold War 
Civil Rights 

Movement; nuclear 

disbarment; Women‘s 

Rights Movement  

Stagflation; Collapse 

of the Soviet Union 

9/11; Iraq War; 

Saddam Hussein 

capture and execution; 

Barack Obama and 

Angela Merkel as first 

African-American 

president and first 

female German 

chancellor 

Russia – Georgia War; 

Iraqi dictator's; Saddam 

Hussein capture and 

execution; Barack 

Obama and Angela 

Merkel as first African-

American president and 

first female German 

chancellor 

 

 

Values 
Workaholics; 

personal fulfillment 

Independent; 

individualistic; 

autonomously 

Technology –driven; 

tolerant; used to team 

work; social 

responsible, flexible; 

optimistic/positive 

Less discriminatory; 

„digital natives“; 

impatient; sense of 

fairness 

 

 

 

Work Attitude 

Competitive; 

communication in 

person; work to live  

Work-life balance; 

result driven  

Likes working in 

teams; want constant 

feedback; fast-paced 

environment; work-life 

balance; multi-tasking; 

mobility; require 

structure and guidance 

- 

 

Table 4: Generation Chart 

In accordance with: Euromonitor, 2007b, pp. 1-20; Reisenwitz and Iyer, 2009, pp. 91-103; Fournet, 2012, p. 2; 

Euromonitor, 2011, pp. 1-4; Johnson Controls, 2010, pp. 36; Euromonitor, 2006a, pp. 1-8; Euromonitor, 2009, 

pp. 1-10 

 

 

Generation X are sandwiched between the post-war Baby Boomers and Generation Y and are 

born between 1965 and 1980. Generation X are the first generation to place work–life 
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balance as goal in their career and reject the accumulation of “material possessions in favour 

of the accumulation of experiences and other intangibles” such as spiritual life or rewarding 

jobs (Euromonitor, 2009, p. 7). As a consequence, Generation X often accuse Baby Boomers 

of being self-absorbed and not understanding that work should not be the meaning of life. 

The name Generation X was borrowed from the 1991 novel by Douglas Coupland entitled: 

“Generation X: Tales for an Accelerated Culture”. Generation X members are technology-

savvy being the first generation to use email, instant messaging and cell phones since 

childhood (Reisenwitz and Iyer, 2009, pp. 91-103). Members of Generation X like to work 

autonomously which stand in contrast to Generations Y preference to team work. 

Furthermore, they tend to focus on results and are generally unimpressed by authority figures 

(Fournet, 2012, p. 2). 

 

Generation Z is the newest generation mentioned in the literature and is said to be born 

between 1991 and 2002. Also called iGeneration or Net generation, they were brought up in 

times of prosperity and with technology all around them, which is why they are also called 

“digital natives”. It is written that this generation spend a large amount of time 

communicating online which sometimes results in a lack of social skills (Euromonitor, 2011, 

p. 1). 

 

Lastly Generation Y which are typically the children of Baby Boomers, are approximately 

born between the late 1970s and late 1980s or early 1990s. Since there is no official 

definition of Generation Y in terms of the exact range of birth dates, which is often the case 

for other generations mentioned before as well, this research focuses on asking the 

participants of the survey if they are born before 1975, between 1975 and 1979, between 

1980 and 1989, between 1990 and 1995 and after 1995 which represents the time frames 

mentioned in the literature reviewed (Euromonitor, 2007b, p. 8; Fournet, 2012, p. 2; Treuren 

and Anderson, 2010, p. 49; Barford and Hester, 2011, p. 37; Deloitte, 2009, p. 2; Durkin, 

2008, p. 23; Johnson Controls, 2010, p. 36). Those born before 1975 and after 1995 will be 

excluded from the analysis (because they are born too early or too late to be part of 

Generation Y). Even though some literature include dates as late as the 2000s for Generation 

Y, because there is now a new generation called Generation Z, this research disclaims of any 

dates past 1995.   
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Synonymous of the Generation Y are Millennials,  Eco Boomers, Generation Next, the Net 

Generation, Generation Why?, iPod Generation or Connected Generation (Euromonitor, 

2007b, p. 8; Reisenwitz and Iyer, 2009, p. 92; Parment, 2013, p. 3; Gale, 2007, pp. 27-31). 

 

Table 5 presents the results on this literature review’s findings on characteristics of 

Generation Y, referring it to the soft skill set (Table 3) required as project manager in the last 

chapter. 

 

 

Characteristics of Generation Y 

 

Reference to the Soft Skill Set in Table 3 

Technology – adept / Prioritisation in 

collaboration and interaction 

 

Communication is often done via technology (email, web conference, 

mobile conversation) 

 

Preference: working in teams 

 

Team building skill – they may be able to cooperate with others easily 

and forge team spirit 

 

Tolerant / accepting of multiculturism and 

internationalism 

 

May increase their cultural awareness and acceptance of minorities in 

leadership positions 

 

Want of responsibility / committed to work if 

they believe they can make a difference 

 

Ownership ability – Generation Y are prepared to take responsibility 

 

Preference: fast-paced environment 

 

Handling stress and change – they are used to change and want things 

to move fast as in a project environment with strict schedules 

 

Positive Attitude 

 

Leadership Skill and a Sense of Humor – Generation Y are said to 

think optimistically which leads to a positive work environment and 

could also result into a joke 

 

Multi-Tasking  

 

Overview – Generation Y is good in multi-tasking it is therefore more 

likely for them to look at the big picture when handling projects 

 

„Networked Socialbility“  

 

“Digitally connected or face-to-face, networked sociability is driving 

the Generation Y to form peer groups that become the context for their 

individual and collective behaviour” (Johnson Controls, 2010) – 

networking ability implication 

 

„Spoilt for Choice“ / Used to choose from a 

large numbers of offers 

 

Decision-Making  Skill – they may be able to analyse situations 

quickly and also make decisions under pressure 

 

 

Table 5: Characteristics of Generation Y with reference to the Soft Skill Set in Table 3 

 

 

Having grown up with computers at home, multi-channel TVs, mobile phones and music 

downloads as well as instant messaging; the Generation Y members are highly adept to new 

technology (Koster, 2013, pp. 26-27). This could positively influence the communication 

skill of the future project manager for example being able to use technology effectively to 
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interact with others, maybe even design project groups for instant messaging or at least being 

used to email management. However, a problem could arise when the younger generation 

“doesn’t grasp the value of face to face time” (Gale, 2007, pp. 27-31). The empathy skill, as a 

result of less face time, may be less developed due to a lack of the usage of the skill to put 

himself/herself in other people’s positions (Newton, 2009, p. 43). Furthermore the Generation 

Y was measured to priories collaboration and interaction in the workplace, which could also 

increase the chance of an effective communication skill of Generation Y members (Johnson 

Controls, 2010, p. 4).  

 

A survey by Johnson Controls found that 41% of Generation Y prefer to have access to team 

space (Johnson Controls, 2010, p. 9). This adds to the general perception that Generation Y 

like working in teams, which sometimes leads to conflict with Generation X members who 

favour to work autonomously (Euromonitor, 2009, p. 8). Nevertheless, because Generation Y 

members like working in teams and are often used to it because of school or university 

assignments in teams, they are able to cooperate with team members during a project in a 

productive way and form team spirits. 

 

Another characteristic which could assume the existence of the soft skill cultural awareness is 

Generation Y’s high general tolerance and acceptance of multiculturalism and 

internationalism (Euromonitor, 2007a, pp. 1-2). Generation Y are usually accepting of gay 

marriages, interracial relationships and travel often, which gives them intercultural 

competence and makes them less prejudiced (Euromonitor, 2007b, pp. 2-9). An effect of this 

could be cultural awareness developed as soft skill (see also defining events in Table 4).  

 

The ownership ability could be identified due to Generation Y’s eagerness to take 

responsibility as well as the wish to contribute something meaningful (Deloitte, 2009, pp. 1-

8). If a project for example produces something useful like a building or software for people, 

a Generation Y member could commit to the project, because he/she feels he/she is doing 

something meaningful for others, which motivates him/her (Seager, 2014). 

 

Generation Y workers have a reputation for “experiencing boredom and frustration with 

slow-paced environments” (Euromonitor, 2007n, p. 14). This could benefit their ability to 

handle stress. Being used to ever changing situations or technologies, Generation Y may be 

more resistant to stress. Moreover, wanting constant challenges and a changing and diverse 
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workplace, this generation may even welcome change, which is needed as a project manager 

as well (Treuren and Anderson, 2010, pp. 49-61).  

 

 

Generation Y’s positive attitude is a valuable asset for employers. The tendency to have a 

positive disposition allows generation Y a more optimistic view of the future and a realistic 

one about the present (Reisenwitz and Iyer, 2009, p. 94; Durkin, 2008, p. 24). As leader of a 

project it is important to motivate people. One requirement of motivation is to be positive 

herself/himself as project manager in order to see things not only dismissive but to also take 

failures lighter (Anantatmula, 2010, pp. 13-15). Generation Y therefore may possess the 

motivation soft skill needed as project manager. Additionally, an assumption could be that 

Generation Y might possess the humour skill because it is surely easier making jokes when 

seeing life positive. 

 

It is said that Generation Y members are good at multi-tasking since they grew up using 

multiple technology devices at the same time (Johnson Controls, 2010, p. 36).  As a result, 

the Generation Y may have an easier overview of projects and grasping different work 

threads at the same time. 

 

Johnson Controls defines a characteristic of Generation Y as “networked sociability” which 

means: the skill sociability is created peer online network “groups that become the context for 

Generation Y’s individual and collective behaviour” (Johnson Control, 2010, p. 20). Through 

social networks like Facebook or MySpace, friends and colleagues are being collected which 

enables Generation Y members to form their own network easily making it less difficult for 

Generation Y to acquire the networking soft skill (Euromonitor, 2007b, p. 1). 

 

The last characteristic of Generation Y having implications for soft skills they may possess in 

relation to Table 3, is that they are used to choosing from a large number of possible choices. 

In a digital world where 24/7 virtual worlds are accessible, advertisement in all forms are 

presented and the product choices are almost unlimited. Generation Y has learned to make 

decisions, concentrating their research and comparing the offerings (Parment, 2013, p. 8). 

Taking this characteristic into consideration it may be that Generation Y make decisions 

easier than their previous generations, giving them an advantage as project manager.  
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Besides finding characteristics which could prove that Generation Y members possess certain 

soft skills needed as project managers identified in this chapter, there are also certain soft 

skills and characteristics of Generation Y members that are problematic as project managers. 

For example, Generation Y is highly interested in work-life balance, which isn’t very 

compatible with the stressful, deadline oriented job of a project manager (Kropp, 2013, pp. 

40-44). Furthermore, Generation Y are said to want constant feedback which is difficult as 

project manager especially in the beginning of a project in which feedback is not available 

until the first milestones are reached (Euromonitor, 2007b, p. 14). In addition, a survey by 

Johnson Controls found out that Generation Y members like clear direction and structure 

(Johnson Controls, 2010, p. 19). However, as a project manager, he/she has to give clear 

directions and structure (leadership skill) which is contradicting and could lead to difficulties 

for future Generation Y project managers (PMI, 2013a, p. 15).  

 

All generation studies have a commonality in that there are exceptions from the results 

identified. For this research it will therefore be assumed that exceptions exist for the 

identified characteristics and values of the different generations. Whether the relation 

between the characteristics of Generation Y analysed in this chapter, and the assumptions of 

the possession of soft skills project manager need due to those characteristics are true, will be 

found out through the questionnaire done for this research and analysed in Chapter 4, 5 and 6. 

 

 

2.3 Limitations 

 

Regarding the soft skill set developed, it is important to note that although it is based on the 

theory and academic literature studied, it may not cover the entire universe of soft skills that 

may be added to the soft skills already examined. The same goes for the characteristics of 

Generation Y and assumptions made in the last chapter on whether Generation Y might 

possess certain soft skills from the soft skill set defined in Table 3. 

 

Furthermore, it has to be considered that the researcher took the liberty to combine different 

names of single soft skills into one name summarizing them. Other academics may prefer 

different names and definitions of soft skills mentioned in this research. 
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3 Methodology 

 

This chapter discusses the methodology used in order to answer the research question. The 

theoretical approach to identify this research’s methodology will be done in accordance with 

Figure 3 and will firstly examine the research design. Moreover, the time horizon, the 

selection of respondents and ethical considerations as well as method of data collection and 

analysis will be inspected. Lastly limitations of the chosen methodology are considered. 

 

 

Figure 3: The Research 'Onion' 

Source: Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2012, p. 160 

 

 

3.1 Research Design 

 

The research design contains the research philosophy, research approach and the research 

strategy. The following chapters explain which research design best suits this research’s aim. 
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3.1.1 Research Philosophy 

 

The aim of the primary research of this thesis is to measure if students of Generation Y have 

the soft skills defined as necessary for project delivery in Chapter 2.1. It is therefore assumed 

that the students born in Generation Y either possess these skills or not, differentiating the 

different stages of possessiveness through the usage of the Likert-style question structure 

from strongly disagree to strongly agree. How Generation Y students evaluate their project 

manager required soft skills is, as a result, tested via survey strategy.  

 

Since the survey strategy is a highly structured data collection technique, it could be argued 

that this research is based on the research philosophy of positivism (Saunders, Lewis and 

Thornhill, 2012, p. 137; pp. 162-163). Furthermore, existing theory is used to develop the soft 

skill set which is then used as data to formulate questions for the questionnaire. This form of 

testing a theory through a data collection method is also an indication for a positivistic 

philosophy (Easterby-Smith and Thorpe and Jackson, 2008, pp. 57-58).  

 

Despite these arguments, this research focuses on the social group: Generation Y students, 

whose soft skills are asked through filling out the questionnaire by judging their own skills. 

Even though a structured data collection technique is used, it cannot be denied that this 

research also tries to understand Generation Y student’s behaviour through the analysis of 

their soft skills. For example, it could be identified how systematically the participants fill out 

each question online or through the collection technique, and during in class collection of the 

survey it could be examined how students react to the questions in the questionnaire. As a 

result, this research also has interpretivistic characteristics. However, the philosophy of 

interpretivism isn’t pursued in this dissertation.  

 

Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill (2012) write that ‘quantitative’ research design “is often used 

as synonym for any data collection techniques” such as questionnaires “or data analysis 

procedures” involving graphs or statistics “that generates or uses numerical data” (Saunder, 

Lewis and Thornhill, 2012, p. 161). Since this research uses the survey strategy as well as 

numerical data for the analysis, a quantitative research design best describes this research’s 

methodological aim. However, Bryman and Bell (2011) mention that the distinction between 

the quantitative and qualitative approach is not a “hard-and–fast one”, therefore today’s 

research designs are likely to combine quantitative and qualitative elements (Bryman and 
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Bell, 2011, pp. 26-28; Saunder, Lewis and Thornhill, 2012, p. 161). As a consequence, it is 

possible to find tendencies of qualitative research in this research’s design, as for example in 

the usage of an open question in the beginning of the questionnaire asking about the 

participant’s major, which is a non-numerical data (see Appendix 2). Although those 

tendencies towards qualitative research design can be identified, the chosen and focused 

research design for the soft skill analysis of Generation Y students is the quantitative research 

design. 

 

 

3.1.2 Research Approach 

 

Quantitative research is usually associated with a deductive approach (Saunder, Lewis and 

Thornhill, 2012, p. 162). A relationship between theory and research with the intent on the 

testing of theory describes the deductive approach. In this research the soft skill set was 

defined as theory and is tested via the survey strategy, therefore fulfilling the definition of a 

quantitative approach (Bryman and Bell, 2011, p. 27). Although, it has to be considered that 

this research may also have qualitative elements, as mentioned above, this research only 

focuses on the deductive approach using the data to test the theory developed in Chapter 2.1.  

 

 

3.1.3 Research Strategy 

 

A quantitative 6-point Likert style self-completed and collection questionnaire will be used to 

examine the research questions. The questionnaire can be found in the Appendix 2. This form 

of rating is easily understandable and anticipating any form of questions which could 

possibly point out individual participants through their given answers preventing any ethical 

issues which could arise when individual’s anonymity isn’t guaranteed (Saunders, Lewis and 

Thornhill, 2012, pp. 419-471).  

 

Besides the Likert style questions for the soft skill set in Table 3, three attribute variable 

questions will be asked at the beginning of the questionnaire about the gender, the year the 

participants are born in and about the student’s major. These questions are not done in Likert 

style but as list questions for gender and birth year and an open question for the major of the 

participating students (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2012, pp. 423-438). 
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Content validity is given through the adequate coverage of the literature’s definitions as 

presented in Chapter 2.1.2, which discusses all questions according to the findings in the 

literature (R. B. Burns and R. A. Burns, 2008, pp. 427-428).   

The questionnaire’s face validity is tested via pilot test with six friends of different 

universities (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2012, p. 451).  

 

Disadvantages of this form of primary research could arise from a low response rate, the 

inflexibility of the questionnaire form and that respondents cannot be traced back in order to 

explain for example answers they have given (Blaxter, Hughes and Tight, 2010, pp. 201-

207). Nevertheless, apart from the self-completed questionnaire published online, the 

researcher also plans to collect responses in classes at the Dublin Business School in Ireland, 

which will increase response rates. Furthermore, the question blocks on each soft skill in the 

questionnaire, with two different questions for one soft skill needed as project manager, 

guarantee greater flexibility to collect data for each soft skill of the soft skill set defined in 

Table 3 (see Appendix 2).  

 

 

3.2 Ethical Considerations 

 

Ethical issues mainly arise during participant’s assessment for the questionnaire. Issues of 

confidentiality, anonymity, privacy and copyright are raised when internet data especially in 

social networks are analysed and reported. Moreover, individuals have a right to privacy and 

should not feel pressured or coerced into participating in the questionnaire research (Oliver, 

2010, pp. 46-59; Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2012, pp. 226-243).  

 

In order to avoid these ethical matters it is at all times important for this research’s 

assessment that the consent of Generation Y students have been obtained to use their filled 

out questionnaires and that participants have the right to withdraw or decline from filling out 

the questionnaire anytime (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2012, pp. 226-243). In addition, 

anonymity should be guaranteed. The questionnaire which is presented in Appendix 2 

addresses these ethical issues in its introduction (see Appendix 2). Furthermore, the website 

SurveyMonkey
1
 will be used for analysing data and positioning the questionnaire in online 

                                                 
1
 SurveyMonkey Inc., provider of web-based survey solutions located in Palo Alto, California, USA 
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networks. On this platform, the researcher can edit the online collection method settings to be 

collected anonymously, so that IP addresses and email addresses will not be stored helping 

guarantee anonymity (SurveyMonkey, 2014).  

 

 

3.3 Time Horizon and Selecting Respondents 

 

This research’s online survey was conducted from the 5
th

 of June 2014 to the 17
th

 of June. 

The in-class-collections were conducted from the 9
th

 to the 12
th

 of June at the Dublin 

Business School. Both collection methods have a closed time period and are as a 

consequence cross-sectional (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2012, p. 190). This time 

horizon has been chosen due to time and manpower constraints.  

 

The sample frame consists of Generation Y members born between the late 1970s and early 

1990s who are currently enrolled in colleges and universities in both undergraduate and 

graduate courses in Ireland. Due to a lack of access to already working members of 

Generation Y, this survey focuses mainly on students born as Generation Y members. 

Another reason why this questionnaire will mainly be asked to students is that a large part of 

Generation Y consists of students and students are taught technical skills at universities and 

colleges which will make them more likely to be used as project manager in the future for 

example in the majors engineering or project management (Dublin Business School, 2014). 

To reduce difficulties with cultural differences this research will only look at people currently 

living and studying in Ireland. 

 

The sample size required from the Dublin Business School for this research is around 200 

participants of the survey. Overall 211 students participated in this research’s survey 

research, from which 67 were web-based and 144 collected in different classes at the Dublin 

Business School. The online sample size on Facebook was 8031 members of the groups 

where the questionnaire was posted and asked to be filled out (see also Chapter 3.4 and 

Appendix 3).  
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As sample techniques simple random face-to-face contact through visits in classes at the 

Dublin Business School and web-based contact through social network pages like Facebook 

were used (Blumberg, Cooper and Schindler, 2011, pp. 196-198). 

 

 

3.4 Data Evaluation: Data Collection and Analysis 

 

Considering that a relatively large sample is needed to facilitate the population size of the 

whole Generation Y students in Ireland and the short time span and manpower constraints for 

this research, a primary data collection with the use of a quantitative 6-point Likert style 

questionnaire (responses coded from 1 to 6), was the best choice to answer the research 

questions.  

The self–completed questionnaire is uploaded electronically on social network pages in 

groups only having currently enrolled students in Ireland as members using the internet 

(internet-mediated or web-based questionnaire). In addition, questionnaires are delivered and 

collected by hand in classes at the Dublin Business School (see Chapter 3.3). A table listing 

all Facebook groups where the survey was posted online to be filled out through the software 

program of the website SurveyMonkey can be found in Appendix 3. 

 

Once the questionnaire has been collected the raw data received needs to be turned into 

information with the usage of quantitative analysis techniques. This research uses the 

exploratory data analysis approach/philosophy which emphasises the use of diagrams to 

explore and understand the data (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2012, pp. 472-527). The 

exploratory approach is suited for the analysis of the questionnaire because the focus of the 

desired results is on the rating of the questions addressing the soft skill set, filled out by the 

participants, not on the statistical proven relationships between the different question blocks 

in the questionnaire for example by the method: chi square test (Saunders, Lewis and 

Thornhill, 2012, pp. 512-515).  

 

The data for this research was firstly analysed through the website SurveyMonkey in which 

arithmetic means and percentages of each survey question was determined. Afterwards, the 
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data was exported to the program SPSS
2
 (2007) in a Microsoft Excel

3
 (2010) file format to 

analyse descriptive statistical data.  The questionnaire in Appendix 2 uses mainly ordinal data 

in which the relative position of each case within the data set is known (Eckstein, 2014, 

pp.12-30). The researcher had to code the nominal data (strongly disagree etc.) to numerical 

data (coding 1-6) in order to have significant results during the descriptive data analysis. 

 

The following statistical graphical methods are used for the data analysis procedures: bar 

charts, multiple bar chart, and tables listing the calculated percentages of each question 

addressing the soft skill set defined in Chapter 2.1.  In order to get mathematical summaries 

of technical tendencies the data analysis also determined the arithmetic mean of all single 34 

questions on the soft skill set and the overall arithmetic mean of all questions on the soft 

skills as well as the arithmetic mean of each question compared to the gender of the 

participants filling them out. In addition, the arithmetic mean of all questions divided in 

different time periods of the participant’s birth years was calculated (see question 2 in 

Appendix 2). Lastly, the central tendency of the data’s variability (standard deviations, range, 

minimum and maximum scores) was examined. See Appendix 4 for the results of the SPSS 

analysis. 

 

 

3.5 Limitations 

 

A clear limitation arising for this research is the small sample size of 211 participants as well 

as the focus on only students being born as Generation Y members as sample frame. 

Considering that in 2013 Irish colleges had over 170.000 full-time higher education students 

and 2010/2011 universities saw enrolments of 169.539 full-time and part time students just in 

the undergraduate level. As such, this research’s sample of 211 isn’t representative of the 

entire student population (Irish University Association, 2014). Furthermore, while many 

students are Generation Y members, they did not perfectly represent the entire Irish 

Generation Y population which lies around 2.030.390 people (Central Statistics Office 

Ireland, 2014).  

 

                                                 
2
 SPSS Inc. 2007. predictive analytics software / advances statistical analysis, SPSS for Windows, Version 16.0, 

Chicago 
3
 Microsoft Excel Version Home Office (2010), a spreadsheet application developed by Microsoft Corporation 
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Another limitation is that while the researcher’s expectation is that the respondents given 

correct and truthful responses to each question, there is no way to empirically confirm if in 

reality that is the case. Since the participants are judging their own skills it is likely that they 

choose answers which are more socially desirable and the answers they give as a result don’t 

reflect their true skills (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2012, pp. 419-430). 
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4 Data Analysis and Findings 

 

This section presents the empirical findings and data analysis from the primary research 

obtained through the survey questionnaire. The website SurveyMonkey and the program 

SPSS were used to process the data and conduct the quantitative analysis. Overall 211 

students participated in the questionnaire from which 67 were web based and 144 were 

conducted through in class collections. For this research only the birth years between 1975 

and 1995 are used, the to-be analysed number of participants for the research was therefore 

reduced to 196 (see Figure 4).  

The first part of this chapter analysis the gender and birth periods of the participants. The 

second part examines and discusses the results of the questionnaire data analysis 

differentiating the soft skills by their likelihood to be possessed by Generation Y’s students. 

 

 

4.1 Sample Demographics and Characteristics 

 

From the birth years between 1975 to 1995, 108 females or 55,96% of the total, and 85 

males, representing 44,45% of the sample, participated in the questionnaire. Furthermore, 

Figure 4 shows the participant’s years of birth ordered in different periods.  

             

Figure 4: Birth Years of the Participants: before 1975 to after 1995 
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The majority of students who participated in the questionnaire are born between 1980 and 

1995 (80.95%, 191 students). Since the years before 1975 and after 1995 are not considered 

for the analysis, see Chapter 2 and Chapter 3, the fact that they are underrepresented isn’t of 

significance for the quantitative analysis. However, for the years between 1975 and 1979 

only five students (2.38%) participated in the survey and as a result this age group is 

underrepresented in the sample.  

 

 

4.2 Descriptive Statistics 

 

The majority of the students slightly agreed and agreed to possess the soft skills asked in the 

questionnaire. This is proven by the arithmetic mean for all questions, concerning the 

questions on the soft skill set project manager should have, which is 4.63, considering the 

coding: strongly disagree as value 1, disagree as value 2, slightly disagree as value 3, slightly 

agree as value 4, agree as value 5 and strongly agree as the value 6. See Appendix 4 for the 

means, standard deviations and variances for each question addressing the soft skill set. 

Table 6, on the next page, summarizes all responses having over 60% in their sum of the two 

answers agree and strongly agree. It can be assumed that students feel that they are able to 

perform those skills well and therefore will be able to use them when they become project 

managers. Especially the three underlined data in Table 6, which show the highest responses 

concerning the value scale with over 80% in the sum of agree and strongly agree, are most 

likely to be able to be performed by students from Generation Y in a project manager 

position. Nevertheless, in the questionnaire for nearly all soft skills in the soft skill set in 

Table 3, two questions were asked, taking the definitions in the literature into consideration 

(see Appendix 2). Even though Table 6 shows the skills which the students think they most 

likely possess, many second questions of one skill are not represented in the table, indicating 

that students only highly agree and strongly agree with a part attribute of many soft skills 

identified in Chapter 2. For example, Table 6 lists the question 23 asking about the problem-

solving skill. Question 24, however, adds another attribute to the problem-solving skill which 

is that the recipient is able to find solutions to problems, and has only 48.11% when looking 

at the sum of responses from agree and strongly agree (see Table 8). As a consequence, 

students feel that they are more likely to be able to identify key components of a problem 

than in finding the solutions to problems. However, as the analysis in Chapter 2.1 determined, 
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project managers require both attributes of the problem-solving skill, which leads to the 

conclusion that students still lack part of this soft skill as identified through this analysis. 

Despite this conclusion, it has to be mentioned and considered, that all responses ranked 

slightly agree, agree and strongly agree higher than any answers disagreeing with the 

questions. This discussion can be applied to the other soft skill not being fully represented by 

Table 6 as well: sense of ownership.  

 
 Strongly 

Disagree 

Disagree Slightly 

Disagree 

Slightly 

Agree 

Agree Strongly 

Agree 

During team assignments I often talk to 

team members in order to understand the 

team's current standing (Communication 

Skill) 

 

1.60% 

 

1.60% 

 

3.21% 

 

18.72% 

 

55.61% 

 

19.25% 

Others understand easily what I explain to 

them (Communication Skill) 

 

0.00% 

 

1.60% 

 

3.74% 

 

25.13% 

 

60.43% 

 

9.09% 

I know the ways that my feelings affect 

my performance (Empathy Skill) 

 

0.00% 

 

1.06% 

 

7.45% 

 

25.00% 

 

50.00% 

 

16.49% 

I am able to put myself in other people’s 

position (Empathy Skill) 

 

0.53% 

 

2.66% 

 

4.79% 

 

28.19% 

 

44.15% 

 

19.68% 

I am able to motivate people (Leadership 

Skill) 

 

0.53% 

 

0.00% 

 

5.35% 

 

31.02% 

 

43.85% 

 

19.25% 

I am able to create a sense of direction in a 

team environment (Leadership Skill) 

 

0.53% 

 

1.07% 

 

2.67% 

 

28.88% 

 

52.94% 

 

13.90% 

I answer/ take responsibility for personal 

actions such as mistakes I make (Sense of 

Ownership) 

 

0.54% 

 

0.54% 

 

2.70% 

 

15.68% 
 

47.57% 

 

32.97% 

It is easy for me to have an ongoing 

dialogue with people (Networking Skill) 

 

0.54% 

 

2.15% 

 

9.14% 

 

26.88% 

 

47.31% 

 

13.98% 

I have my own group/pool of people 

whom I could ask for information 

(Networking Skill) 

 

0.54% 

 

1.61% 

 

5.91% 

 

24.73% 

 

50.00% 

 

17.20% 

I have the ability to cooperate/ work 

together with others to meet a common 

objective (Team building Skill) 

 

0.00% 

 

0.53% 

 

2.14% 

 

16.58% 
 

60.43% 

 

20.32% 

I am able to form a  team spirit 

(willingness to cooperate as part of a 

team) (Team building Skill) 

 

0.00% 

 

0.54% 

 

5.38% 

 

25.27% 

 

53.23% 

 

15.59% 

I am able to plan effectively (e.g. 

assignments, trips etc.) (Planning Skill) 

 

0.00% 

 

2.15% 

 

12.90% 

 

23.12% 

 

36.56% 

 

25.27% 

I have the ability to identify key 

components of a problem (Problem-

Solving Skill) 

 

0.00% 

 

1.08% 

 

6.45% 

 

32.26% 

 

49.46% 

 

10.75% 

I can adapt to new situations (Open to 

Change) 

 

0.00% 

 

1.07% 

 

4.28% 

 

17.11% 
 

54.55% 

 

22.99% 

I don’t have a problem with working in 

new environments (Open to Change) 

 

1.60% 

 

3.21% 

 

5.35% 

 

22.46% 

 

40.64% 

 

26.74% 

I can work efficiently even while under 

pressure (Handling Stress) 

 

0.53% 

 

2.14% 

 

8.56% 

 

22.99% 

 

44.92% 

 

20.86% 

I am careful in multicultural/diverse  

environments (Cultural Awareness) 

 

0.00% 

 

2.17% 

 

8.70% 

 

28.80% 

 

46.74% 

 

13.59% 

I usually finish projects/assignments on 

time (Time Management) 

 

0.00% 

 

0.53% 

 

3.74% 

 

19.25% 

 

34.22% 

 

42.25% 

 
Table 6: Responses above 60% of the sum of the answers: agree and strongly agree 
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Table 7 summarizes the eight questions which had the highest response rates (in sum over 

15%) in the answers slightly disagree, disagree and strongly disagree. Of course the majority 

of answers still lie in the areas of slightly agree till strongly agree, but the likelihood of 

sociable favourable answering of students for questions has to be considered, see Chapter 3.5. 

It is to be analysed that these skills which gain the highest responses in the disagree area of 

the questions are presenting the soft skills students of Generation Y are least likely to possess 

and use as future project managers. 

 

 
 Strongly 

Disagree 

Disagree Slightly 

Disagree 

Slightly 

Agree 

Agree Strongly 

Agree 

I am able to solve conflicts as they arise 

(Conflict Management) 

 

0.54% 

 

2.15% 

 

12.37% 

 

36.56% 

 

41.40% 

 

6.99% 

I am able to step back from immediate 

pressure of the day to look at the whole 

situation (Overview) 

 

1.07% 

 

4.28% 

 

12.83% 

 

36.36% 

 

34.76% 

 

10.70% 

I am an organized person (Organising 

Skill) 

 

1.07% 

 

4.81% 

 

9.63% 

 

28.34% 

 

26.20% 

 

29.95% 

I am able to plan effectively (e.g. 

assignments, trips etc.) (Planning Skill) 

 

0.00% 

 

2.15% 

 

12.90% 

 

23.12% 

 

36.56% 

 

25.27% 

I am often making a plan B in case 

something goes wrong (Foresight) 

 

1.08% 

 

3.76% 

 

16.13% 

 

30.65% 

 

32.80% 

 

15.59% 

I am able to give a presentation on short 

notice (Presentation Skill) 

 

0.54% 

 

7.57% 

 

10.27% 

 

35.14% 

 

36.22% 

 

10.27% 

I sometimes raise a laugh during work/ 

class (Sense of Humour) 

 

0.54% 
 

8.15% 

 

12.50% 

 

33.15% 

 

30.43% 

 

15.22% 

It is easy for me to make decisions 

(Decision – Making) 

 

1.08% 

 

6.99% 

 

9.68% 

 

30.11% 

 

36.02% 

 

16.13% 

 
Table 7: Responses above 15% of the sum of the answers: strongly disagree, disagree and slightly disagree  

 

 

 

The skill sense of humour is the most unlikely soft skill to be possessed by Generation Y 

students with 8.15% of the participants disagreeing to be able to raise a laugh during work or 

class. When testing the relationship between male and female participants answering this 

question, the highest deviation between both variables male and female can be identified for 

this question compared to all questions related to the soft skill set (0.64 difference between 

both arithmetic means). Moreover, a high standard deviation for this question 1.15 was 

determined (see Appendix 4). As Figure 5 on the next page shows, females slightly disagree, 

disagree and strongly disagree as sum with 30% to possess this skill, while only 11.10% of 

the male students disagree and slightly disagree to be able to perform this skill. Considering 

that in 23 out of the 34 questions on soft skills the arithmetic mean of female participants is 
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higher than that of the male participants, this deviation can be considered significant (see 

Appendix 4). 

 

 

Figure 5: Question 33: Comparison / Correlation Male and Female 

 

 

 

In addition to the sense of humour skill, the skill foresight, as highlighted in Table 7, is less 

likely to be possessed by Generation Y students. Furthermore, the planning skill question in 

Table 7 was also listed in Table 6 which indicates that students are unsure whether they have 

this skill or not (high standard deviation: 1.05). Partly this duality is based on the females and 

males answering this question. Figure 6 on the next page displays that female students of 

Generation Y evaluate their planning skill higher (arithmetic mean 4.97) than the male 

participants (arithmetic mean 4.40), which creates the diverse segmentation for this question.  

 

Moreover, many questions in Table 7 also list only one of the questions for soft skills which 

originally were based on two attribute questions. This refers to the conflict management, 

overview, presentation and decision-making skill (see Table 7). The attributes of those 

questions mentioned in Table 7 are not as likely to be used as future project managers by 

Generation Y students compared to attributes mentioned in Table 8 on page 46. An 

interesting observation is that the attributes skills mentioned in Table 6 are not mentioned in 
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Table 7. It can therefore be assumed that soft skills in Table 6, even if only one attribute was 

mentioned, have a higher arithmetic mean, when combining both attribute questions, and 

with it more answers in slightly agree, agree and strongly agree, as the skills mentioned in 

Table 7 (see Chapter 5). 

 

 
 

Figure 6: Question 22: Comparison / Correlation Male and Female 

 

 

 

Table 8 on the next page presents the questions and question attributes not mentioned in 

Table 6 and 7. The question’s arithmetic mean which was added in Table 8 shows that all 

responses for the questions in the Table 8 had a mean from 4.4 to 4.62 and were therefore 

relatively low when it comes to the answers: agreed or disagreed. Nevertheless, high 

percentages can as well be identified, concerning the answers slightly agree, agree and 

strongly agree. Those percentages were in the sum higher than the ones in Table seven but 

lower than in Table 6.  

 

The skills general management and political savvy are only listed in Table 8, which indicates 

that those skills are likely to be possessed by students of Generation Y but not as likely as the 

ones in Table 6 because their arithmetic mean is lower (see also Chapter 5). The next chapter 



 46 

will interpret the in this chapter presented analysis results referring the results to every soft 

skill mentioned in Chapter 2.1.2. 

 

 Strongly 

Disagree 

Disagree Slightly 

Disagree 

Slightly 

Agree 

Agree Strongly 

Agree 

Mean 

I have knowledge in certain 

management areas (for 

example: controlling, 

human resources, finance 

etc.) (General Management 

Skills) 

 

 

1.06% 

 

 

4.79% 

 

 

8.51% 

 

 

34.57% 

 

 

32.98% 

 

 

18.09% 

 

 

4.48 

I am able to understand the 

determinants of conflicts 

between team members 

(Conflict Management) 

 

0.00% 

 

3.72% 

 

8.51% 

 

30.32% 

 

51.60% 

 

5.85% 

 

4.47 

I am able to see how 

assignments/projects/team 

work fit into the larger 

picture of the 

module/university/company 

(Overview) 

 

 

0.53% 

 

 

2.14% 

 

 

5.88% 

 

 

35.83% 

 

 

41.71% 

 

 

13.90% 

 

 

4.58 

I take responsibility for 

failures of my team (Sense 

of Ownership) 

 

0.53% 

 

4.81% 

 

9.63% 

 

28.34% 

 

43.32% 

 

13.37% 

 

4.49 

I easily find solutions to 

problems (Problem-Solving 

Skill) 

 

0.00% 

 

0.54% 

 

6.49% 

 

44.86% 

 

38.38% 

 

9.73% 

 

4.50 

I understand the dynamics 

of power in my organisation 

/ university (Political savvy) 

 

0.00% 

 

2.14% 

 

10.70% 

 

36.90% 

 

42.25% 

 

8.02% 

 

4.43 

I am able to win the support 

of people (Political savvy) 

 

0.00% 

 

0.54% 

 

3.76% 

 

37.10% 

 

50.00% 

 

8.60% 

 

4.62 

I am able to hold the 

attention of an audience 

while presenting 

(Presentation Skill) 

 

1.07% 

 

1.07% 

 

8.02% 

 

33.16% 

 

45.45% 

 

11.23% 

 

4.55 

I am able to make decisions 

when unexpected changes 

occur (Decision – Making) 

 

0.00% 

 

5.88% 

 

5.35% 

 

29.41% 

 

47.06% 

 

12.30% 

 

4.55 

 
Table 8: Responses between the arithmetic means of 4.40 and 4.62 

 

 

A last differentiation of all results of this research can be made when comparing the 

arithmetic mean for the birth year periods listed in Figure 4. While the participants born 

between 1975 and 1979 have a relatively high mean of 5.19 for all questions on the soft skills 

set, the years from 1980 to 1989 have an arithmetic mean from 4.56 and lie, as a result, in 

between, because the participants born between 1990 and 1995 have a mean of 4.65. The 

oldest Generation Y members assume they possess most of the soft skills asked, followed by 

the youngest participants. However, the years in between 1980 and 1989 have the lowest 
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overall arithmetic mean, which allows the assumption that they are more cautiously choosing 

the soft skills they think to possess. 
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5 Discussion 

 
 

This chapter discusses the results of the empirical findings and data analysis from Chapter 4 

and answers this research’s objectives 3 and 4 as defined in Chapter 1.2. Furthermore, the 

assumptions made on soft skills Generation Y students most likely possess, analysed in 

Chapter 2.2, will be compared and evaluated to this research’s findings from Chapter 4. 

 

 

 

5.1 Objective 3: Soft Skills Students of Generation Y most likely and likely possess 

 

This research’s objective 3 was to find out, which soft skills, required by project managers, 

defined in Chapter 2.1, Generation Y students likely possess. Table 6 in the last chapter 

identified the single questions which had the highest percentages in the sum of the two 

answers agree and strongly agree. However, since only some part attribute questions, as 

discussed in the last chapter, were listed in Table 6, it could not be absolutely determined if 

the overall soft skill when sometimes proposed by two questions / attributes had a high 

arithmetic mean, meaning a tendency towards agree and strongly agree for certain skills. For 

this reason in Table 9 the average between both arithmetic means of the questions for one 

skill was calculated. As a result, nine soft skills were identified having an arithmetic mean 

over 4.70 and are the likeliest to be possessed and able to be used by the Generation Y 

student sample participating in the questionnaire. 

 

 
Soft Skill required by project managers 

 

Arithmetic Means of the sum of questions for each 

skill 

Communication Skill 4.78 

Empathy, Emotional Intelligence Skill 4.73 

Leadership Skill 4.75 

Team Building Skill 4.88 

Open to Change 4.86 

Handling Stress 4.72 

Planning Skill 4.70 

Sense of Ownership 4.79 

Time Management 5.14 

 
Table 9: Soft Skills most likely possessed by Generation Y Students 

 

 

Eight of the twelve skills and all skills having both questions /attributes of a soft skill listed in 

Table 6 are represented in Table 9. Only the sense of ownership skill which had only one 
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question of two in Table 6 and the other in Table 8 reached an arithmetic mean of 4.79 and 

was therefore placed in Table 9. In Chapter 2.2 it was also discussed that the ownership 

ability could be one of the soft skills possible possessed by Generation Y, due to their 

identified characteristic to be eager to take responsibility as well as to contribute something 

meaningful, as empirically analysed by the company Deloitte (Deloitte, 2009, pp. 1-8). This 

assumption was confirmed through this analysis. Nevertheless, this research proved that 

Generation Y students are more likely to take responsibility for their own actions (arithmetic 

mean: 5.08) than for the team they are working with (arithmetic mean: 4.49). The reason for 

that could be that students are used to the fact that in university every member of the group 

has the same responsibility as the others for finishing the assignment and for the grade of the 

assignment. The participants probably aren’t familiar with the concept of taking 

responsibility as manager for the team task which is required as project manager (Newton, 

2009, pp. 81-109). A commitment to own mistakes, however, was identified (see Table 6). 

 

The most likely soft skill to be possessed by students of Generation Y as highlighted in Table 

9, is the time management skill. 42.25% of all students participating answered strongly agree 

for this question, which is also the highest percentage for the answer strongly agree when 

looking at all soft skills related questions (see Table 6). A significant deviation can, for this 

question, be found when looking at the female and male participants. Females answered that 

they strongly agree with the question with 52.94%, while males only strongly agreed by 

29.27% indicating that females are probably more likely on time than males (see Appendix 5, 

Table 9). Furthermore, students are used to deadlines and submitting their work on time. The 

question if they are able to usually finish assignments on time may therefore be misleading 

for them, because they could think that they have to/ it is required by them to submit their 

assignment on time and don’t understand the possibility in projects that certain deliverables 

could be delayed (see Chapter 2.1). 

 

After the time management skill, the team building skill is the second most likely soft skill to 

be possessed by students of Generation Y. As discussed in Chapter 2.2, Johnson Controls 

already assessed that Generation Y prefer to have access to team space and like working in 

teams, it is easily explained why the participants evaluated this soft skill high (Johnson 

Controls, 2010, p. 9). Moreover, students in university are often confronted with team work 

for assignments which could help them to get used to team work and developing the soft skill 

team building (Thomas, 2014, pp. 479-495). 
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Another soft skill, highlighted in Table 9, is open to change. This soft skill is characterised as 

the ability to deal with constant changes and obstacles, as well as working in unknown areas 

(see Table 3). As analysed in Chapter 2.2, Generation Y have a reputation for “experiencing 

boredom and frustration with slow-paced environments” and that they are constantly 

confronted with changing technologies (Euromonitor, 2007b, p. 14). Generation Y students, 

as a result, may even welcome new situations and environments to avoid boredom and being 

confronted to changes in technologies could prepare them to deal with changes during project 

assignments. 

 

In Chapter 2.2 emotional intelligence or empathy was anticipated to be a soft skill difficult to 

be possessed by students of Generation Y, because Generation Y are accused to not “grasp 

the value of face to face time” and are therefore assumed to be less used to social interactions. 

However, the soft skill is mentioned in Table 9, indicating that it is most likely possessed by 

the participants (Gale, 2007, pp. 27-31). This research may as a consequence prove that the 

assumptions in Chapter 2.2 were unjustified.  

 

The leadership skill is mentioned in Table 9. Considering that the attributes being able to 

motivate and creating direction were asked, it has to be examined that the leadership skill is 

not fully represented by both questions and may therefore not being fulfilled by Generation Y 

students even though the analysis showed that the participants evaluate their skills in the both 

mentioned attributes high (see Table 6). 

 

Table 9 shows that Generation Y students are likely to handle stress. With deadlines for 

assignments constantly being part of their lives and high costs for living, as well as the 

recently occurring recession period decreasing the amount of jobs to be found all over 

Ireland, students may have gotten used to pressure and stress in their life which could explain 

the results in Table 6 and Table 9 (Steinhoff, 2013; European Commission, 2014).  

 

Lastly the planning skill was mentioned in Table 9 which distinguishes the skill from the 

others since the planning skill was also mentioned in Table 7, listing the most unlikely skills 

due to high percentages in the answers strongly disagree, disagree and slightly disagree. Still, 

over 60% of the participants agreed and strongly agreed to be able to plan effectively which 

could benefit Generation Y students when working as project manager (see Table 6). 
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Table 10 lists the soft skills which are likely but not as likely as the ones in Table 9 to be 

possessed by students of Generation Y. Their arithmetic mean ranges in between 4.50 and 

4.70.  

 

Soft Skill required by project managers 

 

Arithmetic Means of the sum of questions for each 

skill 

Organising Skill 4.64 

Problem-Solving Skill 4.56 

Cultural Awareness 4.61 

Networking Skill 4.67 

Political Savvy 4.53 

 

Table 10: Soft Skills likely possessed by Generation Y Students 

 

 

Although both questions concerning the networking skill were listed in Table 6, the soft skill 

is not one of the likeliest skills to be possessed by the participants. Furthermore, due to the 

empirical findings that Generation Y members are a connected generation through 

technologies, having grown up with computers, mobile phones and instant messages; it was 

assumed in Chapter 2.2 that the generation’s ability on networking should be distinctive, 

which it only slightly is when looking at the questions’ arithmetic mean of 4.67 (Koster, 

2013, pp. 26-27). However, the soft skill still has high results on agree and strongly agree and 

is therefore listed in Table 10. 

 

Another soft skill presented in Table 6 but with its arithmetic mean below a mean of 4.70 is 

cultural awareness. Even though Generation Y was identified as being tolerant and acceptant 

of multiculturalism and internationalism, of the Generation Y students participating only 

46.74% agreed and 13.59% strongly agreed being careful in multicultural environments (see 

Table 6 and Chapter 2.2; Euromonitor, 2007a, pp. 1-2).  

 

Generation Y students are likely to be organised. Females (strongly agree: 39.22%) more so 

than men (strongly agree: 19.51%) (see Appendix 5, Figure 11). Furthermore, their problem-

solving skill is possibly more developed as their conflict-solving skill and they are less 

confident about their ability to find solutions to problems than identifying their key 

components. This fact could lead to difficulties in a project manager position in which 

solutions have to be found under pressure and fast (see Chapter 2.1 and 4). These difficulties 
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are based on the higher number of the sample answering slightly agree than agree and 

strongly agree at question 24, compared to question 23 (see Figure 7 and 8). 

 

 
Figure 7: Responses Question 24 
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Figure 8: Responses Question 23 

 

 

The last soft skill mentioned in Table 10 is the political savvy skill. Even though both 

attribute were listed in Table 8, this skill has a high percentage of agreeing for both questions 

/attributes of the skill (see Table 8). Question 18 asks if the recipient has a group of people 

whom he/she could ask for information, may be misleading for the participants. The reason 

for that is, that the word “information” can be interpreted in many ways and must not 

necessarily have anything to do with professional contacts and information related to the 

person’s job, but other information which isn’t project management related. Nevertheless, the 

aim of the question 18 was to identify, if students of Generation are a member of a group 

which could help them form their own in a project manager position. This is likely to happen 

since a high arithmetic mean in Table 10 has been identified. 

 

The soft skills discussed in this chapter either are most likely or likely to be possessed by 

students of Generation Y which answers the objective 3’s aim.  
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5.2 Objective 4: Soft Skill Gaps of Generation Y’s Students 

 

Objective 4 of this research is to find out the soft skill gaps of Generation Y’s students 

concerning the soft skill set required by project managers, developed in Chapter 2.1 and 

analysed in Chapter 4. It can be said that all questions of the questionnaire addressing the soft 

skill set have a high arithmetic mean which indicates that the participants mostly slightly 

agree, agree and strongly agree with all questions, as discussed in Chapter 4. Considering the 

analysis, the soft skill gaps for this chapter can only be found in the least likeliest soft skills 

evaluated by Generation Y students with an arithmetic mean of 4.50 which is still a high 

arithmetic mean lying between the answers slightly agree and agree. Table 11 summarizes all 

soft skills which are the least likely to be possessed by students due to their lowest arithmetic 

mean for this study. 

 

 
Soft Skill required by project managers 

 

Arithmetic Means of the sum of questions for each 

skill 

Conflict Management 4.42 

Overview 4.45 

General Management Skill 4.48 

Foresight 4.37 

Presentation Skill 4.43 

Sense of Humour 4.30 

Decision-Making Skill 4.48 

 
Table 11: Soft Skills least likely possessed by Generation Y Students 

 

 

 

The most possible skill gap for Generation Y students is the soft skill sense of humour (see 

chapter 4.2). Although Chapter 2.2 assumed that Generation Y are likely to have this soft 

skill, because of an identified positive and optimistic attitude of the generation which could 

allow them to raise jokes for example to cheer people up, this skill especially by women is 

the least likely to be used by the participating students (see Chapter 4.2, Reisenwitz and Iyer, 

2009, p. 94). 

 

Moreover, Generation Y students don’t make back up plans which reduces the chances of the 

foresight skill to be possessed by students of Generation Y. This result could be based on 

their upbringing as the first generation without clear memories of communism, dictatorial 

rule or critical violence in their country (Euromonitor, 2007b, p. 9). Nevertheless, the 

financial crisis since 2009 showed this generation how easily one could lose his/her job and 
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savings could be gone, which should trigger their foresight ability as a precaution in the 

future (Central Bank of Ireland; Woods and O’Connell, 2012, pp. 98-114).  

 

In addition to the sense of humour skill, Chapter 2.2 also assumed that Generation Y will not 

have difficulties when it comes to decision-making. The reason for this assumption is the 

analysis that Generation Y is used to choose from a large numbers of offers, being it the 

numerous articles in a supermarket or the many possible study subjects in universities 

(ConsumerReports.org, 2014). However, the analysis in Table 9 and 11 proves that it is not 

easy for the sample to make decisions. An interesting fact is that it is more likely for 

Generation Y students to make decisions when unexpected changes occur than to make 

decisions themselves (see Table 7 and 8). 

 

Another soft skill guessed to be unlikely possessed by Generation Y is the skill overview. 

Johnson Controls proved that Generation Y members are good at multi-tasking since they 

grew up using multiple technical devices at the same time which should aid them being able 

to look at the big picture of things (John Controls, 2010, p. 36). Nevertheless, the overview 

skill is one of the less likely soft skills indicating a skill gap listed in Table 11.  

 

A further skill gap could be the soft skill conflict management. Like the problem solving skill 

in the last chapter, it is also more likely for Generation Y students to understand determinants 

of conflicts between team members (arithmetic mean: 4.47) than to solve conflicts as they 

arise (arithmetic mean: 4.37).  

 

The participants of this study have high difficulties with presenting on short notice 

(arithmetic mean: 4.30) and they aren’t completely confident to be able to hold the attention 

of an audience while presenting (arithmetic mean: 4.55). Therefore the soft skill presentation 

skill could be a skill gap for future project manager which could prove to be problematic 

since project managers often have to present their project in front of stakeholders (see 

Chapter 2.1). 

 

The last skill gap identified is the general management skill asking about knowledge in 

management areas. The reason for a low arithmetic mean is that students from different 

majors were asked to participate in the study. Participants from the music department who 

did not take any business related classes their major, students from the major cloud 
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computing students who have some classes in business during their study participated in this 

survey. Nevertheless, Chapter 2.1 identified that general management skills are needed as 

project manager and students therefore have to overcome this possible skill gap to work 

successfully in project management. 

 

This chapter discussed seven possible skill gaps of Generation Y students representing the 

least likely soft skills possessed by the sample based on the questions’ arithmetic means. 

Objective 4 is as a result answered.  

 

 

5.3 Limitations and Recommendations for Academia 

 

This study used a sample of 211 participants from which 197 were used for the analysis. As 

discussed in Chapter 3.5 the sample isn’t representative towards all students of Generation Y 

in Ireland. It is therefore recommended to use a larger sample for future research in this field.  

 

Another limitation is the use of students of Generation Y to represent the whole Generation 

Y. Although many students are more likely to become project manager in the future than 

Generation Y members without higher education, they did not perfectly represent the entire 

Irish Generation Y (see Chapter 3.5). As a result it is further recommended to use a sample 

representing different social status.  

 

Furthermore, it would be beneficial to conduct this study over a period of time, with a 

longitudinal time horizon, thus discovering trends when collecting the questionnaire.  

 

Moreover, instead of using the survey strategy, the strategy experiment could be used to 

answer this research’s research question by testing the soft skill set required by project 

managers with artificial situations in an experimental environment, created for the 

participants. For example the participants could be asked to prepare a presentation on short 

notice to find out whether the sample possesses the presentation skill (see Table 8).  
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6 Conclusions and Recommendations 

 
 

The purpose of this dissertation was to identify the soft skill set required by project managers 

to lead successful projects and to explore whether Generation Y students possess those soft 

skills. The theoretical analysis in Chapter 2.1 examined and defined the soft skill set (see 

Table 3), answering the first part of the research question as well as objective 1 of this 

dissertation. In addition, considering the already published surveys, publications, journals and 

books examining Generation Y attributes, behaviours and characteristics, assumptions were 

made in Chapter 2.2 as to how the literature proposes which soft skills of the soft skill set 

Generation Y probably have, which answers objective 2 of this research. The primary 

research findings evaluated how the sample thinks which soft skill they are likely to possess, 

discussing the third objective in Chapter 5. Lastly, the skill gaps of Generation Y students 

participating in this research were identified as the least likely soft skills the participants 

possess. The result of the objectives 3 and 4 are shown in Table 9 to 11.  

 

This chapter summarizes the general conclusions made from the findings in this dissertation 

and answers the question of objective 5 of this study which is to formulate recommendations 

to organisations employing project managers with the results of this dissertation’s primary 

research.  

 

 

 
6.1 General Conclusions 

 

The primary research findings demonstrated a tendency of all survey participants towards 

slightly agreeing and agreeing with all soft skills asked in the questionnaire. As a conclusion, 

it can be said that the students born in Generation Y evaluate their own soft skills positively; 

they think they are able to use or demonstrate most of the soft skills required as project 

manager.  

 

However, slight variations could be found when analysing the arithmetic mean and 

percentages from Table 6 to 11. The results of the primary analysis and discussion can be 

seen in Table 12 on the next page. This research divided the soft skills into three areas: soft 
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skills most likely, likely and least likely to be possessed by Generation Y students, using the 

arithmetic mean as measure per soft skill, as demonstrated in the last chapter. 

 

 

 
Soft Skills most likely possessed 

by Generation Y students 

Soft Skills likely possessed by 

Generation Y students 

Soft Skills least likely possessed 

by Generation Y students 

(possible Skill gaps) 

 

Communication Skill Organising Skill Conflict Management 

Empathy, Emotional Intelligence Problem-Solving Skill Overview 

Leadership Skill Cultural Awareness General Management Skill 

Team building Skill Networking Skill Foresight 

Open to Change Political Savvy Presentation Skill 

Handling Stress  Sense of Humour 

Planning Skill  Decision-Making Skill 

Sense of Ownership   

Time Management   

 
Table 12: Results: Soft Skills required as Project Manager possessed by Generation Y Students 

 

 

 

The overall arithmetic mean of all survey questions addressing the soft skill set from Table 3 

is 4.63, which as described above could be interpreted that all participants of the 

questionnaire believe they are at least slightly able to demonstrate the asked abilities (slightly 

agree has the coding / value of 4). This result proves that students of Generation Y are self-

confident about their soft skills. Moreover, students of Generation Y, when believing their 

evaluation of their own soft skills, are equipped to become project managers, at least when 

looking at the soft skills required by project manager to lead successful projects, due to the 

fact that they believe to possess most of the skills asked.  

 

Nevertheless, students in universities mostly haven’t had any practical experiences in their 

career and can therefore not relate the soft skills asked in the questionnaire to situations in an 

organisational environment (MacLeod, 2005). They are only using their familiar university 

environment to evaluate the soft skills asked in the survey. It is therefore questionable if 

Generation Y students are able to use the soft skills they think they possess in a working 

environment.  

 

Furthermore, the limitation, as discussed in Chapter 3.5, which says that the survey 

participants might choose answers which are more socially desirable and as a consequence 

don’t reflect their true skills could arise. This could have resulted in the high general 
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arithmetic mean for the questions related to the soft skill set defined in Table 3 (Saunders, 

Lewis and Thornhill, 2012, pp. 419-430). 

 

In conclusion, this research found a high likelihood of Generation Y students to lead 

successful project as project manager when only looking at the soft skills required for this 

management position. Only slight variations of the arithmetic mean and percentages of the 

questions of the soft skills in the survey were identified and allowed differentiations between 

the soft skills shown in Table 12.  

 

Taking into account these quantitative findings, a number of recommendations for 

organisations operating in project management and therefore employing project managers are 

given in the next chapter. 

 

 

6.2 Objective 5: Recommendations to Organisations employing Project Managers 

 

As shown in Table 12, Generation Y enrolled students entering the workforce in the next 

years could need improvements in the soft skills: developing a foresight / precautious ability 

as well as conflict management methods. In addition, they have to be accustomed making 

decisions and learning to have an overview over all responsible areas assigned to his/her 

future manager position. What is more, presentation skills will have to be practised, 

especially the ones that are done on short notice. Lastly, general management skills should be 

tested to find skill gaps, which if identified, should then be closed by a variety of training 

methods for example: seminars and workshops or e-learning software (see Table 13 on the 

next page). As for the sense of humour skill also mentioned in Table 12, literature mentions 

that such a skill is nearly impossible to learn so that jokes are received as natural (see Chapter 

2.1). Therefore, this soft skill has to be tested during an interview or has to not be sought-

after due to its exclusive character. 

 

To identify skill gaps, methods like the project management Skills Gap Assessment (PM 

SGA), developed by Keiles and Fried (2004), can be used which measures an individual’s 

knowledge snapshot on project management related technical and soft skills (Keiles and 

Fried, 2004, pp. 1-2). 
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If skill gaps are identified the project management related literature suggests the in Table 13 

listed training measures. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 13: Skill Development / Training Measures 

In accordance with: Thamhain, 1991, p. 42; Horowitz, 2001, pp. 34-35 

 

 

This dissertation’s research gives insights for organisations as to which soft skills project 

managers are required to possess to lead successful projects and which of those soft skills 

Generation Y students, providing the future workforce of organisations, will most likely, 

likely and least likely possess. Those discoveries may help organisations judge students of 

Generation Y and to know about their strengths and weaknesses concerning their soft skills 

when assigning them to project management related positions. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Skill Development / Training measures 

 

Experiential Learning 

Formal on-the-job training 

Observing Management practice 

Literature Reading 

Coaching / Mentoring 

Seminars and Workshops 

Formal Courses (Degree) 

Consulting (Int. & Ext.) 

Visiting Professional Conferences 

Special Work Groups 

Job Rotation 

E – learning 
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7 Reflection on Learning and Skill Development 

 

This section outlines the approach to learning and the learning process observed during the 

MBA program and particularly in the dissertation assignment. The first section of this chapter 

will evaluate the learning process and learning style of the researcher using academic 

literature theories. Afterwards, it will be explained how the researcher acquired knowledge 

through the MBA program and how this knowledge can be used for future application. The 

second section of this chapter analysis the developed skills at the MBA program at Dublin 

Business School, focussing on the skills: research capability, analytical skills, personal 

management skills, stress management skills as well as intercultural and team skills. Lastly, a 

final conclusion is given for the researcher’s learning experience and dissertation phase. 

 

 

 

7.1 Learning Process and Learning Style 

 

The truth that human beings will always need to learn to develop their skills and adapt to the 

changing environment is indefeasible (Honey and Mumford, 2006, p. 1). However, when 

looking at the learning process itself, every person learns in a unique way because 

“individuals perceive and process experience in different preferred ways” (Payne and 

Whittaker, 2006, p. 12). Learning is, as a result, very much a matter of personal preference or 

style.  

Apart from the in non-argument able fact that personal learning styles are influenced by a 

person’s history, academic literature tried to understand the process of learning to help 

improving people’s learning skills and to develop awareness in people being ignorant to the 

fact that different people learn in different ways (Payne and Whittaker, 2006, p. 12). David 

Kolb (1984), as one of the first researchers on the learning process, identified what he calls 

the Experiential Learning Model in which he described a four-stage cycle to explain learning 

(Lee-Davis, 2007, p. 34). The outer cycle in Figure 9 on the next page illustrates this four-

stage cycle. Kolb (1984) suggests in his model that each learner has a tendency towards a 

particular part of the cycle which describes the preferred type of learning activity showing the 

individual’s learning strengths (Payne and Whittaker, 2006, p. 13). While the active 

experimental learner learns through trying out and doing the things he/she is learning about, 

in the concrete experiences stage the learner develops feelings which he/she can use as 
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reference point for his/her learning process. In the reflective observation phase, the learner 

watches, listens and actively thinks about the to-be learned input and lastly in the abstract 

conceptualisation stage, the learning person applies what he/she have learned (Lee-Davis, 

2007, pp. 34-35). 

 

 

       
 

Figure 9: The Kolb Learning Cycle and Honey and Mumford Learning Styles 

Source: Lee-Davies, 2007, p. 36 

 

The second theory on the learning process in addition to Kolb’s (1984) learning cycle is the 

Learning Styles developed by Honey and Mumford (1986). Peter Honey and Alan Mumford 

(1986) created the four learning types as seen in the middle of Figure 9, which carry one main 

attribute from each of the four-stages learning cycle (Lee-Davis, 2007, p. 35). The activist 

learning style type learns through “jumping into things” by acting first and considering the 

consequences later (concrete experience). This learning style is focussed on immediate 

experiences. The reflector type likes to have all fact and comments on the thing he/she is 

learning before making any decisions (reflective observation). In addition, the theorist likes 

logic and has a tendency towards perfectionism (abstract conceptualisation). This style likes 

applying theories to their observations and prefers to be “intellectually stretched and to work 
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in structured environments”. Finally, the pragmatist wants to put ideas into practise to see if 

the theories work (active experimentation) (Lee-Davis, 2007, pp. 36-37). 

 

With regards to my learning process, I find myself in Kolb’s (1984) abstract 

conceptualisation stage and in Honey’s and Mumford’s (1986) theorist learning type. Even 

though I like to just listen and actively think about the things I learn (reflective observation 

stage), in the MBA program and especially during the many assignments (10 in the second 

semester) and the dissertation, I discovered that I am inspired by applying theory to a 

different topic and to see the results of the application taking place in recommendations and 

problem analysis. For example I applied the VRIO model by Barney and Hesterly (2010) and 

the stakeholder mapping by Johnson, Scholes and Whittington (2011) towards a case study 

on the company Amazon to evaluate the sustainability of Amazon’s strategy as well as 

determining key players for the company in the module business strategy. Furthermore, in the 

dissertation I noticed again that I firstly need structure and a guideline for my work and that I 

enjoy researching thoroughly and logically especially for the literature review part of my 

dissertation which are indicators for a theorist learning style (Cottrell, 2010, p. 61).  

Therefore the theorist learning type and conceptualisation stage describes best how I learn 

and how I can use my full potential and passion towards research for the goal: dissertation 

and MBA completion.  

 

 

7.2 MBA Knowledge Acquisition and Future Applications 

 

The course MBA in Project Management provided me with great cognitive learning in 

multiple business critical areas such as project management, business strategy, marketing, 

finance and international management. Although I have had many similar courses at my 

previous universities: University of Applied Science Fulda and Berlin Business School in 

Germany, I haven’t had the perspective on for example finances towards international ratio 

analysis or business strategy applied through case studies on international companies with a 

high amount on practical examples, in them, allowing me to learn about a much more diverse 

and international context and view towards business management. The course: “Personal and 

Professional Development” especially taught me about my own skill set, my own strengths 

and weaknesses and prepared me for interviews and public speech which improved my 
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abilities to reflect my own abilities and to gain trust in them as well as to give me knowledge 

needed in a professional environment. Though I disagree with the learning effects of having 

only assignments as academic exam in the second semester, because at some points during 

the semester I only focussed on the courses assignments and less on listening, on acquiring 

and learning the knowledge transferred to use via lessons, I still think the assignments taught 

me knowledge and researching skills which are valuable for my later career.  

Finally, another important cognitive acquisition during my MBA program was to plan, 

research and write this dissertation. It not only broadened my knowledge on project 

management, the project manager, Generation Y and especially the soft skills one had to 

possess as successful project manager, but also showed me how to do survey research, how to 

overcome disappointments when nobody fills out the online survey even though over 8000 

people were asked and how satisfying the feeling is to create and research something new and 

make discoveries nobody has probably done before me. Additionally, the dissertation showed 

me new perspectives to my topic and helped improving my knowledge on statistics and the 

usage of the website SurveyMonkey as well as the statistical program SPSS.     

 

 

7.3 Skills Development during the MBA program 

 

The MBA program and dissertation assignment helped developing skills needed in my life 

and in my future career. The following skills were identified to be formed during my stay at 

the Dublin Business School. 

 

 

7.3.1 Research Capability and Analytical Skills 

 

Coming from Germany, the research papers including citation rules, the structure of 

assignments or just the language at the Dublin Business School were different from the ones I 

was used to at German universities. I therefore acquired skills in my research capability, 

getting to know many business databases for research I haven’t had the chance to use in 

Germany, which made my papers much more professional and learning and using the 

Harvard Referencing Style for my papers, a referencing standard used worldwide. Moreover, 

using English for my assignments improved my English writing skills and presentation held 

during classes improved my oral English skill. In addition, as mentioned in Chapter 7.1, my 
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analytical skills improved especially by applying theory in many assignments.  Of course the 

biggest challenge and therefore also one of the incisive learning experiences was the 

dissertation. The process of selecting the research topic, submerging into the academic 

literature of an unknown subject, choosing and designing the research methodology, and at 

the end the feeling of contributing new knowledge to an area of research have constituted an 

extraordinary learning experience. Not only had my decision making skills improved by the 

dissertation for choosing the right literature, the topic or the ways of analysis, but also my 

people skills improved through the in-class collection phase for my dissertation in which I 

talked to many students and acquired confidence in my designed questionnaire and my 

research overall. 

 

 

7.3.2 Intercultural Management and Team Work Skill 

 

 

The group of people joining in classes and working in team assignments with me during the 

MBA program was highly diverse coming from all over the world. Spending time with them, 

I learned about their culture and differences in their styles to work on assignments as well as 

their way of appreciation, time management and communication. I, as a consequence, grow 

highly sensitive to cultural differences and developed the ability to communicate cross-

cultural (Intercultural Management). Furthermore, since at least two assignments each 

semester were done in group work, my ability to work in teams increased through the 

experiences I have obtained. The ability to negotiate, solve conflicts in groups and to have a 

sense of ownership were developed through the constant exchange with my team members 

which will also help me dealing with international team works in a professional environment 

in my future career. 

 

 

7.3.3 Personal Management and Stress Management Skill 

 

To take the MBA program required planning the stay in a foreign country for me, which 

included planning the plane tickets, the accommodation as well as all administrative 

processes like insurances, getting a public services card and managing my finances. These 

experiences not only improved my planning skill but let me grow in my personal 

management. Independence and self-confidence were the result of my stay at the Dublin 

Business School for which I am grateful and the experience I will miss greatly. Lastly the 
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immense stress during the second semester developed my handling stress skill very well. I 

was therefore well prepared for this dissertation for which I wasn’t consequently as stressed. 

 

 

7.4 Conclusion 

 

Overall, the MBA program helped me acquiring knowledge and skills needed for my life and 

personal career in the future. It also formed me in ways of confidence and let me find friends 

and contacts which are benefitting. Even though, from a personal perspective, completing the 

MBA program has been tough, very time consuming and stressful, the course rewarded me 

with the experiences and self-reflections I obtained (see Chapter 7.1-7.3). I am grateful of the 

program, feel prideful and a bit sad for its ending but I am looking forward to a new learning 

adventure in the future, be it my career or more planned higher education. The successful 

completion of this dissertation concluded my learning experience at the Dublin Business 

School which will remain a valuable asset in the future. 
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http://www.theguardian.com/social-enterprise%20network/2014/feb/19/generation-y-millennials-job-seekers-money-financial-security-fulfilment
http://www.theguardian.com/education/mortarboard/2013/nov/06/students-ten-ways-to-beat-stress
http://www.theguardian.com/education/mortarboard/2013/nov/06/students-ten-ways-to-beat-stress
http://help.surveymonkey.com/articles/en_US/kb/How-do-I-make-surveys-anonymous
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Appendix 1: Project Management Process Groups (Technical Skills) 
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Appendix 2: Student Quantitative Questionnaire 
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Appendix 3: Facebook Groups participating in the Web-Based Data Collection 
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Facebook Group Name 

 

Members at 17.06.2014 Online Period 

Erasmus Dublin 2013/2014 

 

2066 members 10.06.2014-17.06.2014 

Dublin International 

 

293 members 07.06.2014-17.06.2014 

Dublin International HC Active 

Members Group 

 

42 members 07.06.2014-17.06.2014 

Get Going to Galway (Visiting 

Students) 

 

851 members 05.06.2014-17.06.2014 

Erasmus Dublin 2013/2014 

 

1396 members 10.06.2014-17-06.2014 

Griffith Halls of Residence: 

2013/2014 

 

501 members 05.06.2014-17-06.2014 

Trinity College Dublin Visiting 

Students 2013 

 

440 members 05.06.2014-17.06.2014 

Erasmus Cork 2013/2014 

 

977 members 05.06.2014-17.06.2014 

Dublin Business School 

 

428 members 05.06.2014-17.06.2014 

Exchange Students-Ireland 

2013/2014 

 

214 members 05.06.2014-17.06.2014 

DBS MBA 2013/2014 

 

139 members 05.06.2014-17.06.2014 

ESN UCD Dublin – 2012/2013 

 

684 members 05.06.2014-17.06.2014 

 
Table 14: Facebook Web-based Survey requests: List of Facebook-Groups asked 
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Appendix 4: SPSS Output 
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Translation: German to English 

 

Deskriptive Statistik = descriptive statistic  Minimum= minimum 

Maximum = maximum    Mittelwert = arithmetic mean  

Standardabweichung = standard deviation  Varianz = variance     

Standardfehler = standard error   Gültige Werte = valid data    

gültig= valid     Fehlend = missing     

Standardfehler des Mittelwertes = error of the mean Median = median     

Modus = modus 

 

 
 

Table 15: Descriptive Statistic Analysis via SPSS 
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Table 16: Mean, Median, Modus, Standard Deviation and Variances for Questions 4-10 

 

 

 
 

Table 17: Mean, Median, Modus, Standard Deviation and Variances for Questions 11-17 

 

 

 
 

Table 18: Mean, Median, Modus, Standard Deviation and Variances for Questions 18-24 
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Table 19: Mean, Median, Modus, Standard Deviation and Variances for Questions 25-31 

 

 

 
 

Table 20: Mean, Median, Modus, Standard Deviation and Variances for Questions 32-37 
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Appendix 5: SurveyMonkey Output 
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Figure 10: Question 35: Comparison / Correlation Male and Female 
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Figure 11: Question 22: Comparison /Correlation Male and Female 


