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Soft Skills in the Youth Labor Market’

By SARA B. HELLER AND JUDD B. KESSLER™

The changing demand for soft skills has
been a major driver of trends in employment,
earnings, and education (Atalay et al. 2020;
Deming 2017; Goldin and Katz 2010; Heckman
and Kautz 2012). Differences in soft skills may
also partially explain why labor market outcomes
have been improving for women while declining
for men (Autor and Wasserman 2013; Beaudry
and Lewis 2014). Much recent academic work
on the value of soft skills in the US labor mar-
ket focuses on middle- and high-income jobs,
in part due to data availability; online vacancy
boards that provide information on jobs’ skill
requirements disproportionately contain profes-
sional job postings (Deming and Kahn 2018),
and recurring employer surveys like the National
Association of Colleges and Employers focus on
demand for new college graduates.

Consequently, despite widespread interest in
helping those struggling to enter the lower-wage
labor market and indications that soft skills are
particularly important for this group (Aghion
et al. 2019; Houseman and Heinrich 2015), we
know relatively little about what kinds of soft
skills employers value in modern entry-level
jobs. Some of the most direct evidence comes
from employer surveys and interviews that are
now several decades old (Holzer 1996; Moss
and Tilly 1996; Maxwell 2006).

In this paper, we provide new descriptive evi-
dence on how employers value soft skills among
a group of entry-level workers who face consis-
tently higher unemployment and disconnection
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rates: low-income and minority youths (ages
14-24). We also explore whether gender dif-
ferences in soft skills can help explain why—
unlike their older counterparts—young women
have better labor market outcomes than young
men regardless of whether they are enrolled in
school (US Bureau of Labor Statistics 2021).

Our data come from surveys we ran as part of
an experiment, discussed in Heller and Kessler
(2021), to produce recommendation letters
for participants in New York City’s Summer
Youth Employment Program (SYEP). For
about 9,200 youth employees in that paper’s
treatment group, SYEP supervisors provided
an overall quality rating and feedback about
10 specific soft skills. We show that supervi-
sor ratings are positively correlated with higher
earnings in the formal labor market, measured
in administrative data from the New York State
Department of Labor. Ratings also show the
same gender gap as national youth employment
statistics: women in our sample have higher
ratings than men as well as higher employment
and earnings.

Our main results assess which soft skills are
most valued by employers in this labor market.
We find that communication skills have the
largest partial correlation with overall quality
ratings and that dependability measures—tak-
ing instruction, showing up on time, and being
responsible or trustworthy—also significantly
contribute to employers’ views of employees.
By contrast, being respectful and being a team
player are not correlated with overall ratings
when controlling for other soft skills. Lastly,
we find that women’s strength in these soft
skills explains the entire female advantage in
overall employer ratings as well as 10 percent
of the female earnings advantage in the labor
market. By providing insight into which soft
skills contribute the most independent influ-
ence on employer impressions of workers,
our results can inform both future research
and efforts to help young people develop or
credibly signal their strengths to potential
employers.
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I. Data

As fully detailed in Heller and Kessler (2021),
we partner with the New York City SYEP to
provide letters of recommendation for randomly
selected participants from the summer of 2016
(when we ran a pilot) and the summer of 2017
(when we ran our study at scale).

For that study, we emailed supervisors from
program work sites—around six to eight weeks
after the program summer—and invited them
to complete a survey about the individuals who
worked for them. We randomly selected some
of these youth workers to be eligible to receive
a letter of recommendation, and we generated a
letter if a youth’s supervisor both agreed to take
a survey to generate letter content and answered
the survey questions about the youth positively
enough. In total, we have a full set of supervi-
sor responses for 9,203 youth workers from
our experimental treatment group, including
responses that were not positive enough for us
to generate a letter of recommendation. Table 1
provides information on the demographics of
this group from SYEP program data, showing
that the modal participant is a non-White high
school student.

For these participants, we first asked the
supervisor an Overall rating question. This
question read “Overall, how would you rate
youth name as an employee?” Supervisors could
choose from seven possible options: ‘“Very
poor,” “Poor,” “Neutral,” “Good,” “Very good,”
“Excellent,” and “Exceptional.” For the analy-
sis, we assign values to the responses, from a
1 for “Very poor” to a 7 for “Exceptional.” The
mean response across the workers we analyze
here was 5.62.

In addition to the overall rating question,
supervisors were asked five questions about
specific soft skills. The first four questions each
asked about a specific soft skill on a five-point
Likert scale (we again assign values to the
responses, from 1 for the lowest to 5 for the
highest). The fifth question asked about six
binary traits, and the supervisor could indi-
cate whether each described the youth. The
questions (with mean responses in brackets)
were

(i) On time: “How often did youth name
arrive on time for work?” (“Never” to
“Always”) [4.47]
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TABLE 1—SUMMARY STATISTICS

Mean

Age 17.25
Male 0.42
Black 0.42
Hispanic 0.30
Asian 0.15
White 0.09
Other race 0.04
In high school 0.74
High school graduate 0.04
In college 0.20

Note: N = 9,203; 98 observations are missing data on race
and ethnicity.

(ii) Prompt work: “How often did youth
name complete work-related duties in a
timely manner?” (“Never” to “Always”)
[4.45]

(iii) Communication: “How was youth name
at communicating?” (“Not effective” to
“Incredibly effective”) [3.90)

(iv) Following instructions: “How was youth
name at following instructions?” (“Very
poor” to “Excellent”) [4.41]

(v) Binary responses: “Which of these
describe youth name? Please select all
that apply.”

* “Takes initiative” [0.62]

* “Trustworthy” [0.76]

* “Respectful” [0.89]

* “Works well in teams” [0.82]

* “Good at responding to criticism”
[0.66]

* “Responsible” [0.82]

To aid in comparability, we standardized
responses to each of the Likert scale questions
so that each question has a mean response of 0
and a standard deviation of 1. For each of the six
binary responses in question 5, we set the value
to O if the supervisor did not select the trait as
describing the youth and 1 if she did.

To assess whether ratings contain information
about performance in the real labor market, we
use data from the New York State Department of
Labor’s quarterly unemployment insurance (UI)
records. We sum each youth’s earnings across
the four quarters that precede the program sum-
mer, with earnings set to 0 for those who did
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not work. We use prior-year earnings because
post-program earnings may be contaminated
with the treatment effects of our recommenda-
tion letters, which report the soft skill ratings
from the surveys and thus might create a direct
relationship between specific survey responses
and future earnings (Heller and Kessler 2021).

II. Results

We find that overall ratings do capture some-
thing meaningful about youth performance
on the labor market: a one standard deviation
increase in Overall rating corresponds to a 3.1
percentage point higher employment rate (p <
0.001, Mean employment = 0.46) and $168 in
additional earnings in the prior year (p < 0.001,
Mean earnings = $1,365). Note that the correla-
tion between ratings and earnings could reflect
influences in both directions; ratings may cap-
ture youth ability, which increases the chance of
securing employment and earning more in the
prior year, or prior work experience may help
build the skills or abilities that lead youths to be
rated highly. Additionally, the correlation could
reflect other omitted variables correlated with
both ratings and earnings. The key point here
is that supervisor ratings contain information
about labor market performance regardless of
whether or how the two measures are causally
related.

Table 2 shows our main results, which explore
what predicts the overall rating a supervisor
gives a youth. The dependent variable is the
standardized Overall rating. Column 1 estimates
the gender difference in this rating by regressing
it on a male indicator. Male workers receive dra-
matically lower overall ratings from employers
than female workers, a 0.13 standard deviation
difference.

Column 2 includes measures of all ten soft
skills as covariates to explore which ratings
best predict an employer’s overall perception
of a youth worker, holding the others constant.
Because of the differences in the range of val-
ues across different types of questions, it is most
natural to compare the first four coefficients
from the Likert scale questions to each other and
to compare the latter six coefficients from the
binary responses to each other.

While all four Likert scale responses are
highly statistically significant, the strongest
predictors of overall rating are being a good
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TABLE 2—CORRELATES OF OVERALL RATINGS

(1) (2) (3)

Male —0.131 0.003
(0.021) (0.013)

On time 0.139 0.139
(0.012)  (0.012)

Prompt work 0.103 0.103
(0.01) (0.01)

Communication 0.348 0.348
(0.01) (0.01)

Following instructions 0.267 0.267
(0.012)  (0.012)

Takes initiative 0.155 0.155
(0.017)  (0.017)

Trustworthy 0.091 0.091
(0.02) (0.02)

Respectful —0.036 —0.036
(0.025)  (0.025)

Team player -0.011  —0.011
(0.021)  (0.021)

Responds well to criticism 0.013 0.013
(0.017)  (0.017)

Responsible 0.058 0.058
(0.021)  (0.021)

Notes: N = 9,203. Table reports regression results where the
dependent variable is the overall supervisor rating of a youth.
Overall rating, On time, Prompt work, Communication, and
Following instructions are standardized (mean 0, standard
deviation 1). Male indicates self-reported gender of male
in the SYEP application data. Other variables are 1 if the
supervisor said that the trait described the youth and 0 other-
wise. Reported estimates for the ten soft skills are identical
in columns 2 and 3 because coefficient estimates are nearly
identical; differences cannot be observed due to rounding.
Standard errors are clustered on the individual, since the
same person can appear in both the 2016 and 2017 cohorts
of our survey.

communicator (Communication) and following
instructions (Following instructions). The coef-
ficient estimates on these two variables are
around two times larger than the coefficient
estimates for the other two variables (On time
and Prompt work), suggesting that supervisors
particularly value when youths excel at commu-
nicating and following instructions.

The coefficient estimates on the binary
responses suggest that employers value young
people who take initiative, are trustworthy, and
are responsible. The coefficients on these vari-
ables are statistically significant and positive.
Takes initiative has the largest partial correlation
with overall ratings (0.155), and Responsible
has the smallest (0.058). The coefficients on the
other three variables—being respectful, being a
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team player, and responding well to criticism—
are not statistically significant, and the first two
are directionally negative. Controlling for other
soft skills, these three traits are less important in
predicting the overall perception of employers.

Column 3 controls for both soft skills, as
in column 2, and gender, as in column 1. The
coefficient on Male in this regression is 0.003
and far from statistically significant, suggest-
ing that the gender gap in overall ratings can be
explained by women’s higher level of soft skills
than their male counterparts (or other omitted
features correlated with both soft skills and gen-
der). As might be expected from the regressions
in columns 1 and 3, if we use a Oaxaca-Blinder
decomposition to explore the roles of soft skills
and gender in overall rating, we estimate that
100 percent of the gap in ratings is explained by
women’s advantage in soft skills.

We can perform a similar exercise to explore
the relationship among gender, soft skills, and
earnings. The raw gender gap in prior-year earn-
ings is $381 (mean earnings were $1,526 for
women and $1,145 for men).1 A similar, descrip-
tive Oaxaca-Blinder decomposition of this gen-
der gap in earnings estimates that 10 percent of
the prior-year earnings can be explained by the
soft skill measures on the survey. Determining
how much of this relationship is causal would be
an interesting avenue for future work.

II1. Discussion

This paper presents descriptive evidence on
the relationship between how supervisors view
youth workers’ soft skills and how they evalu-
ate those workers overall. The results provide
insight into which soft skills employers value
in a modern entry-level labor market and how
young women’s soft skill advantage might con-
tribute to their better labor market outcomes.

The lack of well-validated and consistently
collected skill measures over time makes com-
parisons of our results to prior work difficult. But
the dominance of communication skills has been
a relatively consistent finding across decades

I'Some of this difference is on the extensive margin, as
employment is about 5 percentage points higher for women
(48.3 percent of women versus 43.2 percent of men work
in a Ul-covered job). Conditional on working, the earnings
gender gap is even larger: average earnings are $3,156 for
women who work and $2,649 for men who work.
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(Holzer 1996; Moss and Tilly 1996). In addi-
tion, the value of dependability in our data—fol-
lowing instructions, showing up on time, being
responsible, and being trustworthy—is consis-
tent with anecdotal evidence about employers’
hesitance to hire young people because of uncer-
tainty about reliability.

There are important limitations to the analy-
sis. The survey was designed to collect simple
information for recommendation letters, so it did
not use validated soft skill measures; the results
are descriptive, not causal; and the data are from
one cross section within one specific context.
Nonetheless, the available measures still provide
new information about the factors that correlate
with employers’ views about what makes for a
good employee. And the context may be partic-
ularly relevant for considering the role of soft
skills for young people struggling to enter the
labor market. By definition, our sample of youth
participants in a summer youth employment pro-
gram want to work, may not be able to secure
gainful employment without the help of an active
labor market program, and are relatively capable
(i.e., their supervisors are willing to take a sur-
vey to generate a letter of recommendation on
their behalf). Since these youths are on the mar-
gin of being active in the labor market, knowing
which soft skills most impress employers may be
particularly valuable for addressing barriers to
employment among young job seekers.

In addition, our setting is one in which super-
visors do not directly hire the youth they super-
vise, but they observe the youth firsthand for
roughly six weeks on the job. Consequently,
rather than asking employers what they aspi-
rationally want in a hypothetical employee or
what they value in the employees who success-
fully made it through a (potentially biased) hir-
ing process, our data provide insight into what
kinds of skills most shape supervisors impres-
sions of young employees to whom they might
not otherwise be exposed.

As fully detailed in Heller and Kessler (2021),
we know thatthe youth subjects of this study benefit
from having recommendation letters—generated
from the supervisors’ survey responses—signal-
ing their existing soft skills. Future work could
usefully test whether helping young people, and
young men in particular, develop the soft skills
we find most predictive of employers’ views of
worker quality could enhance their labor market
success.
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