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Abstract

In recent years, soft skills have gained growing attention as key factors influencing students’ academic performance and psy-
chological well-being. This study investigates the extent to which soft skills are associated with undergraduate students’
engagement, and whether this relationship is mediated by positive emotional experiences and overall life satisfaction. The
research involved 335 undergraduates enrolled at four universities located in South-Sichuan, China. Participants completed
four validated online self-report instruments designed to assess their levels of soft skills, positive affect, life satisfaction, and
engagement. Analyses revealed that soft skills exert a significantly positive effect on students’ positive emotions, life satisfac-
tion, and engagement. Moreover, both positive emotions and life satisfaction served as partial mediators in the link between
soft skills and engagement, emphasizing their intermediary role in fostering greater academic performance. This research
contributes to the limited body of empirical studies examining the influence of soft skills on university students’ academic
behaviors within the Chinese higher education context. The results underscore the dual value of soft skills in promoting psy-
chological well-being and enhancing academic commitment. Additionally, the findings provide empirical support for the
Broaden-and-Build Theory, suggesting that soft skills function as foundational assets that nurture both personal growth and
educational achievement.

Plain language summary
Enhancing academic engagement: The role of soft skills, positive emotions, and life satisfaction

This study explores how soft skills contribute to academic engagement, positive emotions, and life satisfaction among
university students. It also examines how positive emotions and life satisfaction mediate the relationship between soft
skills and academic engagement. Based on data from 335 students in southern Sichuan, China, the findings reveal that
soft skills directly improve positive emotions, life satisfaction, and academic engagement. Additionally, positive emotions
and life satisfaction play a partial mediating role, emphasizing their importance in fostering student involvement. This
research highlights the value of cultivating soft skills to enhance well-being and academic success, supporting the Engine
of Well-being and Broaden and Build theory in the context of Chinese universities.
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Introduction

Soft skills, commonly conceptualized as non-cognitive
skills or personal attributes, encompass a wide range of
qualities related to emotional, behavioral, and cognitive
regulation in everyday life (D. Park et al., 2017). These
skills are considered crucial in the 21st century, support-
ing employability (Heckman & Kautz, 2012), academic
achievement (Muenks et al., 2017, and life satisfaction
(Bruna et al., 2019). The World Economic Forum
emphasizes the importance of soft skills such as curios-
ity, adaptability, and leadership, identifying them as crit-
ical competencies for effectively regulating emotions,
cognition, and behavior (N. Park et al., 2004; Robles,
2012). These attributes not only facilitate interpersonal
engagement but also play a pivotal role in achieving
long-range objectives (Feraco et al., 2021).

The integration of soft skills into educational contexts
has gained considerable attention. Feraco (2021) high-
lighted the practical relevance of soft skills, advocating
for their inclusion in formal education to support holistic
student development (Feraco et al., 2021). Empirical
research has established significant correlations between
soft skills and academic success, particularly through
fostering positive classroom behaviors, such as diligence
and collaboration (Weber & Ruch, 2012). Studies have
also demonstrated that soft skills promote student suc-
cess across various educational levels, including second-
ary and tertiary education (Lounsbury et al., 2009; N.
Park & Peterson, 2006).

Despite these findings, research directly linking soft
skills and academic engagement within higher education
remains limited. While growing evidence supporting the
broad benefits of soft skills, the mechanisms through
which they influence specific academic outcomes, such as
engagement, are less understood. The study aims to clar-
ify how soft skills influence academic engagement (beha-
vior) among undergraduate students, particularly
considering the mediating effects of positive emotions
(emotions) and life satisfaction (cognition).

Positive Emotions and Life Satisfaction

University entry is a key adjustment period, both psycho-
logically and behaviorally, particularly for students in
late adolescence and emerging adulthood (Willoughby
et al., 2020). During this phase, individuals encounter
intensified academic pressures while simultancously
engaging in identity exploration and navigating unfami-
liar social environments (Willoughby et al., 2020). The
dual demands of academic excellence and psychosocial
development place university students at elevated risk for
emotional strain, cognitive overload, and disengagement
(Klinkenberg et al., 2024). Within this developmental
and educational context, non-cognitive resources—such

as soft skills, emotional states, and life evaluations—play
a foundational role in students’ capacity to adapt and
succeed (Heffner & Antaramian, 2016; L. Li et al., 2020;
Shek et al., 2023).

Among these resources, positive emotional states and
life satisfaction are central to understanding how stu-
dents build psychological resilience and sustain academic
involvement (Heffner & Antaramian, 2016; L. Li et al.,
2020). Despite their recognized importance, these indica-
tors of well-being are often suboptimal in the university
population, as students frequently report low or fluctuat-
ing levels of positive emotions due to academic stress,
performance pressure, social uncertainty, and identity-
related conflicts (Kuang-Tsan & Fu-Yuan, 2017; X. Liu
et al., 2019; Y. Wang et al., 2022). Simultaneously, life
satisfaction tends to decline or remain moderate during
academic transitions, particularly when students experi-
ence high expectations but limited perceived support (J.
Li et al., 2021; Salmela-Aro & Tuominen-Soini, 2010;
Volet & Jones, 2012; Xu et al., 2015).

The current study’s focus on positive emotions and life
satisfaction is grounded in the Broaden-and-Build (B&B)
Theory (Fredrickson, 2001; King & dela Rosa, 2019). It
indicates that positive emotions not only reflect current
well-being but also expand ones’ momentary thought—
action repertoires, thereby enhancing cognitive flexibility,
creative thinking, social openness, and exploratory beha-
viors (Fredrickson, 2001). Crucially, these broadened
behavioral and cognitive tendencies, when repeated over
time, enable individuals to build enduring psychological
resources, including resilience, self-regulation, and social
connectedness (Fredrickson, 2001). Within the higher
education settings, where academic and developmental
demands are high, these psychological resources are sup-
port students’ continued engagement and performance.
However, positive emotional experiences are often lim-
ited in university settings due to academic overload,
adjustment difficulties, and future uncertainties (Visser &
Law-van Wyk, 2021; Zhang et al., 2025). Thus, disrup-
tions in the broadening-building cycle may undermine
students’ ability to stay motivated, manage stress, and
engage meaningfully with their academic tasks.

Life satisfaction, meanwhile, functions as global cog-
nitive evaluations of individuals’ life circumstances and
perceived fulfillment (B. Liu & Fu, 2022). Within the
framework of the B&B theory, life satisfaction can be
viewed as an accumulated cognitive resource that stems
from repeated experiences of positive emotions (X. Wang
et al., 2025). While positive emotions serve to enlarge
one’s short-term thought and behavioral tendencies,
which, over time contribute to the building of enduring
personal resources, including stable beliefs about one’s
life quality and purpose (Chang et al., 2019). Thus, life
satisfaction reflects long-term cognitive outcome of
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positive emotional experiences, representing a stable indi-
cator of psychological well-being.

Given the self-directed nature of university life—
marked by self-regulate learning, long-term decisions
about careers, and autonomy-related stress—Ilife satisfac-
tion plays a central role in promoting students’ commit-
ment and continued academic involvement (Lewis et al.,
2011; Rodriguez et al., 2022). Students with higher life
satisfaction, shaped by positive emotional experiences
and resource accumulation, tend to exhibit greater emo-
tional stability, motivation, and persistence when encoun-
tering academic or personal challenges (Tang et al., 2020).
In contrast, lower life satisfaction has been linked to aca-
demic withdrawal, decreased effort, and higher dropout
risk (Fairlamb, 2022; Haider et al., 2022).

Thus, the present study, life satisfaction and positive
emotions, is hypothesized to function as a dual mediator
that links soft skills to academic engagement, providing
a theoretically grounded explanation for how emotional
and cognitive resources jointly promote sustained beha-
vioral involvement in learning.

Academic Engagement

Academic engagement refers to “the active and construc-
tive participation of students in academic activities”
(Reeve et al., 2020), encompassing vigor, dedication, and
absorption (Schaufeli et al., 2002). High level of academic
engagement is crucial for student’s personal development
and academic success, as engagement is directly linked to
“measurable outcomes,” as well as “high-quality learning
outcomes” (Krause & Coates, 2008). Kuh suggests that
engagement can be used as a proxy indicator of educa-
tion quality (Kuh, 2009), and “the value of engagement is
no longer questioned” (Trowler & Trowler, 2010).

Despite its recognized importance, a significant num-
ber of university students show low levels of academic
engagement. For instance, some students perceive “no
class” as an indication of having “nothing” to do, lead-
ing them to disengage from academic activities and even
leave the campus (Ping, 2016). Indeed, these students
invest less time and energy in effective academic activi-
ties, which is attributed to the failure to stimulate active
academic engagement. Although it has become common-
place to bemoan low levels of student engagement, and
academically engaged students is a minority on campus
(Brint et al., 2008). However, in the process of promoting
university education quality, issue of academic engage-
ment is of the greatest concern.

Thus, this study seeks to incorporate established some
selected predictors of academic engagement as well as
investigate the relationships with these variables.

Rationale of the Study and Hypotheses

Soft skills, such as adaptability and curiosity, are critical
personalities for personal growth and development, which
are strongly associated with positive psychological out-
comes, including positive emotions, life satisfaction, and
academic engagement (Dametto & Noronha, 2019;
Feraco, Resnati, et al., 2023; Karatzias et al., 2002). This
study provides a robust framework for understanding how
non-cognitive factors (soft skills) contribute to positive
emotions and life satisfaction (emotions and cognition),
and finally enhance academic engagement (behavior).
However, existing research has often examined soft skills
in isolation and neglected the psychological mechanisms
through which they contribute to students’ academic
engagement and well-being in higher education settings
(Aryani et al., 2021; Mohamed et al., 2023).

To fill the gap, the present study draws on
Fredrickson’s B&B theory as the theoretical foundation,
which offers a compelling framework for understanding
how emotional experiences contribute to adaptive func-
tioning over time (Fredrickson, 2001). It highlights that
positive emotions not only support immediate academic
performance but also contribute to the long-term devel-
opment of personal resources, such as resilience and self-
regulation (Pekrun & Stephens, 2010). These resources,
in turn, promote sustained academic engagement and
academic success over time (Pekrun & Linnenbrink-
Garcia, 2012). Conceptualized as fundamental psycholo-
gical foundation, soft skills—such as adaptability and
curiosity—enable students to appraise academic
demands constructively, leading to more frequent and
enduring positive emotions (Kashdan & Steger, 2007;
Martin et al., 2013). In this sense, soft skills serve as the
“fuel” that activates and sustains the B&B cycle: by
increasing the likelihood of positive emotional experi-
ences, they initiate the process through which students
develop adaptive cognitive and behavioral patterns, ulti-
mately enhancing their academic engagement (Wu & Yu,
2024).

Moreover, the study incorporates life satisfaction as a
complementary but distinct component of psychological
well-being. Unlike the fleeting nature of positive emo-
tions, life satisfaction represents a stable, cognitive
appraisal of how individuals perceive their life quality
(Bai et al., 2021). While not explicitly emphasized in the
original B&B model, life satisfaction can be understood
as both an outcome of repeated positive emotional
experiences and a predictive resource that sustains moti-
vation, goal-directed behavior, and persistence in aca-
demic settings (Ojeda et al., 2011).

Thus, this study proposes a dual mediation model
where soft skills exert their influence on academic
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Figure I. Conceptual model.

engagement via positive emotions and life satisfaction.
Soft skills increase the likelihood of experiencing positive
emotions and greater life satisfaction (Feraco, Resnati,
et al., 2023). In turn, these psychological states broaden
students’ academic outlooks and build internal resources
that support sustained academic effort and engagement
(X. Wang et al., 2025). This research advances the tradi-
tional scope of the B&B theory by integrating it with the
role of soft skills -non-cognitive personalities, such as
adaptability and curiosity, and perseverance—which are
hypothesized to serve as precursors to the experience of
positive emotions (Gallagher & Lopez, 2007; Kern, 2017;
Orkibi et al., 2024). While B&B theory typically empha-
sizes how positive emotions generate psychological
resources, we propose a complementary pathway: that
possessing soft skills may increase the likelihood of
experiencing positive emotions and greater life satisfac-
tion, particularly under academic stress (Feraco, Sella,
et al., 2023; Garrosa et al., 2017). These positive emo-
tions and life satisfaction then initiate the broadening
and building processes, ultimately promoting higher aca-
demic engagement (Junga Silva & Caetano, 2024; Lewis
et al., 2011). In this way, both positive emotions (emo-
tions) and life satisfaction (cognition) function as key
mediators linking soft skills (non-cognitive resources) to
academic engagement (behavior).

By framing soft skills as upstream resources that facil-
itate positive emotions and life satisfaction, the current
study extends the B&B framework beyond its original
emotion-centered scope, offering a novel perspective on
how well-being interface with personality attributes to
influence academic behavior.

Based on established theoretical frameworks and
empirical evidence, the following hypotheses are pro-
posed (Figure 1):

HI: Soft skills positively influence (i) positive emo-
tions, (ii) life satisfaction, (iii) engagement.

H2: (i) Positive emotions, (ii) life satisfaction positively
influence engagement.

H3: Soft skills affect academic engagement through
the mediation of (i) positive emotions and (ii) life
satisfaction.

Methodology

Participants

The sampling size of the study was determined by
Cohran’s sample size formula, which is commonly
employed for estimating sample sizes in surveys with
large populations. Based on this formula, the calculated
sample size was 267. However, following Hair et al.’s
(2019) recommendation that sample sizes should range
between 100 and 400, depending on the number of con-
structs and communalities, 400 questionnaires were
administered. Of these, 335 were completed and returned,
representing an effective response rate of 83.75%. Table
1 presents the demographic information.

Materials
The Soft Skills Questionnaire

The soft skills questionnaire was developed by Feraco,
Resnati, et al. (2023). It includes six key dimensions of
soft skills: adaptability, curiosity, initiative, perseverance,
social awareness and leadership. Each subscale consist-
ing of six items, except for the leadership subscale, which
consists of four items, for example, “I like discovering
new things.” The items are rated by participants on a 6-
point Likert scale, ranging from 1 (not at all) to 6 (very
much). For each subscale, mean scores were calculated to
obtain an overall measurement of the soft skills.

The Positive Emotions Scale

To measure students’ emotional experiences, this study
employed the Positive and Negative Affect Schedule
(PANAS), originally formulated by Watson et al. (1988).
The PANAS is well-validated tool employed to evaluate
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Table I. Demographic Statistics (N = 335).

Table 2. Summary of the Proportionate Sample Size.

Demographic variables Frequency (n) Percent University ~ Number of undergraduates  Percentage  Sample
University NNU 17,000 20.24 8l
NNU 70 20.90 SUSE 39,000 46.42 186
YU 6l 18.20 YU 12,000 14.29 57
SMU 64 19.10 SMU 16,000 19.05 76
SUSE 140 41.80 Total 84,000 100 400
Faculty
Education 122 36.40
Literature 103 30.70
Management 110 32.80 This instrument assesses measures three key aspects of
Geﬁlgl‘j 138 4120 engagement: dedication, vigor, and absorption. Each of
Female 197 58.80 the three di'mensi.ons is assessed wiFh thref: items, for
Grade example, “Time flies when I am studying,” with a 7-point
Freshman 130 38.80 Likert scale, ranging from 1 (never) to 7 (always).
Sophomore 59 17.60 Greater scores indicate higher engagement across three
Junior 119 35.50 dimensions
Senior 27 8.10 ’
Total 335 100

both positive and negative affect through self-reported
responses. For the purposes of this research, only the
positive affect subscale was utilized, which consists of 10
items, with a 5-point rating, ranging from 1 (very slightly
or not at all) to 5 (extremely). Average scores were calcu-
lated, with higher values reflecting stronger positive emo-
tional experiences.

The Satisfaction With Life Scale

The study utilized the Satisfaction with Life Scale
(SWLS), developed by Diener et al. (1985), which is
widely used in the field of happiness research. It is a self-
report survey comprising five statements, for example,
“in most ways my life is close to my ideal,” devised to
assess individuals’ cognitive judgments of their overall
life satisfaction. Participants rated these statements on a
7-point Likert rating, where 1 represents “strongly dis-
agree” and 7 represents “strongly agree.” Mean score is
obtained from five items, with higher values correspond-
ing to greater life satisfaction.

The Academic Engagement Scale

The Utrecht Work Engagement Scale for Students
(UWES-S) was utilized in the study (Schaufeli et al.,
2006). The original scale, commonly used to measure
work engagement, was modified to suit the academic
context by replacing references to “work” or “job” with
“study” or “"laboratory.” This ensures that the scale
accurately reflects students’ academic experiences, rather
than professional work environments.

Instrument Development

To ensure the accuracy and consistency of the data col-
lected, the instruments used in this study were carefully
developed and evaluated for both reliability and validity.
Two bilingual experts were consulted to ensure that the
translation items were culturally and linguistically appro-
priate for the Chinese study population. Necessary modi-
fications were made based on their feedback to enhance
clarity and contextual accuracy.

In addition, the content validity of the instruments
was assessed by three experts, who evaluated the items
for relevance and appropriateness in measuring the
intended constructs. A pilot test was administered with
40 participants to validate the instrument’s item formula-
tion and overall usability. The results indicated strong
internal consistency, as evidenced by Cronbach’s alpha
scores between .710 and .946 (see Supplemental Material
for details).

Data Collection

To ensure an unbiased selection of universities, we
employed a random sampling method, drawing univer-
sity names without replacement and giving each institu-
tion an equal chance of being selected (Gog, 2015). Out
of the five universities in the region, four were randomly
selected. Proportional random sampling was used to
ensure representation based on each university’s student
body size (see Table 2). This approach maintained both
representativeness and practical feasibility. Next, three
faculties—Education, Literature, and Management—
were selected based on a combination of academic diver-
sity and budget constraints. While this selection limited
the inclusion of students from other disciplines, it
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Table 3. Summary of CR, AVE, Cronbach’s Alphas, and Correlations.

Variable CR AVE a I 2 3 4
Soft skills (1) .982 0.902 .940 .950

Positive emotions (2) 926 0.581 .902 677%* 762

Life satisfaction (3) .834 0.626 .836 .58 ** .695%* 791

Academic engagement (4) .904 0.761 926 .648%* 651%* .647%* 872

Note. The squared root of AVE of each construct presented on the diagonal and correlation coefficients are located on the correlational matrix.

AVE = average variance extracted; CR = construct reliability.
**p <.0l.

balanced feasibility with the goal of capturing a diverse
sample.

Data collection followed a structured protocol to
ensure ethical integrity and participant anonymity.
Approval for the study was granted by the institutional
ethics committee, and consent was secured from the
selected universities. Faculty counselors were then
enlisted to assist with data collection and underwent
standardized training to ensure unbiased survey adminis-
tration. The questionnaire was made available online,
allowing students to complete the survey anonymously
and at their convenience.

Statistical Analysis

The analytical strategy incorporated SPSS 22.0 for pre-
liminary data screening and assumption testing, and
AMOS 24.0 for structural equation modeling, enabling
the examination of both direct and mediated effects. All
results were considered statistically significant at the
p < .05

Results
Preliminary Data Screening

Missing Data. This study was conducted using an online
questionnaire platform that automatically checked for
missing responses. Participants were prompted to com-
plete any unanswered items before submission. If subjects
did not fully complete the questionnaire, their responses
were not retained, and as a result, all submitted question-
naires contain complete data.

Normality. Skewness and kurtosis are two key compo-
nents of normality. According toByrne (2010), the
assumption of normality is typically considered valid if
skewness falls within range of —2 to + 2, and kurtosis
within range of —7 to + 7. In this study, skewness values
ranged from —0.324 to 1.023, and kurtosis values ranged
from —0.171 to 1.355, all of which fall comfortably

within these thresholds, indicating that the continuous
variables used in this research are normally distributed.

Multicollinearity. The investigation of diagnostics of multi-
collinearity, such as variance inflation factor (VIF) and
tolerance values, was conducted at multivariate
level.Hair et al. (2010) concluded that VIF values exceed-
ing 10 and tolerance values below 0.10 indicate the pres-
ence of multicollinearity. The findings of this study
indicated that there was no evidence of multicollinearity
between any of the independent variables.

Reliability and Validity. All measures demonstrated a good
internal consistency, as evidenced by the Cronbach’s val-
ues for the present sample falling between .836 and .940
(see Table 3). Besides, according to Table 3, CR for all
variables were above .7, AVE were above 0.5, and the
squared root of AVE of each construct were higher than
their respective inter-construct correlations, which means
that all the variables have a sound convergent validity
and discriminant validity.

Model Fit. Prior to conducting the analysis, the measure-
ment model and two structural models (direct model and
mediated model) were tested to assess the structural relia-
bility of the variables. The results of the model fit are pre-
sented in Table 4. While these indicators of model fit are
not perfect but acceptable.

Correlation Analysis. According to Table 3, soft skills were
significantly associated with positive emotions (r = .677,
p < .01), life satisfaction (r = .581, p < .01) and academic
engagement (r = .648, p < .01). These correlation coeffi-
cients suggest that individuals with higher soft skills tend
to experience more positive emotional states, greater life
satisfaction, and higher academic involvement. Notably,
all observed correlations exceed the .50 threshold, indicat-
ing moderate to strong relationships among the con-
structs (Cohen, 2013) Additionally, positive emotions
(r = .651, p < .01) and life satisfaction (r = .647, p < .01)
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Table 4. Fit Indices of the Measurement and Structural Models.

Model X2/df GFl CFl NFI TLI RMSEA
Measurement model (CFA model) 1.962 0.791 0915 0.841 0.909 0.054
Structural model (Direct model) 2313 0.816 0917 0.863 0.91 0.063
Structural model (Mediated model) 2.020 0.786 0910 0.836 0.904 0.055
Model fit <5.000 >0.900 >0.900 >0.900 >0.900 <0.080
Reference Bentler Hu and Bentler Bentler Bentler and Bentler and Hu and

(1990) (1995) (1990) Bonett (1980) Bonett (1980) Bentler (1999)

Note. X?/df = relative Chi-square; GFI = goodness-of-fit index; CFl = comparative fit index; NFI = normed fit index; TLI = TuckerLewis index; RMSEA = root

mean square error of approximation.

Table 5. Path Coefficients of the Mediation Model.

Hypothesized relationship B SE B CR b

Soft skills—Positive emotions 677 0.064 .689 10.656 .000
Soft skills—Life satisfaction 1.009 0.108 .599 9.354 .000
Soft skills—Academic engagement .390 0.101 .301 3.871 .000
Positive emotions—Academic engagement .343 0.088 261 3.907 .000
Life satisfaction—Academic engagement 236 0.05 .307 4.746 .000

Note. B =unstandardized regression weight; SE =standard error; 3 =standardized regression weight; CR = critical ratio.

were also significantly correlated with academic engage-
ment, suggesting that students who report higher positive
emotions and greater satisfaction with life tend to engage
in academic activities. These correlations provide initial
empirical support for the hypothesized associations
between soft skills and these three outcome variables.

Positive ~ Emotions and Life Satisfaction as Parallel
Mediators. According to Table 5 and Figure 2, soft skills
are strong positive predictors of positive emotions
(B = .689, p < .001), life satisfaction (B = .599, p < .001),
explaining a substantial proportion of the variance in
these constructs. These standardized coefficients indicate
that for every standard deviation increase in soft skills,
positive emotions and life satisfaction increase by approxi-
mately 0.69 and 0.60 standard deviations, respectively—
suggesting a robust predictive relationship. Soft skills also
directly predicted academic engagement (B = .301, p
< .001), albeit with a moderate effect size, supporting
Hypothesis 1.

Besides, positive emotions (B = .261, p < .001) and
life satisfaction (B = .307, p < .001) were also significant
predictors of academic engagement, supporting
Hypothesis 2. These results imply that students who
report more positive emotional experiences and greater
life satisfaction are more engaged academically.
Although these individual path coefficients are smaller
than the direct effect of soft skills on emotional and life
satisfaction outcomes, their statistical significance and
effect sizes remain meaningful and theoretically relevant.

Table 6 outlines the direct and mediated models. In
the direct model of soft skills and engagement, soft skills
were found to significantly influence academic engage-
ment (B = .644, p < .001). However, when positive emo-
tions and life satisfaction were included as mediators,
direct effect of soft skills on academic engagement
reduced to B = .301, while both indirect paths were sta-
tistically significant. The indirect effect through positive
emotions was B = .180 [95% CI 0.087, 0.286], and
through life satisfaction was B = .184 [95% CI 0.103,

0.288], indicating partial mediation. Therefore,
Hypothesis 3 was supported.
Importantly, these indirect effects accounted for

27.07% and 27.67% of the total effect, respectively.
Collectively, the total indirect effect (B = .364) explained
54.74% of the total effect of soft skills on academic
engagement. This finding highlights critical mediating
roles of emotional and cognitive well-being in translating
soft skills into academic motivation and involvement. In
practical terms, even though soft skills exert a direct
influence on academic engagement, their effect is substan-
tially amplified through the enhancement of students’
emotional states and satisfaction with life.

Discussion

The present study aimed to explore the associations
among soft skills, emotional and cognitive well-being,
and academic engagement among university students.
Previous research has consistently demonstrated the
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Table 6. Bootstrap Results: Mediating Effects of Positive Emotions and Life Satisfaction.
95% CI BC
Model/Effect/Path B p LB UB Mediation
Direct model
Soft skills—Academic engagement .644 .000
Mediation model
Total indirect effect .364 .000 0.328 0.652
Soft skills—Positive emotions—Academic engagement .180 .000 0.087 0.286 Partial mediation
Percentage of indirect effect of positive emotions 27.07% = (0.180/0.665)
Soft skills—Life satisfaction—Academic engagement .184 .000 0.103 0.288 Partial mediation
Percentage of indirect effect of life satisfaction 27.67% = (0.184/0.665)
Direct effect .301 .001 0.145 0.445
Total effect .665 .000 0.571 0.746

Percentage of total indirect effect

54.74% = (0.364/0.665)

Note. B = standardized regression weight; 95% CI BC = bias corrected at 95% confident interval; LB = lower boundary; UB = upper boundary.

0.689%*%

Positive
Emotions

0.301%**

0.261%**

Academic

Soft Skills

0.599%#*

Life Satisfaction

Engagement

0.307#**

Figure 2. The relationships between soft skills and academic engagement.

Note. N = 335. Coefficients were standardized.
**%p <.001.

beneficial role of soft skills in individual development,
particularly academic achievement (Feraco, Casali,
et al., 2023), but most of studies separately explored the
roles of soft skills, well-being, and academic outcomes
(Dametto & Noronha, 2019; Feraco, Casali, et al., 2023;
Feraco, Resnati, et al., 2023), few have empirically tested
the integrative model proposed here, which captures
both the direct and indirect pathways of influence. Thus,
this study advances existing knowledge by highlighting
the cognitive, emotional and behavioral mechanisms
through which soft skills contribute to students’ aca-
demic engagement.

It’s worth noting that the regression analysis con-
firmed that soft skills serve as strong predictors of posi-
tive emotions (B =.689, p < .001), life satisfaction
B=.599, p<.001), and academic engagement
(B =.301, p <.001), supporting Hypothesis 1. These
results underscore the significance of soft skills in pro-
moting well-being and academic involvement. Previous
research has consistently demonstrated the influence of
soft skills on psychological and academic outcomes. For

instance, curiosity, leadership, social awareness, and per-
severance have been identified as key predictors of posi-
tive emotions (Dametto & Noronha, 2019). Additionally,
adaptability and perseverance significantly contribute to
life satisfaction (Ellena et al., 2021). Social awareness
enables individuals to engage successfully in social inter-
actions, fostering supportive networks that enhance well-
being (Joubert, 2006). In academic settings, soft skills
have been widely recognized as crucial for fostering
engagement. Specifically, curiosity drives deeper engage-
ment with course material, while adaptability helps stu-
dents navigate changes in their academic environment
(Chamorro-Premuzic et al., 2010). Furthermore, social
awareness, initiative, and leadership facilitate collabora-
tion, encourage classroom participation, and contribute
to a supportive academic atmosphere (Almeida &
Buzady, 2023; Tatiana et al., 2022).

Additionally, both positive emotions (§ = .261, p
< .001) and life satisfaction (B = .307, p < .001) were
significant predictors of academic engagement, support-
ing Hypothesis 2. Fredrickson’s B&B  theory
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(Fredrickson, 1998, 2001), posits that positive emotions
broaden cognitive and behavioral repertoires, allowing
ones to expand enduring psychological and social assets
(Fredrickson, 2001). Our findings extend empirical sup-
port for this framework within the higher education set-
ting, demonstrating that students with strong positive
emotions exhibit an expanded capacity for academic
engagement, aligning with previous findings (Hagenauer
et al., 2018; King & dela Rosa, 2019). Furthermore, this
study highlights the role of life satisfaction—a cognitive
appraisal of well-being—in strengthening academic
engagement. The results highlight the interconnectedness
of well-being and academic involvement, offering valu-
able insights for educators seeking to enhance student
success (Jayawickreme et al., 2012).

Moreover, the mediation analysis provided deeper
insights into the mechanisms through which soft skills
enhance academic engagement. Both positive emotions
and life satisfaction partially mediated this relationship,
accounting for 27.07% and 27.67% of the variance,
respectively. The total indirect effect contributed to
54.74% of the overall effect, demonstrating that while
soft skills directly influence academic engagement, a sub-
stantial portion of their impact is channeled through psy-
chological well-being factors. The findings provide
strong empirical support for Hypothesis 3. In contrast to
prior research, which has primarily linked well-being to
general mental health or life outcomes (Otto et al.,
2021), this study empirically validates the mediating role
of well-being—encompassing both emotional and cogni-
tive factors—in shaping students’ academic behaviors.
These findings underscore the significance of soft skills
as essential psychological resources that foster a self-
reinforcing cycle of well-being and academic involve-
ment, ultimately contributing to students’ long-term aca-
demic success.

Conclusion and Implication

This research adds to existing literature by examining
how soft skills influence students’ emotional well-being,
cognitive evaluations of life, and academic participation
within university setting. It further highlights the partial
mediating roles observed for positive emotions and life
satisfaction further enrich this framework. By establish-
ing these relationships, this study provides empirical evi-
dence supporting the argument that soft skills are not
merely supplementary attributes but fundamental compo-
nents that drive students’ academic and personal success.

Despite its meaningful insights, its limitations merit
consideration for future research. Primarily, a cross-
sectional design limits the ability to infer causal relation-
ships. Longitudinal studies are needed to track how soft
skills evolve and shape well-being and academic

engagement over time, extending beyond the university
years into students’ careers. Second, as the sample con-
sisted solely of undergraduate students from southern
Sichuan, China, the extent to which the findings can be
generalized to other populations may be limited. Future
studies should explore more diverse populations and
investigate additional factors, such as motivation and
self-efficacy, to gain more holistic understandings of how
to support students’ academic and personal development
effectively. Additionally, while self-reported measures
provide valuable insights, they are subject to biases such
as social desirability and self-perception distortions.
Incorporating multi-source data, including teacher assess-
ments, peer evaluations, and objective performance indi-
cators, could strengthen the validity and robustness of
future findings. Moreover, another limitation concerns
the use of varying Likert-type scales for measuring differ-
ent constructs. While we retained the original scale for-
mats to maintain the validity and cultural consistency of
the instruments, this variation may introduce scale-
related bias when comparing constructs. Although such
practice is not uncommon in related literature, the lack of
scale uniformity may affect the comparability of standar-
dized path coefficients in the structural equation model.
Therefore, to improve measurement consistency and
cross-variable comparability, future research should con-
sider using unified Likert-type scales across constructs or
apply standardization methods such as z-score transfor-
mation prior to analysis.

As for the theoretical implications, this study extends
the scope of Fredrickson’s B&B Theory by providing
empirical evidence on how soft skills contribute to stu-
dents’ academic engagement through the mediation of
emotional and cognitive well-being within the higher edu-
cation settings. Specifically, building on the B&B theory,
this study not only underscores the predictive power of
positive emotions in predicting academic engagement but
also demonstrates that soft skills serve as fundamental and
enduring psychological attributes, which foster sustained
positive emotions and life satisfaction, thereby promoting
long-term academic engagement. Furthermore, this study
also enriches the literature, which conceptualizes well-
being as a dynamic and self-reinforcing system. The partial
mediation effects observed in this study indicate that devel-
oping soft skills may serve as an engine that continuously
enhances students’ well-being, reinforcing their engage-
ment in academic pursuits. These insights suggest that soft
skills should not be viewed in isolation but as integral
components of a broader framework that links personal
attributes, well-being, and academic performance.

From a practical perspective, the findings have signifi-
cant implications for educational policy and practice.
University administrators and educators should recognize
soft skills as fundamental rather than supplementary to
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students’ well-being and academic engagement.
Institutions should integrate soft skills development into
both formal curricula and co-curricular programs. To
achieve this, universities can implement targeted interven-
tions such as soft skills training workshops, mentorship
programs, and experiential learning opportunities. These
initiatives should focus on fostering adaptability, curiosity,
initiative, perseverance, social awareness, and leadership—
skills identified in this study as essential for academic and
personal success. Additionally, incorporating structured
reflection exercises and guided discussions within course-
work can further enhance students’ self-awareness and
intentional skill development.

Beyond individual institutions, policymakers should
consider embedding soft skills education within national
higher education frameworks. A structured approach to
soft skills development can equip students with the com-
petencies needed to navigate academic challenges, build
emotional resilience, and sustain long-term personal and
professional growth.
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