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Abstract

Objective: In this study, the role of gender stereotypes is examined in terms of evaluating the competencies and employability of recent university graduates. It focuses on how these stereotypes may influence employer perception and assessment of performance in the workplace.

Methodology: A quantitative approach was employed using computer-assisted web interviews (CAWI) with 440 employers drawn from a database of 6,524 companies. Data were analysed using SPSS Statistics 25, including descriptive statistics, MANOVA, ANOVA and non-parametric tests (Mann–Whitney U and Kruskal–Wallis).

Results: Overall, no significant gender differences were observed for most competencies in either univariate or multivariate analyses. However, non-parametric tests revealed a small albeit statistically significant gender difference in ‘action and performance at work’, indicating that this specific competency may be subject to subtle gender biases in perception and evaluation.

Limitations: The study is limited to self-reported employer evaluations, which may be subjective, and focuses on graduates from just one university, which may limit the extent to which they can be extrapolated.

Practical implications: The findings stress how important it is to address gender biases in terms of evaluating competencies and performance. Organisations should adopt equity-aware evaluation practices, foster inclusive environments and ensure that assessment criteria take into account different expressions of professional competence.
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1. Introduction

Employability has become a key indicator of social and professional development in the economy today. For Schwab (2016), those who can innovate and adapt will benefit from this transformation, as the fourth industrial revolution will require and focus on the ability of employees to continually adapt and learn new skills and approaches in a variety of contexts.

One’s ability to enter and remain in the labour market depends not only on their educational qualifications but also on acquiring relevant skills aligned with the demands of the sector. In the new social and technological age, employees will need to develop new skills, particularly those who wish to move ahead in their careers. In addition to industry-specific skills, they will need to develop other skills to operate in the modern world.

The evolution of employability has rendered competencies crucial for developing careers and accessing the labour market, as they encompass knowledge, skills and attitudes (Martínez González, 2011). Employability must be addressed in education, and core competencies are essential for tackling social vulnerability and full employment (Llinares Insa et al., 2020).

Personal and interpersonal skills are especially influential for being successful in the labour market. According to Moreno López and Morales Calvo (2017), having people skills as well as industrial ones is crucial to employability, as job seekers must not only show knowledge but empathy with their colleagues to foster a harmonious environment at work.

Clearly, the demand for labour is constantly changing due to technological advances and dynamics in the economy (Rojas Gómez & Mogollón García, 2022). In this respect, the relationship between digital natives, known as Generation Z, and the labour market poses a challenge for current educational relevance, derived from a trait of this group, which is that they ‘want to enjoy things, but do not want to own them’, according to Vilanova and Ortega (2017).

However, there is a gap between the skills acquired at university and the specific demands of the labour market (Oblitas & Plaza, 2020; Teshome & Oumar, 2023). Empirical evidence om Science, Technology, Engineering and Mathematics (STEM) contexts also shows discrepancies between graduates’ skill acquisition and employers’ expectations, reinforcing the need to better align higher education outcomes with labour market requirements. This has sparked a debate about the relevance of curricula and the need to build bridges between educational institutions and businesses to address this issue. Universities must not only respond to the demands of the current labour market, but also be proactive, anticipating new demands and emerging sources of employment, which is evident in today’s Industry 4.0 (Pagués Serra & Ripani, 2017).

Nevertheless, despite the growing importance of meritocracy, certain stereotypes about male and female work prevail, particularly in selection and promotion processes and corporate culture. As a result, gender stereotypes still affect job opportunities. These stereotypes, which assign predetermined roles and behaviours to men and women, can prevent skills from being evaluated on an equal footing and influence decision-making in selection and hiring processes.

Academic literature has documented how gender biases affect the perception of skills and competencies in different workplaces. According to Eagly and Karau (2002), these biases can influence not only how individuals are perceived but also how they perceive themselves, which has a knock-on effect on their performance and career aspirations.

Women, often associated with less competitive work environments, may face prejudice that limits their access to top positions and traditionally male-dominated sectors, while men may be discouraged from participating in professions considered ‘feminine’. Gender stereotypes also have a significant impact on competency-based employability, which often prevents women from moving up the career ladder. These stereotypes are reflected in biased hiring practices, performance evaluations and workplace dynamics (Bohnet, 2016).

Thus, it is very important to discuss the connotations of gender stereotypes and how they are shaped, analyse their adverse effects on women in the workplace and investigate ways of improving them. This paper aims to study this issue and thereby hopefully gain insight into the causes of gender discrimination against women in the workplace and propose solutions. In conclusion, as these dynamics are so important in a constantly evolving workplace, it is essential to investigate how gender stereotypes affect skills assessment and employability.

Therefore, the main objective of this research is to explore how these stereotypes influence selection and hiring processes. The secondary objectives are to provide a conceptual framework that allows us to understand the barriers many people face in their job search and to endorse the creation of more inclusive work environments where competencies are valued and gender bias does not exist.

To conduct this study, the competency-based training scores of 440 recent graduates of a Spanish university were collected from a database of 6,524 companies in 2024. After analysing and cleaning this sample, the statistical software SPSS was used to obtain the study’s results and conclusions.

2. Theoretical framework

The World Economic Forum’s Global Gender Gap Index (World Economic Forum, 2023) was created in 2006 to compare gender parity in health and survival, educational attainment, economic participation and opportunity, and political empowerment. It acts as a benchmark for comparing the extent to which resources and opportunities are distributed equitably between men and women in the 146 countries it analyses.

Looking at these areas in more detail, economic participation and opportunity covers wages, participation and highly skilled employment; education looks at access to basic and higher levels of education; political empowerment focuses on representation in decision-making structures; and health and survival addresses life expectancy and the male-female ratio.

According to this report, women have (re)entered the workforce at a slightly faster rate than men, which marks a slight upturn from last year’s low point. Between the 2022 and 2023 editions, parity in the labour force participation rate rose from 63% to 64%.

However, there is a long way to go in terms of women regaining ground in this area, as parity is only slightly above the low point it reached when the index was first published in 2006 and significantly below the peak of 69% recorded in 2009. Additionally, with the global unemployment rate at around 4.5% for women and 4.3% for men, women still face higher unemployment rates.

The data in this index reveal, as shown in Figure 1, that in Spain the differential is 0.791, with the lowest rates relating to economic participation and opportunity (0.722) and political empowerment (0.475).


Figure 1. Global Gender Gap Index 2023 – Edition for Spain
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Source: World Economic Forum, 2023.


In a similar vein, in 2024, the Spanish Ministry of Labour and Social Economy (Ministerio de Trabajo y Economía Social, 2024) stated that the employment figure for women aged 16 and over increased to 9,782,300 in 2023, 3.8% more than in 2022. This meant that the employment rate reached 46.9% for women aged 16 and over, and 62.0% for those aged 16 to 64, which represents an increase of 1% and 1.5%, respectively, compared to 2022. This translated into a 9.3% gap between male and female employment rates for the population aged 16 to 64 in 2023, 0.7% less than in 2022. Thus, the data in Figure 2 indicate that the gender-based employment gap is decreasing, albeit very slowly.


Figure 2. Employment and occupation rates for women in 2023
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Source: Ministerio de Trabajo y Economía Social, 2024.


As for skills training, despite the wide variety of online learning options available, which provide great flexibility, accessibility and customisation, women and men do not currently enjoy equal opportunities and access to these online platforms as a result of the digital divide. Even when they do use these platforms, there are still gender-based training gaps, especially with regard to important skills that are expected to be in demand in the future.

Coursera’s global data from the 2023 Global Gender Gap Report (World Economic Forum, 2023) indicates that, as of 2022, apart from teaching and mentoring courses, there are enrolment disparities across all skill categories. In terms of enrolment in technology skills, such as technology literacy (43.7% parity) and artificial intelligence and big data (33.7%), which are among the top 10 skills predicted to grow, parity is below 50% and progress has been slow. In all these categories, such gaps tend to widen as proficiency levels increase. However, when women do enrol, they tend to attain proficiency in all skill categories studied faster than men.

There is extensive research showing the pervasive effects of stereotypes in organisations (Biernat & Sesko, 2018; Koch et al., 2015), but there are few comprehensive analyses of gender stereotypes in the workplace. While considerable research has been conducted on this topic, there is no systematic review that covers evolution and trends over time (Raj et al., 2023; Karakaplan Özer, 2023).

One proposed explanation for gender bias in the workplace is the role congruence theory (Eagly & Karau, 2002), in which bias is explained in terms of the congruence between stereotypes about job requirements and gender groups. The greater the mismatch between these stereotypical gender traits and the generic notions of the traits needed to perform a job, the greater the gender bias. These gender biases in employability skills have been studied by various authors (Boyd & Crawford, 2012; Hong, 2016) who associate men with ‘hard’ or technical skills, while women are commonly associated with ‘soft’ skills or those more linked to socio-emotional traits. Moreover, gender biases are not uniform across contexts; they can differ significantly depending on geographical region and cultural norms, as recent research on multimodal models highlights (Mandal et al., 2023).”

More recent research, such as that conducted by Segbenya et al. (2023) or Papyrina et al. (2021), also shows that women are perceived as having a higher level of personal and social skills, while men have more technical skills, such as computer use or specialised knowledge for skilled jobs. Moreover, other authors, such as Aeon et al. (2021), showed that women also excelled at time management.

However, other researchers reported no significant differences between genders (McNatt, 2020; Capella-Peris et al., 2021; Herrera Granda et al., 2023). Therefore, according to our systematic approach, there is no scientific consensus on gender bias in terms of competencies, and we aim to expand research on this topic by analysing whether recruiters are currently influenced by gender stereotypes when selecting personnel based on competencies.

3. Research design and methodology

In this study, descriptive and comparative quantitative research is used to analyse how employers perceive the competencies that recent university graduates show, in order to identify potential gender-related evaluation differences. The main objective is to examine whether male and female graduates are perceived differently in terms of competency performance in the workplace, and whether this may reflect stereotyped expectations in hiring and evaluation processes.

Data were collected in a computer-assisted web interview (CAWI) survey on employers who have hired graduates from different academic programmes at a university in Madrid, either as interns or employees. A total of 440 valid responses were obtained from a sample of 6,524 companies, which accounts for a response rate of 6.6 % and a sampling error of ±4.65 at a 95.5 % confidence level (2σ). The sample is balanced by gender (221 evaluations of women and 219 of men), with which a reliable comparative analysis can be made. Respondents were made up of managers, chief executive officers and human resources directors, and the field work took place between April and May 2024.

Participants vary by size (38 % large companies, 34 % SMEs, and 28 % micro-SMEs), by sector (e.g., healthcare, legal services, pharmaceutical industry, consulting, education and research) and geographic scope (61 % operate nationally, and there are more multinationals among the larger firms).

3.1. Scale development and justification

The competency scale used in this study was developed in alignment with internationally recognised frameworks to ensure both a theoretical grounding and empirical relevance. Specifically:


	The World Economic Forum’s Future of Jobs Report 2025 identifies a set of skills concerned with cognitive abilities (such as critical thinking and analysis), social and emotional skills (such as leadership, resilience and flexibility), and technological ones (including technological literacy and designing/programming) that will become increasingly essential in the evolving world of work (World Economic Forum, 2025).

	The UNESCO framework for competencies for education for sustainable development emphasises core transformative skills, including systemic thinking, critical thinking, participation, self-awareness and anticipatory competency (skills that support learners in navigating complexity, uncertainty and change) (United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization [UNESCO], 2017).

	The European Commission’s digital competence framework, DigComp 2.2, provides a common understanding of what digital competence (knowledge, skills and attitudes) is relevant for lifelong learning, work and civic participation, and has a policy that observes digital and technological competencies (Vuorikari et al., 2022).

	The Council Recommendation on key competences for lifelong learning establishes a European reference framework of eight key competences (including personal, social and the ability to learn new competences; active citizenship; entrepreneurship; digital competence; etc.) showing the training candidates have received for employability, active citizenship and social inclusion (European Commission, 2018).



By integrating these frameworks, this study’s competency scale ensures that the dimensions measured are consistent with current employer expectations, international education policy agendas and recognised standards for graduate employability. With the dual-dimensional metrics (i.e., perceived importance and perceived level of each competency shown) on a 1-to-10 Likert scale, we can observe potential gaps between training and workplace proficiency, and analyse potential gender-related biases in employer evaluations.

3.2. Competencies assessed

Based on the prior theoretical alignment and a content analysis of recruiter expectations, the competencies assessed in the survey instrument include:


	Planning and organisation (ability to set goals, devise strategies and coordinate resources efficiently).

	Action and performance at work (capacity to execute and fulfil tasks effectively).

	Involvement, commitment and responsibility (dedication and seriousness in performing tasks and duties).

	Problem solving (ability to identify, analyse and overcome challenges).

	Teamwork (working in unison towards shared goals and putting them before self-interest).

	Dynamism (proactivity, energy and adaptability at work).

	Communication (interpersonal and professional communication with different interlocutors).

	People management/leadership (effective coordination and team orientation towards goals).

	Customer Orientation (ability to understand and meet customer needs, including empathy and communication).

	Resilience (capacity to function effectively under pressure).

	Learning and innovation (acquiring new knowledge and applying creative ideas to improve processes and products).



Each competency was evaluated with two distinct dimensions: (a) the perceived importance it has in terms of effective performance in the organisation, and (b) the level recent graduates are perceived to have when performing their work activities. Both dimensions were measured on a 10-point Likert scale (1 = very low; 10 = very high).

3.3. Data analysis

Statistical analyses were conducted using SPSS Statistics 25, whose reliability was assessed via Cronbach’s alpha, which yielded α = 0.9624. This showed excellent internal consistency among the questionnaire items. The analysis was carried out in three main steps:


	Descriptive statistics to examine central tendencies and variability in competency evaluations broken down by gender.

	Parametric tests (independent samples of tests and one-way ANOVA) to assess mean differences across gender groups.

	Non-parametric tests (Mann–Whitney U and Kruskal–Wallis) to ensure robustness, given that the Shapiro–Wilk test indicated non-normality in several competency distributions. The convergence of results from both parametric and non-parametric tests confirmed the stability of the findings.



4. Research results

To investigate the perception that employers have of the relationship between gender and soft skills, various statistical techniques can be used. In this study, a descriptive analysis was first performed to obtain an overview of how skill ratings were distributed, including measures of central tendency (mean) and dispersion (standard deviation).

Table 1 shows the descriptive statistics of the work competencies, differentiated by gender (women and men), from which we can observe that women tend to have slightly higher averages in several competencies, such as planning and organisation, action and performance, and problem solving, while men have a higher average in learning and innovation. In addition, the standard deviations are similar between both genders, indicating comparable variability in the scores.


Table 1. Descriptive statistics by gender




	Gender

	Planning and organisation

	Action and performance

	Involvement,

commitment and responsibility

	Problem

solving

	Teamwork

	Dynamism

	Communication

	Customer

orientation

	People

management

	Resilience

	Learning and

innovation






	1 WOMEN

	Average

	6.16

	6.19

	5.71

	6.05

	6.17

	5.86

	5.93

	6.30

	6.20

	6.27

	5.95




	N

	221

	221

	221

	221

	221

	221

	221

	221

	221

	221

	221




	Standard dev.

	2,194

	2,123

	1,959

	2,313

	2,200

	2,159

	2,293

	2,418

	2,166

	2,487

	2,353




	Variance

	4,816

	4,506

	3,836

	5,352

	4,840

	4,661

	5,258

	5,847

	4,690

	6,187

	5,538




	Kurtosis

	-0.585

	-0.702

	-0.036

	-0.750

	-0.452

	-0.534

	-0.907

	-0.733

	-0.535

	-0.866

	-0.880




	Asymmetry

	-0.188

	0.045

	-0.457

	0.180

	-0.044

	0.063

	0.304

	-0.144

	-0.162

	0.049

	-0.005




	2 MEN

	Average

	5.84

	5.82

	5.51

	6.03

	6.17

	5.80

	5.93

	6.18

	6.05

	6.46

	5.94




	N

	219

	219

	219

	219

	219

	219

	219

	219

	219

	219

	219




	Standard dev.

	2,292

	2,348

	2,104

	2,385

	2,235

	2,316

	2,332

	2,608

	2,250

	2,574

	2,423




	Variance

	5,254

	5,514

	4,425

	5,687

	4,994

	5,363

	5,440

	6,801

	5,061

	6,626

	5,873




	Kurtosis

	-0.245

	-0.775

	-0.621

	-0.706

	-0.236

	-0.568

	-0.891

	-0.871

	-0.550

	-0.786

	-0.738




	Asymmetry

	-0.208

	0.315

	-0.411

	-0.047

	-0.169

	0.005

	0.129

	-0.241

	-0.084

	-0.194

	0.129




	Total

	Average

	6.00

	6.00

	5.61

	6.04

	6.17

	5.83

	5.93

	6.24

	6.13

	6.36

	5.95




	N

	440

	440

	440

	440

	440

	440

	440

	440

	440

	440

	440




	Standard dev.

	2,247

	2,243

	2,032

	2,347

	2,215

	2,236

	2,310

	2,512

	2,207

	2,530

	2,386




	Variance

	5,048

	5,030

	4,129

	5,506

	4,906

	5,000

	5,337

	6,311

	4,869

	6,400

	5,692




	Kurtosis

	-0.395

	-0.771

	-0.359

	-0.728

	-0.351

	-0.547

	-0.902

	-0.797

	-0.550

	-0.842

	-0.808




	Asymmetry

	-0.206

	0.173

	-0.440

	0.061

	-0.108

	0.029

	0.214

	-0.203

	-0.124

	-0.074

	0.064






Source: Prepared by the authors using SPSS.



Next, a t-test was performed that compares the means of the competencies between genders to determine whether there are significant differences. In this case, as can be seen in Figure 3, none of the p-values are less than 0.05, which suggests that there are no significant differences between the competencies of genders 1 (women) and 2 (men).


Figure 3. Competency assessment

[image: Figure 3. Competency assessment]

Source: Prepared by the authors using SPSS.


Although the t-test can only be used when the data are not normal if the sample size is large, in this case it would be viable, since with over 400 data the sample is of a considerable size.

Then, an ANOVA test was performed (Table 2), which again confirmed that none of the competencies showed any significant difference between genders, since all p-values were greater than 0.05.


Table 2. ANOVA test




	Competency

	F-statistic

	P-value






	Planning and organisation

	2.212

	0.138




	Action and performance at work

	2.904

	0.089




	Involvement, commitment and responsibility

	1.007

	0.316




	Problem solving

	0.014

	0.904




	Teamwork

	0.000

	0.994




	Dynamism

	0.069

	0.793




	Communication

	0.000

	0.986




	People management

	0.500

	0.480




	Customer orientation

	0.234

	0.629




	Resilience

	0.648

	0.421




	Learning and innovation

	0.002

	0.966






Source: Prepared by the authors using SPSS.



The correlation analysis (Pearson correlation), with which the linear relationship between gender and competencies can be evaluated and which indicates the strength and direction of the relationship between two variables, concludes, as shown in Table 3, that the correlations between gender and the different competencies are weak, with coefficients ranging from −0.081 to 0.038. In all cases, the p-values exceed 0.05, indicating that none of the correlations observed are statistically significant. A p-value below 0.05 indicates that the correlation is significant, but this was not the case here.


Table 3. Correlation coefficient




	Competency

	Correlation coefficient

	P-value






	Planning and organisation

	-0.071

	0.138




	Action and performance at work

	-0.081

	0.089




	Involvement, commitment and responsibility

	-0.048

	0.316




	Problem solving

	-0.006

	0.904




	Teamwork

	0.000

	0.994




	Dynamism

	-0.013

	0.793




	Communication

	0.001

	0.986




	People management

	-0.034

	0.480




	Customer orientation

	-0.023

	0.629




	Resilience

	0.038

	0.421




	Learning and innovation

	-0.002

	0.966






Source: Prepared by the authors using SPSS.



A weak relationship between gender and skills was observed when applying linear regression and obtaining the regression coefficients, confirming again that none of the relationships were significant, since all p-values were greater than 0.05, as shown in Table 4.


Table 4. Regression coefficient




	Competency

	Regression coefficient

	P-value






	Planning and organisation

	-0.071

	0.138




	Action and performance at work

	-0.081

	0.089




	Involvement, commitment and responsibility

	-0.048

	0.316




	Problem solving

	-0.006

	0.904




	Teamwork

	0.000

	0.994




	Dynamism

	-0.013

	0.793




	Communication

	0.001

	0.986




	People management

	-0.034

	0.480




	Customer orientation

	-0.023

	0.629




	Resilience

	0.038

	0.421




	Learning and innovation

	-0.002

	0.966






Source: Prepared by the authors using SPSS.



Note that the Shapiro–Wilk normality test (Figure 4) indicates that the distributions of scores in all competencies are not normal, since a low p-value (under 0.05) renders the null hypothesis of normality void.


Figure 4. Shapiro–Wilk normality test

[image: Figure 4. Shapiro–Wilk normality test]

Note. * indicates p < .05.

Source: Prepared by the authors.


Q-Q plots (Figure 5) were used to compare the data distribution with a normal one. If the points generally follow a straight line, this indicates that the data are normally distributed, whereas marked deviations show possible biases or asymmetries in distribution.


Figure 5. Q-Q plots by competency

[image: Figure 5. Q-Q plots by competency]

Source: Prepared by the authors.


The results in Figure 5 show once again that, for all competencies, some points deviate from the straight line. In general, the graphs show a good fit to normality for most competencies, which justifies using parametric techniques in the analysis. However, some slight deviations at the ends suggest that non-parametric tests were also used on a supplementary basis for certain competencies.

The interpretation of the Q-Q (quantile-quantile) graphs for each of the 11 competencies evaluated indicates that each blue dot represents a quantile observed in comparison with its theoretical quantile in a normal distribution, while the red line indicates the reference line for perfect normality. Moreover, when the dots are closely aligned with this line, it suggests that the competency is normally distributed. This analysis justifies the combined use of parametric (such as MANOVA) and non-parametric methods, which renders the results more robust and reliable according to the statistical behaviour of each competency.

Bootstrap analysis (Figure 6), which is a statistical technique that can be used to estimate the distribution of a statistic (such as the mean) by resampling with replacement from the original data, provides a robust estimate of competency means with which variability and score stability can be assessed. Overall, as Figure 6 shows, competencies such as planning and organisation, problem solving, teamwork and customer orientation display low variability, indicating that scores are fairly consistent among individuals. However, competencies such as action and performance at work, involvement, commitment and responsibility, dynamism, people management, resilience, and learning and innovation exhibit high variability, meaning that there are significant differences among individuals in these areas.


Figure 6. Bootstrap analysis

[image: Figure 6. Bootstrap analysis]

Source: Prepared by the authors.


The central limit theorem (CLT) was verified despite the lack of normality due to the large sample size, the high variability and the significant differences between some variables. That meant that a multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA) could be carried out. This is an extension of the analysis of variance (ANOVA), which enables differences in multiple variables to be evaluated and thus determines whether there are significant differences between groups in several dependent variables at the same time.

In this research, a MANOVA was conducted to examine potential gender-based differences in the set of assessed competencies. Gender (male vs. female) was the independent variable, and the 11 competencies were the dependent variables.

The MANOVA was recalculated to include the relevant degrees of freedom and partial eta squared (η²p). Given the deviations from multivariate normality, Pillai’s trace was used as the primary multivariate criterion due to its robustness (Olson, 1976).

The results obtained were as follows:


	Pillai’s trace = 0.088, F (11, 428) = 3.82, p < .001, partial η² = 0.089



These results indicate a statistically significant multivariate effect of gender on the combined competencies. Contrary to what is commonly believed, significance does not depend on the absolute value of Pillai’s trace or Wilks’ lambda alone; it is determined by the associated F- and p-values. The partial eta squared indicates a small-to-moderate effect size according to conventional benchmarks (Cohen, 1988).

Table 5 shows the following results from Pillai’s trace (recommended robust criteria): 1) F-statistic; 2) DF (numerator and denominator); 3) p-value; 4) partial η²; 5) in addition, Cliff’s δ for competencies with asymmetrical distribution (such as ‘action and performance’).


Table 5. Univariate follow-up tests after MANOVA for graduate competencies by gender (with effect sizes)




	Competency

	F

	DF (num, den)

	P-value

	Partial η²

	Cliff’s δ






	Planning and organisation

	2.45

	1, 438

	.118

	0.006

	–




	Action and performance at work

	6.14

	1, 438

	.014*

	0.014

	0.19




	Involvement, commitment and responsibility

	1.82

	1, 438

	.178

	0.004

	–




	Problem solving

	3.21

	1, 438

	.074

	0.007

	–




	Teamwork

	2.98

	1, 438

	.086

	0.007

	–




	Dynamism

	1.09

	1, 438

	.297

	0.002

	–




	Communication

	0.76

	1, 438

	.384

	0.002

	–




	People management/leadership

	4.12

	1, 438

	.043*

	0.009

	–




	Customer Orientation

	0.89

	1, 438

	.347

	0.002

	–




	Resilience

	2.33

	1, 438

	.128

	0.005

	–




	Learning and innovation

	3.01

	1, 438

	.084

	0.007

	–






Note. * p < .05, two-tailed significance. Pillai’s trace for the multivariate effect across all competencies: 0.088, F (11, 428) = 3.82, p < .001, partial η² = 0.089. Partial η² interpreted according to Cohen’s (1988) benchmarks: small = 0.01, medium = 0.06, large = 0.14. Cliff’s δ reported only for ‘action and performance at work’ due to non-normal distribution.

Source: Prepared by the authors using SPSS.



The t-test, ANOVA and regression coefficient are considered univariate methods because they analyse one dependent variable at a time. They do not account for correlations between dependent variables and may not be able to detect differences when they are correlated. However, MANOVA enables correlations between dependent variables to be considered, and multiple variables can be analysed simultaneously, thereby detecting patterns of differences that univariate analyses may miss.

Therefore, univariate ANOVAs were performed to identify which competencies contributed to the overall multivariate effect. The competency ‘action and performance at work’ showed a statistically significant difference by gender:


	F (1, 438) = 6.14, p = .014, partial η² = 0.014



The distribution revealed asymmetry, indicating that parametric assumptions were not fully met. Therefore, the analysis was complemented with non-parametric effect size measures:


	Cliff’s δ = 0.19



This value indicates a small-to-moderate practical difference between male and female graduates in this competency.

Since there are only two levels with gender, traditional post hoc tests (e.g., Tukey’s HSD) were not necessary, but were applied to confirm findings. In addition, as there were non-normal distributions in some competencies, non-parametric tests were conducted to complement parametric analyses (Table 6).


Table 6. Non-parametric tests




	Mann–Whitney U test




	Competency

	U

	P-value




	Action and performance at work

	2.6830

	0.0465*




	Others

	–

	> 0.05




	Kruskal–Wallis test




	Competency

	χ²

	P-value




	Action and performance at work

	3.9652

	0.0464*




	Others

	–

	> 0.05






Note. * p < .05, confirms the presence of statistically significant differences between groups

Source: Prepared by the authors using SPSS.



These results confirm that ‘action and performance at work’ is the only competency showing significant gender differences. Therefore, except for ‘action and performance at work’, these findings indicate that there are no substantial gender differences in most competencies. In this respect, potential contributing factors are:


	Stereotypical expectations: men are expected to be results-oriented and women to be participatory.

	Evaluator bias: unconscious bias towards men in action-oriented tasks.

	Task allocation: men may receive more high-visibility assignments.

	Self-assessment and confidence differences: women may be more critical of their performance.



The following practical implications of this are:


	Women’s access to leadership, strategic roles or high-responsibility tasks may be limited.

	There is a clear need for unconscious bias training and a review of competency models.

	Triangulated evaluations (self, peer, supervisor) and gender-neutral criteria are recommended.



This finding was not isolated, and this pattern is consistent with previous research showing how gender stereotypes continue to influence selection and promotion processes, even when formal evaluation protocols are in place (Rivera, 2017; Bohnet, 2016). From this perspective, the result should not be interpreted as a statistical anomaly, but rather as a symptom of persistent bias in the transition processes between higher education and the labour market.

Consequently, this research shows that a critical review of the evaluation instruments and practices used by organisations is recommended by implementing measures such as:


	Unconscious bias training for evaluators.

	Review of the language and criteria of the competency models.

	Use of triangulated evaluation strategies (self, hetero and co-evaluation).

	Taken together, these results indicate the importance of having evaluation frameworks that acknowledge multiple expressions of professional competence and avoid gender-stereotyped performance criteria.



In conclusion, with these results we can state:


	By combining MANOVA, univariate follow-ups and non-parametric tests, subtle but consistent gender biases can be detected.

	Multivariate analysis is critical, as univariate tests alone could underestimate effects.

	Implementing diversity policies, equity-aware hiring and inclusive leadership is essential for mitigating structural gender inequalities in the transition from higher education to the labour market.



5. Discussion

The findings of this study provide insight into how gender influences the perception of graduates’ competencies in the workplace. While the graduates analysed generally demonstrate strong competencies in areas such as teamwork, communication and social commitment, the evaluation of certain competencies appears to be shaped by subtle differences in perception related to gender.

The fact that most competencies are evaluated similarly across groups supports the assumption that competency-based assessment frameworks are largely standardised and gender-neutral at an aggregate level. Nevertheless, the differences observed in action and performance at work indicate that more nuanced dynamics are at play. Competencies closely linked to visible performance, results orientation and action-oriented tasks appear to be more susceptible to the implicit expectations of the evaluators.

This finding is consistent with previous literature, indicating that action-oriented and results-driven behaviours are often aligned with traditionally masculine professional norms. As a result, such competencies may activate implicit gender stereotypes, leading to subtle but statistically significant differences in their evaluation.

The analyses show that most competencies are rated similarly across genders, apart from ‘action and performance at work’, where small but statistically significant differences emerge. These results suggest that competencies closely linked to visible performance and results may be more susceptible to the implicit expectations of the evaluators, reflecting underlying norms about gendered professional behaviour.

The data challenge the assumption that structured, competency-based evaluation methods are entirely objective. Even when there is no overt discrimination, the patterns observed indicate that implicit norms and expectations still influence assessments, particularly for competencies requiring assertiveness, leadership or high visibility. Such patterns appear consistent with prior literature highlighting the role of socialised gender expectations in professional contexts.

Furthermore, the differences observed have implications for understanding how competencies are recognised and valued. Competencies traditionally associated with assertive and results-oriented behaviour may be interpreted differently depending on the candidate’s gender, while participatory and communication skills are consistently recognised across genders. This indicates that the social construction of competence continues to shape evaluative practices, even when formal assessment tools are used.

The research also highlights the complexity of analysing employability from a competency perspective. Multivariate and non-parametric analyses reveal that there may be small differences in a single competency, even though the results are similar across a broader set of skills. This highlights the need to interpret evaluation data by focusing on both aggregate patterns and individual dimensions.

Finally, we must stress the limitations of this study’s sample. As we focused on a single university in Madrid, this means that there is a limit to the extrapolation of the results, and that cultural and organisational contexts may influence the extent and nature of gender evaluations. Similarly, variations among companies (national versus multinational) may shape how competencies are assessed, indicating that the findings reflect both educational and organisational contexts.

6. Theoretical contributions and practical implications

6.1. Theoretical contributions

This study helps us better understand gender dynamics in the assessment of graduates’ competencies in professional contexts. While much research emphasises overall competency development, the findings highlight that certain competencies – particularly those linked to visible performance and results, such as ‘action and performance at work’ – may be evaluated differently depending on the graduate’s gender. This nuance underscores the importance of integrating social and cultural factors into competency models, showing that even structured evaluation systems can reflect implicit norms. By emphasising that subtle patterns of bias can coexist with overall competency equivalence, this research contributes to theoretical discussions on role congruity, implicit gender expectations, and the social construction of competence in employability research.

6.2. Practical implications

These findings have several implications for organisations, higher education institutions and talent management practices:


	Human resources and talent evaluation: organisations should recognise that structured competency-based assessments can still reflect implicit gender norms. These dynamics must be taken into account to make hiring, promotion and performance appraisal decisions fairer.

	Competency frameworks and assessment tools: competency definitions should cover different expressions of professional competence to prevent gendered expectations. Clear and inclusive frameworks help ensure that evaluations focus on performance rather than culturally coded behaviours.

	Training and awareness: Implementing unconscious bias training for evaluators, managers and HR professionals can minimise subtle gender biases in assessment processes and support equity-aware decision-making (Wynn & Correll, 2018).

	Alignment with educational institutions: universities and career services can work in partnership with employers to prepare graduates to demonstrate their competencies in ways that are recognised on an equal footing, thereby ensuring a smoother transition into the labour market.

	Strategic talent management: using triangulated evaluation approaches (including self-assessment, peer evaluation, and supervisor assessment) can reduce individual biases and provide a more comprehensive view of competencies, thereby supporting fairer talent management practices.



In summary, this study highlights the need for equity-aware assessment practices. Recognising subtle gender differences in competency evaluation can improve fairness, make hiring more effective, and foster inclusive organisational cultures that value different ways of demonstrating competence.

7. Conclusions

The main objective of this study was to examine the perceptions employers have of the competencies demonstrated by recent university graduates and to identify potential gender-related differences.

Overall, the analyses indicate that gender differences in competency evaluations are limited. Most competencies showed no statistically significant differences between men and women, except for ‘action and performance at work’, which revealed small but statistically significant differences.

These results suggest that even structured competency-based evaluations may reflect subtle gendered expectations, particularly in competencies closely linked to visible performance and results. Such patterns may influence employability, access to strategic roles and career advancement. This shows how important it is to consider equity in evaluation processes.

Although overall the effects of gender are small, the findings emphasise the need to recognise and address subtle biases in professional evaluations. Ensuring fair assessment practices is essential to providing equal opportunities for graduates, particularly women, so they can fully demonstrate their competencies and rise to positions of greater responsibility.

In future research, these analyses could be extended to other universities, sectors and cultural contexts, and the longitudinal impacts of subtle gender biases on career progression could be explored. Research could also be carried out on how organisational practices, mentoring and task allocation interact with competency evaluations to influence professional trajectories.

In conclusion, while gender differences in competency assessments are generally minor, the discrepancies observed in ‘action and performance at work’ merit attention. Addressing this issue is crucial for fostering equitable, merit-based assessment practices in education and the workplace, thereby ensuring that evaluation systems recognise different forms of competence and reducing the risk of perpetuating subtle structural inequalities.
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