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Social-Emotional and Affective Skills Landscape
Analysis: An Executive Summary

Research consistently shows that social-emotional and affective (SEA) factors, often called
noncognitive factors, are critical to academic and career success. However, higher education has
not clearly defined what those skills are or which SEA skills are most relevant to postsecondary
transitions, persistence in college, degree attainment, and workforce readiness. As a result, there
is little evidence on the effectiveness of specific interventions that can be applied to existing work

or promote meaningful and widespread change.

Approaches to promoting college and career readiness have missed opportunities to build SEA
skills so that all students—particularly those most in need of support in college and beyond, such
as first-generation and low-income students—are prepared to capitalize on postsecondary

pathways.

The field of higher education and its supporting philanthropic community need a coherent

organizer to define targeted SEA skills and link them to specific outcomes.

This executive summary presents a brief overview of the findings from a research project
commissioned by the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation to inform future investments in SEA skill
development. The study surveyed the landscape to understand how higher education institutions

and employers value SEA skills and what interventions are being used to develop these skills.
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Methodology

The SEA factor landscape analysis gathered data in three primary ways:

1. A literature scan of the empirical research to determine which SEA factors are most

important for higher education success and career readiness

2. Surveys of higher education institutions and employers, along with interviews of higher

education staff, to identify what SEA interventions they are using
3. An assessment scan to explore how SEA factors are being assessed in practice

Researchers used a three-step process to conduct the landscape analysis on development of SEA

skills for college success and career readiness.

First, researchers created a rubric to organize the literature review, including each study’s
definitions of SEA constructs, specific research methods, context (institution or employer type),
and population of focus. They then identified key themes they found in the literature. Three
major categories emerged: approach to learning, intrapersonal skills, and social skills. These
categories and their associated terms became the basis of a key part of the higher education and
employer surveys described below. Research team members also reviewed the literature to
identify trends in: employment and higher education settings, population studied, outcomes

measured, programs or interventions studied, and consistency of definitions of construct terms.

In the second step, the research team conducted on-line surveys of employers and of two types of
higher education staff: institutional officers such as chief academic officers and chief student life
officers, and program directors. The team also interviewed higher education program directors
to gain a more detailed picture of SEA skill development in practice. A sample of institutions
representing the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation’s focus on low-income, first-generation
college goers was selected based on the following criteria: The institutions offered at least an
associate’s degree, had admission rates higher than the national average (63%), and had at least
30% of their students receiving Pell grants.

The survey of institutional officers had a total of 249 respondents from 223 unique institutions
meeting these criteria, while the program director survey had 147 respondents representing 101

higher education institutions. Researchers conducted 15 follow-up interviews with program
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directors selected to represent a range of programs and institutional settings. Interviews focused
on program activities, motivations for establishing the program, targeted participants, SEA skills

the program sought to improve, how success was measured, and best practices.

The employer survey sample focused on employers in large metro areas with a diverse workforce.
Researchers concentrated on industries hiring large percentages of college graduates and on
companies with more than 50 employees, because these companies are more likely to have
employee training programs; 103 employers responded. Survey questions focused on employers’
perceptions of what SEA skills are necessary for college and career success and of whether their
expectations align with those of higher education institutions.

In the third step, the research team identified the nine most frequently used standardized
assessments of SEA skills, that is, those reported by at least five respondents. Researchers then

conducted a literature scan to assess the evidence base for these assessments.
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Findings

This project yielded multiple levels of findings on the ways in which SEA factors are understood,

promoted, and assessed in higher education and employment.

SEA factors related to success are conceptualized differently in higher education
and employment contexts.

There is notable confusion and misalignment between higher education and employment sectors
regarding the definition, value, and purpose of SEA skills, dispositions, and behaviors. Two
primary findings contribute to this conclusion. First, both the literature and current
programming seem to make an unacknowledged distinction between skills and behaviors.
Defining the SEA factors necessary for success in higher education and beyond calls for a
distinction between internal skills and capacities, such as self-efficacy and self-direction, are the
behaviors that enact those skills, such as goal setting and taking initiative, as shown in Exhibit 1.
Second, the skills identified as important by employers are not those prioritized in higher

education.

Exhibit 1. Distinction Between SEA Skills and Behaviors

1. Internal skills
and capacities

2. Behaviors and
actions that
enact those skills

Enacted Behaviors

& Actions

Intended

Outcomes
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SEA factors fall into a set of categories relevant in both higher education and
employment sectors.

Based on a review of the literature on this topic, the research team identified three general
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