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Introduction 
 
The conditions of work are changing in ways that raise the stakes for how people 
communicate and collaborate. Teams are increasingly hybrid and cross-functional, 
interactions are often mediated through digital channels, and rapid advances in AI are 
reshaping which skills are likely to remain durable over time. At the same time, many 
workplaces are experiencing greater interpersonal friction as employees navigate 
differences in perspective, background, and expectations in fast-moving environments. 
 
In this context, employers continue to place a high premium on communication and 
collaboration—but what those skills require in practice is becoming more demanding. 
Graduates increasingly need to listen across disagreement, interpret others’ 
perspectives accurately, manage tension, and sustain trust in complex professional 
interactions. In this brief, we examine what employer research reveals about these 
priorities, how they relate to the skills of constructive dialogue, and why these 
capacities are increasingly central to career readiness. 
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Communication and Collaboration Have Been Employer 
Priorities for Two Decades 

One of the most consistent findings in the last twenty years of career-readiness 
research is that communication and collaboration are top priorities for employers. In 
the influential 2006 report Are They Really Ready to Work?, employers rated 
communication and teamwork/collaboration among the most valued skills for four-year 
college graduates. Nearly two decades later, the message remains strikingly similar. In 
NACE’s Job Outlook 2025 findings, nearly 80% of employers said they look for 
teamwork on student resumes, and more than two-thirds look for verbal 
communication. AAC&U’s 2023 employer survey report, The Career-Ready Graduate, 
likewise found that communication and teamwork remain among the skills employers 
most often describe as very important.  

Across surveys, the wording varies, but the signal is remarkably stable: employers 
want graduates who can communicate clearly and work well with other people, 
particularly in the face of challenge or ambiguity. What is less often stated—but 
increasingly implied—is that these skills depend on the ability to navigate 
disagreement, interpret coworkers’ perspectives, and maintain trust in complex 
professional interactions. 

Dialogue Skills Enable Effective Communication and 
Collaboration 
Dialogue skills are not separate or niche aspects of effective communication and 
collaboration in the workplace: They are essential components of these core 
career-readiness skills. Active listening, perspective-taking, emotional 
self-regulation, and interpersonal curiosity are all directly relevant to the specific kinds 
of communication and collaboration employers say they value most. 

In real workplaces, these skills are tested constantly: when a team member misreads 
tone in a Slack message or Zoom call, when colleagues disagree about how to 
approach a client problem, when feedback needs to be delivered without damaging 
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trust, or when a team must move forward despite different assumptions or 
perspectives. In each of these situations, the issue is not simply whether someone can 
communicate well in the abstract but whether they can listen accurately, ask clarifying 
questions, interpret disagreement without escalation, approach conversations with the 
intent to understand, find common ground, and stay collaborative when the 
conversation becomes difficult. Constructive dialogue skills make this possible. 

When colleges and universities cultivate constructive dialogue on campus, they are 
cultivating the core behaviors of communication and collaboration that employers 
value. 

Dialogue Skills Are Increasingly Recognized as Career 
Competencies 
Earlier employer surveys often treated dialogue skills as implicit within the broader 
categories of communication and teamwork. More recent frameworks and surveys 
make this connection more explicit. In NACE's career-readiness framework, for 
example, active listening is included as a key aspect of communication competence, 
and teamwork is defined as the ability to “build and maintain collaborative 
relationships to work effectively toward common goals, while appreciating diverse 
viewpoints and shared responsibilities.” 

AAC&U’s latest survey findings reinforce this shift. In addition to general 
communication and teamwork skills, employers emphasize the importance of working 
effectively with people from different backgrounds, demonstrating empathy and 
emotional intelligence, engaging across diverse viewpoints, and approaching others 
with curiosity. 

Taken together, these frameworks and findings point to a clear evolution: employers 
are no longer treating dialogue skills as implicit. They are increasingly defining and 
valuing them as measurable components of career readiness—the skills enabled by the 
principles and practices of constructive dialogue. 
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Dialogue Skills Are  Underdeveloped in Graduates 
Employer research also suggests that communication and collaboration are not only 
highly valued by employers, but also underdeveloped in graduates. Only half of 
employers say recent graduates are very prepared in oral communication, and only 6 in 
10 say they are very prepared to work with people from different backgrounds. This 
pattern is remarkably consistent across employer studies: Organizations see these 
skills as highly important, but they do not consistently believe graduates arrive ready to 
use them well in professional settings. 

That gap is especially relevant for constructive dialogue because the most important 
communication and collaboration skills are often the least practiced or formalized 
in higher education today. Students may get practice speaking in class or contributing 
to group assignments, but they typically do not get structured practice or instruction in 
listening across disagreement, staying composed in a tense conversation, finding 
common ground, asking questions with the intent to understand, or helping a group 
move forward when viewpoints differ.  

Those are precisely the communication and collaboration skills most likely to be tested 
and rewarded in professional life—and the very skills employers indicate are lacking in 
many of today’s graduates. 

Why These Skills Matter More Today and Even More Tomorrow 
These gaps matter more because the context of work is changing. Many teams are now 
hybrid, cross-functional, and fast-moving. Misunderstandings can escalate quickly 
across digital channels, and more workplace interactions involve interpreting tone, 
navigating disagreement, and maintaining trust under pressure.  

Recent data underscore these challenges. SHRM’s Q4 2025 Civility Index found that 
workers commonly linked workplace incivility to political differences, disagreements 
on social issues, and age or generational differences. SHRM also reported substantial 
productivity and absenteeism costs associated with incivility. 

Rising polarization and incivility do not mean every disagreement becomes destructive, 
or that constructive dialogue is a cure-all. They do mean, however, that many 
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workplaces are already contending with friction rooted in difference and interpretation, 
and that the ability to disagree constructively is increasingly relevant in the workplace. 

At the same time, broader shifts in the nature of work are accelerating. The World 
Economic Forum’s Future of Jobs Report 2025 found that employers expect 39% of 
workers’ existing skills to be transformed or become outdated by 2030. SHRM’s 2026 
skills-first research similarly found that more than 80% of HR professionals, 
supervisors, and workers expect AI to change which skills are valued.  

In that environment, the durable skills of constructive dialogue deserve more 
attention, not less. Technical tools and workflows will keep changing, but it is difficult 
to imagine a future in which effective interpersonal communication and collaboration 
in the face of difference or disagreement are not central to productivity and innovation. 

Social Science Helps Explain Why Dialogue Skills Matter at Work 

Beyond employer surveys, social science helps explain why these skills matter so 
much in workplace settings. A large meta-analysis on perceived listening at work found 
a strong positive relationship between listening and work outcomes, with especially 
strong links to relationship quality. Amy Edmondson’s foundational research on 
psychological safety showed that teams learn better when people feel safe taking 
interpersonal risks, such as asking questions, admitting uncertainty, or raising 
concerns. And a classic meta-analysis on team conflict found that relationship conflict 
is negatively associated with both performance and satisfaction.  

Taken together, this literature points to the same conclusion: How people interact is 
not ornamental to performance, but a central mechanism by which teams learn, 
adapt, and do good work. Constructive dialogue matters because it supports the 
conditions under which people feel heard, teams remain functional, and disagreement 
stays productive rather than corrosive. 
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Implications for Higher Education Leaders 

For higher education leaders, these findings add up to a practical conclusion: 
Constructive dialogue is an emerging core competency within career readiness.  

Our recommendation is not to create one more standalone initiative, nor do we believe 
that the full burden of workforce development should be placed on colleges and 
universities. Instead, we aim to work with leaders in higher education to create 
repeated opportunities for students to practice the behaviors embedded in durable 
communication and collaboration skills, and to help them make those behaviors visible 
to employers. This work can happen in first-year seminars, discussion-rich courses, 
group projects, internships, student employment, leadership programs, and career 
advising. 

Finally, it is worth noting that career readiness is shared work, and employers have an 
important role to play as well. Campuses can help students build the foundation, but 
employers still have to recognize these skills, hire for them, coach them, and reinforce 
them through onboarding, professional development, and team norms. 

Constructive dialogue does not solve every workplace challenge. But it does strengthen 
the communication and collaboration skills employers have valued for decades, while 
also preparing students for a workforce in which change, difference, and ambiguity are 
the norm. In a workforce defined by accelerating and uncertain change, the ability to 
engage difference constructively is not a peripheral skill—it is central to how work gets 
done. 

As dialogue skills become increasingly central to career readiness, we invite you to join 
our upcoming webinar exploring how educators and employers can intentionally build 
these capacities in practice. 
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