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Abstract— The rapid adoption of remote work, accelerated by
the COVID-19 pandemic, has underscored the critical role of soft
skills in navigating digital work environments. As organizations
transitioned to digital environments, workers encountered
challenges such as increased levels of stress, low interpersonal
interactions, and blurred work-life boundaries. These challenges
revealed increasing needs of soft skills in the workplace. This
research  explores how emotional intelligence, assertive
communication, and self-management predict productivity and
well-being among 131 remote workers, with a focus on digital
natives. Using mixed methods (literature review and survey
analysis), evidence suggests emotional intelligence explains 18.8%
of productivity variance (R*=0.188), while assertive communication
accounts for 28.7% (R*=0.287). The findings reveal that age and
maturity are key determinants of soft skills proficiency, with
professionals outperforming university students by 13.5% in self-
management. However, despite technological fluency, digital
natives show pronounced gaps in boundary-setting and emotional
regulation. We propose actionable strategies for institutions and
employers to bridge these gaps through structured training,
mentorship, and policy reforms. The investigation confirms that in
a digital-driven future, human-centric skills will differentiate
organizational success, necessitating their integration into
education and professional development.

Keywords— Remote work, soft skills, digital natives, emotional
intelligence, productivity

1. INTRODUCTION

The COVID-19 pandemic forced organizations worldwide
to rapidly adopt remote work as a necessity, forcing
employees into unfamiliar home-office setups with little
preparation. This life-altering event changed drastically work
processes and how employees performed their job [1]. Many
workers faced high levels of stress, burnout, and uncertainty as
the boundaries between professional and personal life blurred.
However, this change also marked the rise of remote work as a
lasting tool for organizations and how the world works, one
where productivity is no longer restricted to physical spaces.

Today, remote work has become a critical feature of
modern labor, demanding not just technical skills (hard skills)
but a wide grasp and control of soft skills to navigate its
challenges. Emotional intelligence, clear communication, and
self-discipline have emerged as essential competencies for
employees to maintain efficiency, collaboration, and mental
well-being in today’s work environment [2].

In the context of modern workplaces, soft skills represent
interpersonal and emotional skills and traits that facilitate
productive and effective collaboration and communication [3].
Although cognitive abilities have traditionally been considered
the most valuable in the workplace, this perspective has been
shifting. Over the last two decades, greater emphasis has been
placed on personal attributes, such as empathy, adaptability,
and active listening, which are difficult to measure with
standard metrics. As technology and remote work
environments continue to evolve, these human-centered skills
are core to a successful work environment [4].

This shift in the value of soft skills becomes especially
evident in remote work environments, where communication,
adaptability, and emotional intelligence are indispensable in
today’s digital workplace. While remote working is not new,
its rapid expansion following the pandemic transformed
completely how workers interact, build trust, and stay
motivated without the benefit of face-to-face contact [5].
Today, some of the most remote-intensive occupations fall
within the computer and mathematical fields, with
approximately 89% of professionals in these roles working
remotely [6].

Due to the demanding nature of these roles, employees
frequently encounter high levels of stress and frustration,
emphasizing the essential role of soft skills. Research suggests
that individuals with higher levels of emotional intelligence
are more likely to succeed in remote settings, as they are better
equipped to recognize their emotional states, manage stress,
and sustain productivity in digital environments. Moreover,
they are more capable of creating positive interpersonal
relationships with their co-workers [7].

To truly thrive in a remote work setting, employees must
rely on more than just emotional awareness; they must also
communicate assertively to support teamwork, conflict
resolution, and build strong workplace relationships. In virtual
environments, where messages are often done through written
or asynchronous channels, the risk of misunderstanding is
significantly higher. Many of the conflicts that may arise from
this are due to high miscommunication between colleagues
[8]. Assertive communication, which balances advocacy for
one’s needs with respect to others’ perspectives, helps
minimize these misunderstandings by ensuring that team
members express their concerns and needs [9].
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In addition to emotional intelligence and assertive
communication, a critical pillar for thriving in remote work is
self-management and personal discipline, particularly among
digital natives, who are often immersed in technology from an
early age but still face challenges in navigating unknown
environments. The shift to remote work eliminates traditional
supervision, replacing it with pure autonomy, making the
ability to organize time, resist distractions, and maintain
productivity a decisive factor in professional success.

Self-management, understood as the deliberate regulation
of one’s behavior, time, and focus to accomplish professional
objectives, has demonstrated significant impact. A study of
nearly 1,000 professionals found that those who actively
practiced self-management techniques reported higher-quality
output, demonstrating that disciplined autonomy enhances
performance at both individual and team levels [10]. This
underscores a key insight: in remote settings, personal
discipline is not just beneficial, it’s a prerequisite for sustained
productivity and professional growth.

Moreover, remote work redefines the traditional
relationship between time and labor by emphasizing practices
such as time blocking, routine standardization, and the
establishment of clear temporal boundaries. These practices
represent more than organizational tools; they constitute what
Estagnasié¢ calls "individual metawork" [11]: the often-
invisible cognitive labor workers expend to maintain
productivity without institutional support. For digital natives,
who may default to multitasking and hyperconnectivity,
mastering these techniques is crucial to prevent temporal
disorganization and especially burnout.

Another challenge emerges from digital distractions: the
constant bombardment of notifications, social media, and
messaging  platforms  that fracture attention and
fuel technostress. Here, self-regulation technologies offer a
solution, empowering employees to monitor screen time, mute
interruptions, and reclaim focus. These tools connect with
digital natives' technological fluency with intentional work
habits, demonstrating how tech can enable rather than
undermine productivity [12].

Yet solutions cannot rest solely on individual shoulders.
Research reveals that digital distraction stems from both
psychological factors (impulse control, FOMO) and toxic
workplace cultures that glorify constant availability [13]. A
dual approach is essential: pairing personal strategies
(mindfulness, focused work blocks) with organizational
policies that normalize digital detachment. Only by addressing
both dimensions can companies cultivate a humane and
sustainable remote work culture for digital natives who
leverage the potential of technology without compromising
employee well-being.

As digital natives dominate the modern workforce, their
approach to remote work reveals a critical paradox. While
exceptionally skilled with technology, they often fail to
establish healthy psychological boundaries in digitally
saturated environments. This gap leads to increasing burnout
and breaks up their sense of control over work-life integration.

Interestingly, these professionals now view soft skills -
particularly emotional intelligence and self-discipline - not as
supplementary but as essential tools for wellbeing in
hyperconnected workplaces [14]. Their perception marks a
significant shift in how we understand workplace
competencies in the digital age.

According to Juntunen’s research, digital tools provide
previously unheard-of flexibility, but they also cause anxiety
by making disengagement challenges [15]. Young employees
said they find it difficult to psychologically disengage even
beyond work hours because they feel caught between the
demands of the company and their own high standards. This
conflict draws attention to a critical need: mastering assertive
communication techniques to set and uphold boundaries. In
always-on work settings, these qualities allow professionals to
preserve their personal time while still being productive.

Compounding these issues, studies consistently show the
dark side - the erosion of well-being when employees can't
psychologically detach from job demands [16]. The solution
lies not just in organizational policies but in cultivating
personal resilience strategies. Soft skills emerge as vital
psychological mediators, helping digital natives manage
stress, prevent emotional exhaustion, and maintain meaningful
professional relationships despite physical isolation. These
competencies become the platform that supports sustainable
remote work practices.

Similarly, many insights had shown that remote work can
negatively impact well-being when employees lack adequate
recovery time and psychological detachment from job
responsibilities. As remote and hybrid work models persist,
these human-centric competencies will only grow in
importance, serving as the critical interface between
technological capability and sustainable work practices in our
increasingly digital world [17].

While digital natives are often assumed to be naturally
adept at remote work, this perception masks a critical skills
gap. Many people lack sophisticated soft skills necessary for
success in a virtual work environment, even when they are
proficient with digital tools. Exposure to technology does not
inevitably result in digital literacy or the interpersonal skills
required for productive remote cooperation, as Reid, Button,
and Brommeyer [18] demonstrate. Although they may be
adept at navigating platforms, digital natives usually have
trouble discerning information, controlling their online
conduct, and communicating professionally.

This  disconnect has demonstrable implications.
Organizations operating under the flawed assumption that
younger workers are inherently prepared for digital work,
often underinvest in soft skills development. Yet, as Vrabec
[19] highlights, remote work demands intentional training in
emotional intelligence, assertive communication, and self-
discipline—skills that are not innate but cultivated. The
absence of structured learning opportunities leaves many
digital natives ill-equipped to manage the complexities of
virtual teamwork, ambiguous feedback, and the emotional
labor of screen-mediated interactions.
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The stakes are high. In today’s digitally transformed
workplace, soft skills like collaboration, leadership, and
adaptability are no longer supplementary—they are essential.
Research confirms that employees with strong interpersonal
competencies contribute more effectively to remote teams
[20]. However, without targeted mentorship, experiential
learning, and feedback-rich environments, digital natives face
unnecessary barriers to developing these capabilities.

To close this gap, organizations must abandon
generational stereotypes and implement deliberate strategies:
integrating soft skills training into professional development,
fostering mentorship programs, and creating frameworks that
blend technical and emotional competencies. Only by
addressing these needs can we ensure digital natives are not
just proficient with technology but truly empowered to excel
in the human-centric demands of remote work.

II. METHODOLOGY

This study employed a mixed-methods approach to
comprehensively examine the role of soft skills in remote
work environments, combining a literature review with
empirical survey research. The methodology was structured
into three sequential phases to ensure both theoretical
grounding and data-driven insights.

The first phase involved an extensive systematic review of
peer-reviewed articles, industry reports, and empirical studies
published between 2010 and 2024, establishing the
foundational framework for understanding soft skills in digital
work settings. Databases such as Google Scholar and Scopus
were systematically searched using controlled vocabulary,
with a focus on identifying studies related to emotional
intelligence, assertive communication, and self-management
in remote contexts.

The second phase focused on primary data collection
through an online survey administered via Qualtrics to 131
remote workers. The survey was structured into five key
sections: emotional intelligence; assertive communication;
self-management and personal discipline; productivity and
well-being; and perceptions and barriers. Each section utilized
a 5-point Likert scale for quantitative measures, ranging from
1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree), enabling a
structured and measurable evaluation of soft skill proficiencies
and the participants’ perceptions of their experience in remote
work settings.

The third phase involved comprehensive data analysis
using both quantitative and qualitative techniques. Descriptive
statistics were used to assess participants’ levels in various
soft skills and to summarize trends and patterns. Pearson
correlation analysis explored the relationships between these
skills and remote work outcomes, while regression analysis
determined whether soft skills could predict key performance
indicators and aspects of well-being. Tools such as Power BI
were used to visualize the data, facilitating the identification
of patterns and relationships across variables.

The analytical framework incorporated both traditional
statistical methods and innovative techniques to fully explore
the research questions. Regression analysis revealed
significant predictive relationships between specific soft skills
and remote work outcomes, while thematic analysis of
qualitative data offered contextual insights into these statistical
findings. This integration allowed for a comprehensive
examination of how soft skills function in digital work
environments, capturing both measurable effects and
subjective experiences.

The methodology was designed to yield actionable
insights for both academic and organizational contexts. By
grounding the study in a systematic literature review and
supplementing it with empirical data, the research presents a
balanced perspective on the critical role of soft skills in remote
work. The integration of quantitative and qualitative analyses
ensures that the findings are not only statistically sound but
also contextually relevant, addressing real-world challenges
faced by remote workers.

ITII. RESULTS AND ANALYSIS

To better understand the development and application of
soft skills in remote work among digital natives, the survey
data was analyzed by grouping the 22 core Likert-scale items
into five thematic domains: Emotional Intelligence (EI),
Assertive Communication, Self-Management and Discipline,
Productivity and Well-being, Perceptions and Barriers. Each
domain was scored by calculating the average of its
corresponding items, creating composite scores that allowed
for easier comparison and analysis across individual
respondents.

This scoring approach offered several benefits. By
converting individual item responses into domain-based
indices, we could reduce the noise of item-level variability and
gain a more holistic understanding of how each soft skill area
is expressed. This also enabled the use of advanced statistical
and visual tools, such as boxplots and regression analysis,
which require standardized inputs.

A. Distribution of Soft Skill Scores by Age Group

The relationship between age and soft skill development
emerged as one of the most notable patterns in the dataset. As
shown in Figure 1 (Boxplot: Age vs. Total Soft Skills Score),
older respondents generally reported higher levels of soft skill
development.

Respondents aged 45-54 years had the highest overall
composite score (M = 3.93), with notable strengths in Self-
Management (3.99) and Productivity & Well-being (4.07).
Interestingly, the 25-34 age group displayed the highest
Emotional Intelligence score (4.13), suggesting that emotional
awareness may develop earlier than other domains in this
cohort. However, their overall score (M = 3.79) was still lower
than the older groups.
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The 18-24-year-old group recorded the lowest Total
Score (M = 3.56), underperforming particularly in Perceptions
& Barriers (3.36), highlighting vulnerability to environmental
and motivational challenges in remote settings

TABLEI
AVERAGE DOMAIN SCORES BY AGE GROUP
Total
El AC SM PW PB SoftSkills
Age Score | Score Score Score Score Score
18-24
years 3.68 3.53 3.6 3.61 3.36 3.56
25-34
years 4.13 3.7 3.73 3.71 3.67 3.79
35-44
years 3.75 4.02 3.82 3.91 3.55 3.81
45-54
years 3.95 3.83 3.99 4.07 3.83 3.93
55+ years 3.87 3.93 3.87 3.96 3.62 3.85

This gradient across age groups supports the notion that
soft skills, particularly those related to organization, emotional
regulation, and problem-solving, mature over time through life
and work experience.

B. Gender-Based Variations in Soft Skills

Analysis by gender uncovered nuanced but meaningful
differences. Males reported the highest Total Composite Score
(3.92), outperforming females (3.70) in all five domains. Their
advantage was most pronounced in Emotional Intelligence
(4.03) and Productivity & Well-being (4.03), highlighting a
strong sense of internal control and performance confidence in
remote settings.

Interestingly, respondents identifying as “Other” (n = 2)
achieved a relatively high Total Score (3.70), with Assertive
Communication (4.13) and Productivity & Well-being (4.25)
ranking the highest across all groups. Despite the small
sample, this outlier group’s scores may point to the influence
of unique coping strategies or diverse experiences in
navigating remote work.

TABLE IT
AVERAGE DOMAIN SCORES BY GENDER

Total Soft

EI AC SM PW PB Skills

Gender | Score | Score Score Score Score Score
Female 3.74 3.68 3.73 3.73 3.61 3.7
Male 4.03 3.98 3.94 4.03 3.63 3.92
Other 3 4.13 3.3 4.25 3.8 3.7

These findings suggest the importance of exploring how
gender-based self-perception, societal expectations, and
feedback culture may influence the way individuals report and
develop soft skills.

C. Soft Skill Profiles by Occupation
A stark contrast was observed when analyzing soft skill
development across occupational groups. As anticipated,

Professionals exhibited the highest overall composite score
(3.86), showing strengths in Self-Management (3.87) and
Productivity & Well-being (3.94)—essential skills for
sustained performance in remote settings.

University students had the lowest scores across all
domains, with a composite score of 3.40, reflecting early
career stages and limited workplace exposure. Their lowest
scoring domain, Perceptions & Barriers (3.23), implies greater
difficulty in navigating distractions, motivation, and
accountability in self-directed environments.

The “Other” occupational group, although small (n = 2),
recorded the highest Self-Management score (4.08) and strong
marks across all other domains, suggesting that non-traditional
career paths may foster adaptive soft skills in ways that formal
employment or education do not.

TABLE III
AVERAGE DOMAIN SCORES BY OCCUPATION
EI AC SM PW PB Total Soft
Occupation | Score | Score | Score | Score | Score | Skills Score
University
student 3.52 345 3.40 342 3.23 3.40

Professional | 3.93 3.88 3.87 3.94 3.66 3.86

Other 3.70 4.00 4.08 4.05 3.80 3.93

These findings reinforce the importance of early
interventions in soft skills training for students and new
workforce entrants, especially within academic and
onboarding programs.

D. Correlational Analysis: Productivity & Key Soft Skills

To complement the demographic disaggregation, three
bivariate regression analyses were conducted to explore how
specific soft skills relate to self-reported productivity and
well-being, a critical outcome for remote workers. The
following scatterplots present linear trendlines, allowing us to
estimate predictive relationships and quantify their strength
using R? values.

6
5
El | 4
S |3
(¢]0) )
e
1
0
0 2 4 6

PW Score
Fig. 1 Productivity and Well-being by Emotional Intelligence.

Regression Equation:
y=0.442x +2.1723
R?2=10.1883
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This model indicates a moderate positive relationship
between Emotional Intelligence (EI) and Productivity & Well-
being (PW). As EI scores increase by one unit, PW scores are
expected to increase by approximately 0.44 units, suggesting
that individuals who are more emotionally aware and capable
of managing their emotions tend to feel more productive and
report greater well-being in remote work settings.

An R? of 0.1883 implies that ~18.8% of the variance in
productivity and well-being is explained by emotional
intelligence alone. While this may appear modest, it is
statistically meaningful in the behavioral sciences, where
multiple variables often interact to produce psychological
outcomes. This finding reinforces the foundational role of
emotional regulation in sustaining motivation, focus, and
balance when working remotely.

Moreover, this supports previous research indicating that
emotional clarity and empathy help remote workers manage
isolation, prevent burnout, and stay aligned with team goals
despite reduced face-to-face interaction.

o
g » 0>
[ T R == I 7S T - T = )

PW Score
Fig. 2 Productivity and Well-being by Assertive Communication

Regression Equation:
y=0.5131x+1.9173
R?=0.2867

This relationship is slightly stronger than the previous,
with a regression coefficient of 0.51 and R? of 0.2867—
indicating that 28.7% of the variance in productivity and well-
being can be explained by differences in Assertive
Communication (AC).

The steeper slope implies that gains in AC yield greater
marginal benefits to productivity and emotional balance. This
result is consistent with the demands of remote
communication, where clarity, responsiveness, and confidence
are essential to mitigate misunderstandings and foster
collaboration across digital platforms.

This data suggests that investing in communication
training, especially among digital natives who may over-rely
on informal messaging or asynchronous methods, can yield
measurable gains in both performance and well-being.

(=) [¥%] EoY Lh (=

[72Blveliae]

PW Score
Fig. 3 Productivity and Well-being by Perceptions and Barriers.

Regression Equation:
y=10.3283x +2.697
R?=0.0682

This final model presents the weakest positive correlation,
with an R? of only 0.0682, indicating that just 6.8% of the
variance in productivity and well-being can be explained by
scores in the Perceptions and Barriers (PB) domain.

While the positive trendline suggests that more positive
perceptions and fewer barriers are loosely associated with
better productivity, the low R? confirms that this domain alone
does not significantly predict performance. This is not entirely
surprising, as the PB domain is shaped by external factors,
such as distractions, access to resources, and environment, that
may fluctuate independently of one’s internal motivation or
capability.

However, it is worth noting that when perceptions are
unfavorable (e.g., poor boundaries, digital fatigue), they can
amplify existing stressors or interfere with the application of
emotional intelligence and self-management. Therefore, this
finding supports a holistic model, in which PB scores should
be considered as moderating factors rather than direct
predictors of productivity.

TABLE III
INTERPRETING THE THREE MODELS COLLECTIVELY
Predictor Slope
Figure | Variable () Intercept | R? Interpretation
Moderate
predictor of
Emotional productivity
1 | Intelligence 0.44 2.17 | 0.19 | and well-being
Stronger
predictor: high
assertiveness
Assertive yields better
2 | Communication 0.51 1.92 | 0.29 | outcomes
Weak predictor;
acts more as a
Perceptions & moderating
3 | Barriers 0.33 2.70 | 0.07 | influence

Taken together, these models emphasize the internal soft
skills, particularly assertive communication and emotional
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intelligence, as the strongest drivers of productivity and well-
being in remote work. Conversely, environmental factors such
as perceived distractions or lack of support, while still
relevant, account for a smaller proportion of outcome
variability.

Thus, capacity-building efforts should prioritize
intrapersonal and interpersonal development, complemented
by strategies to manage barriers, rather than focus exclusively
on environmental control.

IV. CONCLUSION

The significant rise in remote work, driven by the
COVID-19 pandemic, has drastically changed today’s
professional workspace. This change has shown the critical
importance of soft skills in enabling employees to effectively
navigate their unique challenges, maintain productivity, and
foster collaboration in work environments.

As professional and personal boundaries blurred,
employees faced high levels of stress and uncertainty, made
worse by the absence of in-person communication and the
ongoing demand for digital connectivity. Soft skills like self-
discipline, assertive communication, and emotional
intelligence have become essential in this situation for
overcoming these obstacles, building resilience, and
maintaining long-term productivity.

The transition to remote work has fundamentally
altered workplace dynamics, replacing spontaneous office
interactions with intentional digital communication. This shift
has revealed a critical gap, while technology enables virtual
collaboration, it cannot replicate nuanced human connections
that traditionally developed in shared physical environments.
Research indicates that remote workers who actively cultivate
soft skills experience 27% lower burnout rates and
demonstrates 19% higher productivity compared to their peers
[21].

Moreover, the digital workplace amplifies
communication challenges that were easily resolved in person.
A simple message can be misinterpreted without vocal tone or
body language, potentially escalating into conflicts that
require advanced interpersonal skills to solve [8]. The most
successful remote workers have learned to compensate for
these limitations by developing heightened emotional
awareness and proactive communications habits. They
recognize that in virtual settings, soft skills don’t just
supplement work, they enable it.

This paradigm shift reveals an often-overlooked truth
about digital workspaces: technical infrastructure alone cannot
sustain productivity or well-being. While organizations
invested heavily in collaboration tools during the pandemic,
many neglected the human operating system required to use
them effectively and the result was identified as “digital
exhaustion” [15]. Workers with strong soft skills became the
exception rather than the norm, demonstrating superior ability
to filter digital noise, maintaining focus, and preserving
cognitive resources for high-value tasks.

The solution lies in recognizing remote work as a
fundamentally different psychological landscape. Traditional
offices provided natural structures (commute transitions,
visible coworkers, physical separation of spaces) that
subconsciously regulated work rhythms. Virtual environments
demand that individuals consciously recreate their structure
through self-awareness and discipline [11]. This explains why
emotional intelligence correlates so strongly with remote work
success: those who can accurately monitor their own stress
level and communication patterns adapt more seamlessly to
this self-regulated reality.

The analysis provided robust empirical evidence that
age, experience, and occupational maturity are strongly
associated with higher soft skill development in remote work
contexts. While digital natives may be technically proficient,
many still face substantial soft skill gaps, particularly in self-
regulation, emotional awareness, and navigating remote
barriers.

It is imperative for both educational institutions and
employers to adopt tailored development strategies. Fostering
emotional intelligence, communication, and self-management
through structured training can bridge the gap and ensure that
digital natives are fully equipped to succeed in increasingly
virtual professional environments.

Looking ahead, the organizations that will dominate
the future of work are those treating soft skills as core
competencies rather than nice-to-have supplements. As
artificial intelligence automates technical tasks, distinctly
human capabilities like empathy, creative problem-solving,
and emotional regulation will become the ultimate
differentiation. Suggesting an impending transformation in
hiring and development practices, where assessments of
emotional intelligence and communications skills carry equal
weight to technical certifications [4].

The pandemic-era shift to remote work was reactive,
but what follows must be intentional. By institutionalizing soft
skills development at all career stages, from classrooms to
boardrooms, we can transform remote work from a survival
strategy into a sustainable advantage [19]. The goal is not
merely adaptation to digital work, but the creation of a
workforce that harnesses technology while preserving the
human connections that drive innovation, satisfaction, and
enduring success.

Finally, for future research, it is recommended to
complement these findings with in-depth interviews or focus
groups, allowing for a deeper exploration of the perceptions
and underlying factors behind the quantitative results.
Furthermore, conducting replication studies with larger
samples would help strengthen the validity of the conclusions
of this study.
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