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INTEGRATING SOFT SKILLS INTO CURRICULA:
HOW TO CULTIVATE A SERVICE LEADER

Introduction. In the hotel and restaurant business, service quality depends on
technical knowledge and developing soft skills — communication, emotional
intelligence, and leadership. They are critically important for creating a positive
customer experience. However, most educational programs in HoReCa focus on hard
skills, which leads to a shortage of specialists capable of inspiring a team and
responding flexibly to challenges. Thus, analysing the need for the systematic
integration of soft skills into the professional training of specialists in the hotel and
restaurant industry is relevant.

The role of soft skills in the hotel and restaurant business. The hotel and
restaurant industry is an emotionally demanding, fast-paced, and people-centric
environment. Because of this, technical skills must be matched by essential soft skills.
Employees must excel at communicating with guests from all backgrounds, managing
disagreements without escalation, working as part of a multifunctional team, and
embodying service-focused empathy and hospitality. Thus, soft skills become decisive
in shaping a service leader — a specialist who performs their duties and creates an
atmosphere of trust, inspiration, and professionalism within the team.

The concept of a «service leader». A service leader is not just a manager or

administrator. Still, a person with a high level of emotional intelligence can motivate a
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team, adapt their management style to the needs of customers and employees, and
understand the importance of service culture as a strategic business asset. The soft skills
of a service leader are the foundation of their training, not just an add-on. This is
because, unlike traditional managers, their primary role is to act as a mediator who
conveys the company’s values directly to guests through daily interactions.

The educational challenge: how to teach soft skills. Effectively integrating soft
skills into professional education faces obstacles like uncertain assessment methods, a
lack of qualified teachers, and their “optional” rather than «mandatory» status in the
curriculum. Training approaches must be rethought to fix this, new teaching models
must be developed, and employers must be actively involved in creating the
educational content.

Assessing soft skills. Compared to technical skills, soft skills lack specific
numerical measures, requiring a comprehensive approach to evaluation. Integrating
them into educational programs without practical tools to monitor the development of
these interpersonal skills is impractical. Important assessment methods that can be
utilised for this objective consist of formative evaluation, self-evaluation, peer
assessment, and competency portfolios.

General trends in professional education for HoReCa. Professional education in
the hotel and restaurant industry in Ukraine and many other countries is traditionally
oriented toward forming technical competencies: knowledge of service standards, food
preparation technologies, and the fundamentals of hotel management. Educational
programs are often structured around disciplines corresponding to specific professions
— chef, waiter, administrator, tourism manager. However, in the context of growing
demands for service, such a model is proving insufficient.

Comparison with international practices. These top universities demonstrate that
professional development is a component of soft skills with the following approaches.
EHL Hospitality Business School, for example, integrates emotional intelligence,
leadership, and service ethics courses at all levels. Institut Paul Bocuse in France
engages students in project-based learning where they work through actual case studies

in teams to enhance communications and critical thinking. At the same time,
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Singapore’s Temasek Polytechnic features computer simulations of service scenarios,
offering students a virtual environment to develop their soft skills. These examples
demonstrate that the successful integration of soft skills requires an interdisciplinary
approach, active participation of employers in shaping programs, and modern teaching
methods (simulations, coaching, peer-learning). Thus, the modern educational system
in the HoReCa sphere needs rethinking: from a technically-oriented model to a
competency-based one, where soft skills are not an elective, but the foundation of
professional identity. Without this, it is impossible to form a service leader capable of
acting effectively in changing conditions, multiculturalism, and high client
expectations.

Models for integrating soft skills into the educational process. Integrating soft
skills into professional education for the hotel and restaurant industry requires a
systemic approach that combines pedagogical innovations, a practical orientation, and
partnership with business. Let us analyse the key models that have proven their
effectiveness in developing service leaders.

Interdisciplinary approach. This model integrates soft skills into professional
disciplines’ study materials, not separate courses. For example, customer
communication, conflict handling, and service ethics modules are integrated into the
«Restaurant Service Organisation» academic discipline. Such an approach allows
students to develop soft skills in real professional situations, increasing their relevance
and practical value.

Project-based learning and role-playing. Project-based learning stimulates the
development of critical thinking, teamwork, and initiative. Students work on case
studies that simulate real challenges in the HoReCa sphere: serving VIP guests,
responding to complaints, organising a banquet with a limited budget, and launching a
new restaurant concept. Role-playing allows for training behavioural models: how to
behave in a conflict situation, present a service, and act under stress. This creates a safe
environment for mistakes and learning.

Dual education and internships. Practical experience in a real environment is one

of the most effective ways to develop soft skills. Within the framework of dual
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education, students work in hotels and restaurants under the mentorship of experienced
specialists, receive feedback on their communication, behaviour, and adaptability, and
learn to react to unpredictable situations that cannot be simulated in a classroom. This
contributes to the formation of professional maturity and a service culture.

Mentorship, coaching, and peer-learning. Individual work with a mentor or
coach allows for a deeper development of personal competencies: identifying strengths
and weaknesses, forming an individual development plan, and learning self-reflection
and self-regulation. Peer-learning — learning in collaboration with other students —
promotes the development of teamwork skills, empathy, and constructive feedback.

Digital tools and simulations. Modern technologies open new possibilities for
integrating soft skills: VR scenarios (simulating service for a virtual guest with
different emotional reactions), online platforms (tracking competency development,
interactive training, gamification), digital case studies (analysing video situations from
authentic hotels/restaurants, discussing response options). This allows for scaling the
training and making it more personalised.

Therefore, integrating soft skills is not an addition to the educational process,
but its strategic component. Using various models — from an interdisciplinary approach
to digital simulations — allows for developing service leaders capable of acting
effectively, ethically, and inspiringly within the modern hotel and restaurant business.

Conclusions. In the restaurant and hospitality business, where the quality of
service determines the business’s success, the acquisition of soft skills takes on
strategic significance. Effective communication, emotional flexibility, the capacity to
perform as a team, and the ability to exert leadership impact on the environment of
service are not some supplementary skills, but the very cornerstone of the professional
identity of a contemporary specialist.

An analysis of educational programs shows that the traditional orientation
toward technical skills no longer meets market needs; an integration of soft skills is
required. This will allow for the formation of service leaders — specialists capable of

performing functional tasks and creating an atmosphere of hospitality, trust, and
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emotional comfort for clients and colleagues. Close cooperation between educational

institutions, employers, and professional communities is necessary to achieve this goal.
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