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A Critical Analysis of the Importance of Employability Skills in the Workplace Today
[bookmark: _Toc54123020]
1.0 Introduction

“If you are to maintain your ability to be employable you need to anticipate the direction of change and how it will impact you, your employer and your need for additional skills” (Trought, 2017)

It has been widely researched, documented, and accepted, both historically, and in the contemporary context, that employability skills have always been essential to both employers, and employees, in the workplace, in order to enable organisations to function more successfully (Cole and Tibby 2013), (Watson and Burr 2018).  Whilst it may be considered that formal education and career specific experience may enable candidates to be eligible for a job, it may also be suggested that in order to be successful, in most roles,  employees, or potential employees, will need to possess a range of certain other skills that can be utilised and transferred in many employment sectors, and ultimately increase their prospects of employability. In consideration of these salient points, it is the intention of this report to critically analyse employability skills, and uncover the importance of them within the workplace, exploring the benefits these skills may offer to both the employer and the employee. Subsequently, this report will then seek to briefly investigate the history of employability skills, and then discuss how they have developed in the rapidly evolving workplace. In accordance with this, it may be considered that “Employability skills are defined as skills that are required to not only gain employment, but also to progress within an enterprise so as to achieve one’s potential”( DEST 2020).   With this theme in mind, the content of this report will then aim to outline some of the factors that are often considered to be central to the desired requisite of employability skills in the contemporary workplace, such as resilience, time management, emotional intelligence and an understanding of and the application of the rapid technological advances associated with digital competency.



2.0 [bookmark: _Toc54123021]What Are Employment Skills and Why Are They Useful?

Employability skills are often defined or described as the personal qualities that would enable an individual to “stand out” from any other incumbent or potential employee. In the contemporary workplace, many potential employers now often look for a certain skill set whilst interviewing the prospective candidates. These skills would be defined as soft skills, hard skills, and transferable skills. Soft skills and transferable skills can be applied to almost any working environment or industry. These employability skills may not be wholly relevant to the primary demands or requirements of the job in hand, nor to the organisational goals, but these are skills that would be attractive to both a potential employer and current employer.  In consideration of this, it may be suggested that all definitions of employability come down to an individual's (perceived) ability to obtain and maintain employment throughout his/her career (Cole and Tibby 2013). 
[bookmark: _Hlk54607696]The table below gives an example of Employment Skills, listed in their categories: -  (Cipd.co.uk. 2020), (Zezza 2020), (Watson and Burr, 2018)

	SOFT SKILLS

	HARD SKILLS
	TRANSFERABLE SKILLS

	Communications
Self Motivation
Leadership
Responsibility
Teamwork
Problem Solving
Flexibility
Emotional Intelligence
Resilience


	Analytical skills.
Marketing skills.
Presentation skills.
Project Management skills.
Digital Competency / ICT Skills and Application

	Teamwork
Leadership 
Time Management.
Written Communication. 
Verbal Communication. 
Research and Analytical Skills. 
Numeracy Skills
Digital Competency
Emotional Intelligence
Resilience
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2.1 Soft Skills
[bookmark: _Toc54123023]
Soft skills are often intrinsic, and can often be identified, in many instances, as the range of people skills that cannot be fully obtained through formal education. The emotional intelligence element of soft skills is highly desired by today’s employers, as they enhance the element of the empathy, understanding and perception now necessary in the workplace. 
Resilience is a skill that can be developed over time, and by experiential learning, enabling or empowering individuals to overcome obstacles that would normally evolve into difficult situations or decisions.  Development and application of this trait, or skill, may, in turn, lead to better problem solving, and can be something an employer would value in any employee.  The individual’s development of emotional intelligence can be viewed as having the innate ability to overcome challenges in a positive way, thereby defusing difficult situations, and resulting in a positive outcome for the employee, employers, or the stakeholders. An example scenario of both employees, and employers, utilising this skill set could be considered when working on a fund-raising project, whereby there is a professional disagreement with the way the project is being organised.  As an option, rather than going along with the original direction of the project, and knowing that the outcome could be divisive,  the organisational culture allows for open and creative meetings prior to the inception of the project, whereby individuals are given the opportunity to discuss any difference of opinion or direction openly, resulting in a much more productive and time focused outcome. (Writing, Templates, Advancement and Ancheta, 2020).  It may be suggested that for many, going through the remodelling of their employment obligations, as a by-product of the enforced lockdowns and local restrictions during the Covid 19 pandemic, that this period of uncertainty has further served to reinforce and recognise the value, and the need, of soft skills, such as emotional intelligence and resilience, both in the workplace and in the wider societal context, (Zezza, 2020).  

2.2 [bookmark: _Toc54123024]Hard Skills

Hard Skills are a specific set of skills, which are generally related to certain employment settings, or environments, and are often specifically based to meet or fulfil the demands or expectations of the work in question. These skills are normally obtained through workplace training, apprenticeship schemes, college, or a university degree. Hard skills are particularly important to the employers as they are generally considered to be the primary reason for an offer of employment, or they are often the underlying factor influencing why a candidate may wish to apply for a suitable position. For example, a piano teacher must, in the first instance, be able to play the instrument in question.  In addition to this, the teacher would also be expected to have strong time management skills, and would be expected, by their employer, to turn up to the lessons on time, and then deliver the lessons aims and objectives within the allocated time slot. Furthermore, technological, and digital competence, also now plays a crucial role in an ever-increasing number of today’s employment settings, including teaching, with employers often becoming more reliant and dependant on using the rapidly evolving technological developments.  As such, employers now acknowledge the importance of the prospective candidates or current employees capability in utilising digital competence, and their willingness to embrace the new or emerging software programmes in order to assist in delivering their services and in providing and maintaining an organisational competitive advantage (Indeed.com. 2020).


2.3 [bookmark: _Toc54123025]Transferable Skills

Transferable skills are not specific to a certain role.  However, they can be useful for gaining or maintaining employment across many different jobs and industries. Subsequently, the acquisition of a range of transferable skills should not be underestimated, as it may be considered that either overtly, or covertly, most people will already have some of these tools within their current skill set, and often apply them without really recognising their application or value to their given environment or situation. In the contemporary workplace, employers may now look more favourably on incumbent or potential employees who possess a good range of transferable skills to match the demands of the modern workplace (Watson and Burr, 2018). These transferable skills can often be obtained in many ways, for example, through charity and voluntary work, career breaks and through previous employment. As such, a thorough appreciation and individual awareness of this acquired skill set can often demonstrate that the candidate is a good match for both the position, and the expectations, within the organisational culture and values.

[bookmark: _Toc54123028]
3.0 What is the Benefit of Employment Skills?

At the time of writing, (October 2020), many forecasters have predicted that unemployment in the UK is about to reach its highest rate for a significant number of years (BBC News 2020), (ONS data shows, 2020).  As such, both those still in employment, and those seeking employment, will need to be prepared to meet the new demands and expectations of the post Covid and Brexit eras.  As previously suggested, getting a job is now not all about gaining academic qualifications, as a growing number of employers are now looking for other skills, such as “soft skills”, to add value and productivity to their organisations.  This view is supported by the CIPD (2020), who suggest that educational settings such as schools, colleges and universities will only have a limited degree of success in preparing potential candidates for the “real” world of work, and in developing their ability to adapt to and cope with the ever evolving demands and requirements of the modern workplace. This, as the CIPD indicate in their report, is the key reason why this generation, and others, need to learn, appreciate, and fully utilise employability skills in the workplace.  Having an impressive combination of both academic and personal qualities will give potential employees a competitive advantage for the future, and also assist to distinguish and differentiate candidate’s potential, thus enabling them to get their desired role. More and more companies are looking for employees with a strong work ethic, and team workers who can connect and communicate with others, at all levels, within the organisational setting. In addition to this, it is important for employees, or potential employees, to have a positive attitude, as this will often improve the chances of their success.  Technology is advancing, and it is forecasted that within the next five years, there will be over two million new jobs in the technological industry.  As such, there will be an ever increasing need to prioritize professional development, by training, reskilling and educating within this, and other sectors, to enable the incumbent workforce to cope with the ever changing jobs of tomorrow, some of which may not even exist as of yet ( What they're saying about the future of work: key quotes from Ivanka Trump, IBM, Salesforce and others in Davos, (2020).
[bookmark: _Toc54123029]
 4.0 Have Employment Skills Always Been Important?
 
Employment skills were essential, as well as important, during both world wars, as it was often left to the women to adapt and learn new skills on the land and in the factories, whilst most men went to fight for their country.  Consequentially, it may be considered that as a product of this newfound labour force, women became more confident and independent within the workplace, and redefined their roles within the wider society.  In addition to this, many servicemen / women, and others returning from the conflict, as well as those who remained, had to then utilise, adapt and transfer their acquired skill sets to meet the challenges that accompanied the high rates of unemployment and changing roles within society, and the workplace, during the post war eras.  In today’s modern society, employment skills are equally important.  Employers value employees that can apply critical thinking and those that can make vital decisions when needed, especially in the time of a projected or imminent crisis.   In addition to this, being a good communicator, both verbally, non-verbally, and in written or technological form is considered a valuable, as well as vital skill, in nearly all aspects of employment.   Technology has progressed, and continues to progress at a rapid rate, and over the last century it is now not only machinery that has replaced workers. This evolving situation, however, is not to be viewed as one of despair, as, according to Frey and Rahbari (2016) this new technological era has created more jobs than it has displaced.  Subsequently, it may be considered that the development of employment, and the importance of employability skills, is still unfolding, with great changes taking place throughout the world, and in a more accelerated fashion than ever before. (Kranzberg and Hannan 2017).


[bookmark: _Toc54123030]
 5.0 Have Employment Skills Changed Recently?

In a globally competitive and knowledge driven economy, where change is an everyday reality, the importance of employability is generally agreed-upon by policy makers and scholars alike (Peeters et al. 2019).   Today, we are now facing a new challenge, namely a biological and economic war against Covid 19.  Subsequently, in this ever dynamic and evolving situation, it may be argued that it is essential for the innovative employers or budding entrepreneurs to review their employment strategies and business models in order to continue to achieve their organisational goals and aspirations.  As such, it may be suggested that it essential for both the current and potential employers to further invest in continual professional development. In addition to this,, it must be recognised that higher education institutions need to prepare students for the jobs that do not exist yet, and for using technologies that have yet to be invented, and for solving problems that nobody has yet thought (Kumar, 2007). Some of the factors that are often considered to be central to desirable employability skills, to both employers and the employees, include qualities such as resilience, time management, emotional intelligence, and the capability to embrace and adapt to the rapidly evolving and technological advances associated with digital competency.  This viewpoint suggests that it is therefore both incumbent and prudent for the employers themselves, and their current or desired employees, to adapt to, and to overcome, the unique challenges faced by all sectors in today's employment environments in order to remain competitive or to seek a competitive advantage.  This progressive requirement is further supported by McGowan and Reddy (2020), who state that: - "Today's skills will not match the jobs of tomorrow, and newly acquired skills may quickly become obsolete”.  Today’s employers need to be proactive in ensuring that their workforce has the skills to be equipped for the future. To remain innovative and competitive, the employer needs to prepare and train its workforce. With ongoing developments in technological innovation, it is now becoming an increasing likelihood that machines are now able to complete tasks at a more productive pace than humans. However, machines are not, at present, able to duplicate many human talents, or the soft skills desired by many employers today. Therefore, it is essential to develop and nurture human skills, by education and training, so that people can successfully work alongside technology, thereby improving both the productivity and digital competency of the modern workforce.  (How to Create a Workforce with Future Skills | PeopleScout, 2020)

[bookmark: _Toc54123031]6.0 Conclusion

[bookmark: _Hlk54370395]As well as fulfilling the demands of the job, and aligning to the organisational goals, the more progressive employers are now looking for individuals who can add value to their company objectives, and for those that that can make their colleagues, at all levels, and all other associated stakeholders, feel cared for and appreciated. Zezza, (2020) states that in today’s more global and competitive workplace environments, it is often recognised that the more progressive and intuitive employers will often be influenced by the variety of skills that candidates may bring to their organisation when deciding upon their recruitment of staff.  Employees can continue to be as productive in the workplace today by adapting and refining their soft skills and utilise these to make them more resilient amongst the chaos of living and working through the pandemic. This includes adapting to the new or enforced ways of working from home, wherever or whenever possible, and ever increasingly, via digital and technological capability, in order to acquaint themself with the new and increasing demands of working remotely.  Those who can use and develop their full range of skills in the workplace, are those that are often the most able to achieve job satisfaction, increase their earning capacity and future employment prospects. While, at present, this is widely documented as being as an unprecedented time for both employers and employees, many forecasters are also optimistic about the future of the potential for economy growth and employment opportunity. However, to achieve this ambition, some important fundamentals must be in place, and as such, it must be considered that developing skills, and employability skills, should be a central theme of this thinking. The capabilities and evolving skills possessed by current and potential employers and employees will serve to form the basis for any potential future long-term competitiveness. Consequentially, there must be a desired and focused need to change the quality and intrinsic skills of the current and potential workforce, as PeopleScout, (2020), note that we are not developing them as quickly as other countries (How to Create a Workforce with Future Skills).
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