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Abstract

The Future of Jobs report (World Economic Forum, 2020) maps the job and skills requirementsof
the future. The report finds that automation, coupled with Covid-19 is creating what is referred to
as, a ‘double disruption’ for workers (p. 5). To successfully negotiate a changing work
environment people will need Soft Skills such as adaptability, resilience, interand intrapersonal
communication, tolerance of ambiguity and emotional intelligence. According to Newman (2014),
Emotional Intelligence is already a differentiating factor in high- quality leadership, and it is
increasingly a key employability criterion. This research aims to identify the priority Soft Skills
required for the future workplace and the implications for Further Education and Training (FET) in
Ireland functions in developing learning and training pathways for key Soft Skills. It examines the
perceptions of stakeholders about what they understand Soft Skills to be; seeks to understand
how they are defined in the various stakeholder domains; identify the priority Soft Skills for the
post-Covid workplace and discuss teaching and learning strategies that would enhance the
acquisition of Soft Skills. The research is qualitative, interpretivist in approach and conducted
through an exploratory case study; there is a broad range of participant from business settings,
HR, training bodies, FET, as well as recent college graduates. Research methods included semi-
structured interviews and questionnaires. Results show issues with nomenclature across all
sectors, the term ‘Soft Skills’ being inadequate in capturing the constituent elements. Employers
confirm a skills gap at graduate level indicating that while highly qualified, graduates lack the
practical Soft Skills requirements of the modern workplace. Priority Soft Skills are identified as
Empathy, Resilience, Emotional Intelligence, Listening and adaptability. Soft Skills, while intrinsic
to primary education at policy and practice levels, tend to lessen in post primary and do not
feature explicitly at this time as a taught skills in FET. This research shows that there may be a
need to revisit a national understanding of Soft Skills, and the structures and strategies required
to deliver them within FET work-based training systems to meet emerging demand.
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Chapter 1: Introduction

This current study, entitled ‘An exploratory study of the priority Soft Skills for the future of work
and the implications for FET in Ireland’, is a qualitative study that addresses the identification of
priority Soft Skills for the future of work. It explores the implications for Further Education and
Training (FET) provision in upskilling people for a workplace that is characterised by the impact of
Covid-19, rapid technological transformation, and new models of work. The purpose of this
research is to identify emerging priority Soft Skills, create a thoughtful construct classification for
Soft Skills, as highlighted by Grugulis and Vincent (2012), and to methodologically inform the

provision of Soft Skills within FET in order to align with future skills needs.

The aim of this study is to establish what is understood by the term Soft Skills; to identify those
priority Soft Skills for the future of work from the perspectives of the employer, the FET education
provider, and the new entrant to the workplace. The study further aims to explore the
contribution of these Soft Skills to enable employees to effectively navigate the turbulent reality
of the post-covid workplace and demonstrate the manner in which Soft Skills contribute positively

to individual wellbeing.

The rationale for this study derives from the now largely acknowledged importance of these skills
and their under-recognition in the workplace. For clarity, it is necessary to describe the
workplace as it pertains to this study. There are many different kinds of workplace, such as
voluntary, charity, SME’s, public sector, private sector, multi-nationals, associations and many
more, but for the purposes of this study, the workplace is identified as large, corporate,
professional service environments, with both national and international reach. They are high-

pressure, high-performance workplaces, where work hours are long, and expectation is high.
1.1 The Research Question

The method of investigation for this study is an exploratory Case Study (Yin, 2019). The central

research question asks:
What are the priority Soft Skills needed for the new world of work?

Soft Skills are widely regarded as important in the post-Covid workplace, but the wide-ranging
terminology creates confusion which is only exacerbated by theoretical dispersion and
methodological inconsistency, as identified by Marin-Zapata et al. (2021, p. 1) in their systematic
review of Soft Skills literature. They conclude that this dispersion and inconsistency contributes to

the myriad definitions and labels that currently exist. Business contexts refer to them as ‘uniquely

1



human capabilities’ (WEF, 2020); ‘CORE’ Skills (Parlarmis and Monnot, 2018); ‘Human Centred
Skills Intelligence’ (CEDEFOP, 2022); and Transversal Skills (FET, EU Commission). This list is by no
means exhaustive and will be further expanded upon in the Literature Review. This confusion
makes it necessary to ascertain, for the purposes of this current study, an understanding of the

full scope of nomenclature and to identify what research participants understand Soft Skills to be.

1.1.1 How do research participants define ‘Soft Skills’?

The thematic confusion and methodological inconsistency across the literature, according to
Marin-Zapata et al. (2021), gives rise to the first sub-question, which asks how research
participants define Soft Skills, as well as to establish their understanding of the concept as a
whole. Marin-Zapata et al. (2021) also find that across the literature on Soft Skills, the terms skills

and competencies are used interchangeably, giving rise to even more confusion.

1.1.2 What are the most valuable Soft Skills in order of priority?

It is well documented that the world of work is changing due to the impact of technology, societal
change, and existential crises such as the Covid-19 pandemic and Climate Change. This sub
guestion seeks to identify what research participants consider to be the priority Soft Skills, given
the demands of the post-Covid workplace, and to explore their perceptions of the impact of

Covid-19 and technology transformation, in driving the new prioritisation of these skills.

The workplace will see a growing demand for socio-emotional, creative, technological and higher
cognitive skills, where Soft Skills for leadership, managing complex relationships, and taking
initiative will also be in demand. The topic of Soft Skills is cross disciplinary, with relevance in the

areas of business, psychology, and education (Lund et al., 2020).

The most recent WEF Future of Jobs report (2023) highlights Soft Skills third, behind the cognitive
skills of analytical and creative thinking. The most important Soft Skills are suggested to be
resilience, flexibility and agility; motivation and self-awareness; and curiosity and lifelong learning

—in recognition of the importance of workers’ ability to adapt to disrupted workplaces.

1.1.3 How can FET optimally teach these priority Soft Skills?

The final sub-question relates to establishing optimum approaches regarding the teaching and
learning of Soft Skills within FET to accommodate current and future needs. Lopez and Lopez
(2020) conducted a thematic and bibliometric review of research carried out between 2010 and

2020 on transversal competences taught as part of vocational education and training. They



conclude that there is a lack of research at VET level and that more empirical research needs to be
conducted on how transversal competences develop and how they can be acquired (p.17). The
new FET Strategy (2020-2024) suggests that work, learning, and interpersonal engagement is
already impacted by technology advancement and will intensify going forward, thus education
providers will need to ‘fully embed technology in the delivery of learning or else risk becoming

irrelevant’ (p. 5).

1.2 Research Participants

The research participants for this study comprised four different participant cohorts: 1)
Employers, 2) FET Directors and Policymakers, 3) FET tutors, and 4) new entrant employees
(graduates). This was a specific sample group and limited to 53 participants in total. However, it
is a highly expert sample, specifically invited to participate because of the rich data they could
provide, and thus represent a broad range of experience and perspective. As such, the aim was
not to get consensus across all groups but rather to identify overlap and alignment, regarding Soft

Skills needs.

The Employer cohort is a blend of Chief Human Resource Officers (CHRO’s) and Chief Executive
Officers (CEQ’s). CHRQO’s were favoured for participation over CEQ’s because CRHO’s are those
people most closely associated with determining the range of skills needed via workforce planning
and establishing the skills pipeline for the workplace. They are required to anticipate skills needs
and resource implications for the business based on their intimate knowledge of business
strategy. These are also the people within the workplace who are conversant on Soft Skills at a

deeper level and so their expertise would yield richer data.

A specific and small sample of senior medical participants were consulted with regard to this
study because, as providers of initial, postgraduate, and professional education to the medical
profession, there was a wealth of informed opinion and good practice relating to Soft Skills. In
recognition of the need for upskilling in the area of Soft Skills within the medical profession, a new
module was introduced into the initial medical curriculum in 2021, focusing on Self-awareness,
Professional Identity, and Resilience. This would be delivered throughout the 6-year initial
medical course of study. This provided a unique opportunity to assess the rationale for inclusion
of this module and the performance of this new module during the fieldwork for this current

study.

FET Directors and policymakers are those informed on FET reform and future policy orientation.
This cohort of participants provided strategic perspective on new FET policy including the FET
College of the Future strategy and the reconfiguration of levels 1-6 as foundational (levels 1-2)
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intermediate (levels 4-5) and bridging (levels 5-6). As this current study is primarily focused on
the workplace, the focus within FET is on provision at levels 5 and 6, as these levels focus on

progression, either to tertiary education or to the workplace.

FET Tutors are those most informed on what actually happens in a FET classroom, with regard to
Soft Skills. FET tutors report lack of consultation with regard to current reforms and bring clarity
to the role of the FET tutor and the somewhat precarious conditions under which they work.
They are the people who are required to deliver reform on the ground and have much to say

about the ambition of FET reform being built on such unstable and precarious foundations.

The new-entrant employee cohort is a group of 20 graduates attached to one professional
services firm and with whom this researcher would work at intervals over a 12-month period. As
the field work was carried out during Covid-19, | was fortunate to have access to these young
people via an online platform. These graduates provided recent information on the level of
exposure they had to Soft Skills education across their entire education journey and offered their

perspective on priority Soft Skills for work as new entrants.

1.3 Researcher Practitioner

The researcher practitioner has a career spanning three decades in the fields of education and
training and business, initially as a second-level teacher, then supporting Vocational Education
and Training (VET) and Youth sectors to develop European education partnerships. In the most
recent decade, they have worked as a Management Consultant providing training, facilitation, and
coaching at national and international level, with a client-base spanning Professional Services;
Government Departments; Public Sector Organisations; NGO’s; Academic Agencies and
Technology Providers. Consequently, this researcher-practitioner has direct experience and strong
beliefs as to the positive value of Soft Skills and a deep knowledge of the subject area, which will
be elaborated upon in Chapter 4 - Methodology. Observations made over this long career relate
to the limited recognition of Soft Skills in the workplace, including the de-prioritisation of these
skills in favour of technical skills, as well as a glorification of hard skills. These observations

include:

e Disregard and lack of recognition or de-prioritisation of the contribution that Soft Skills
can make to enhancing performance, both to the wellbeing of the individual employee
and to supporting their resilience in the face of challenge and stress.

e Good Soft Skills have a positive impact on Leadership — these leaders tend to inspire, have

well-managed egos, and are more likeable.



e Senior Management in highly competitive workplaces tend to be dismissive of Soft Skills
in favour of Hard Skills.

e Employees do not have work-life balance — needing time to recalibrate but being unable
to prioritise self-care due to demands of work and long working hours.

e Those with the ability to self-regulate and with higher levels of Emotional Intelligence (EQ)
tend to have a higher tolerance for uncertainty and rapid change in the workplace
(Newman, 2014).

e Those lacking Soft Skills struggle in management roles, finding that the management role
requires the achievement of their goals through the work of others, constituting a
different relationship with the work and requiring a different skills set beyond the
technical.

e Organisational values and purpose are not lived in the day-to-day interactions of the
workplace.

e Workplaces characterised by low levels of empathy and high levels of competitiveness
appear to drive the prioritisation of hard/technical skills.

e Frequently, the cumulative value of Soft Skills acquisition is not recognised by the learner
or employee until they look back, often several years after the fact, at the journey
travelled, identifying Soft Skills acquisition as a pivot point in their career and life. Due to

this long timeline, capturing the value of Soft Skills can be a challenge.

Over the last three years — during and post-Covid — new assertions relating to the importance of
Soft Skills are now supported in the academic literature and drive the need for change (Singh et
al., 2020; de Lucas Ancillo et al., 2021; Kotsiou et al., 2021; Widad and Abdellah, 2022; Joynes et
al.,2019; Winter et al., 2022; Xu et al., 2022).

1.4 Macro-economic and Socio-political Context

1.4.1 Covid-19 and Work

A brief outline of the context serves to demonstrate how a global health and economic threat
happening rapidly, and at scale, can have a significant impact on the experience of society in
terms of life and work, as has been evidenced by our collective experience of the Covid pandemic.
Remote working became the norm and childcare services were suspended, resulting in the
blending of home and work in a way not seen before. Only those classified as frontline workers,
medical professions, associated health services, and critical financial services continued in situ,
with the added stress of an unknown, potentially existential threat (World Economic Forum,

2020).



Ng et al. (2021, p.1) identify Covid as a Transboundary Crisis, one that impacts all elements of the
social system, bringing significant disruption to every aspect of people’s lives and negatively
impacting work and work-related well-being. It has been described as ‘the most widespread and
profound occupational health crisis in modern times’ (Shoss, 2021, p. 26). Nget al. (2021) assert
that organisations now have a critical role to play in providing safe workplaces with appropriate
resources to deal with increasing issues pertaining to mental health. Key future work trends have
been accelerated by the pandemic