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As organisations increasingly pivot towards skills-based strategies, there is a
critical risk that technical competencies may overshadow the very human skills
that define how we work together. Empathy, collaboration, adaptability, and
creativity are not just "soft” skills — they are the essential enablers of success in a
modern, fast-changing world. Yet, they often take a backseat to job-specific
expertise in the way organisations approach learning, development, and
performance.

This approach can be problematic. Skills-based strategies tend to emphasise
taxonomies, frameworks, and linear career paths. While these structures provide
clarity, they risk reducing work to a transactional process: task lists to complete,
skills to acquire, and boxes to tick. But work is about so much more than getting
things done. It is central to our human experience — where we find meaning,
connection, and the opportunity to grow. The "how" of work is often a company’s
most significant competitive advantage. After all, technical skills are replicable;
the way people feel when they work with you, your team, and your organisation is
what sets you apart.

Take, for example, the increasing adoption of skills-based hiring practices. Many
organisations focus solely on acquiring technical competencies, overlooking the
importance of human capabilities. A highly skilled technical hire who lacks
communication or collaboration skills may struggle to drive meaningful
outcomes or inspire others. Similarly, traditional approaches to performance
management frequently reward "what" gets done while neglecting "how" it gets
done — leaving little room to develop the human behaviours that create a high-
performing, inclusive culture.

So, how can organisations evolve their approach?




Moving Beyond Binary Skill Frameworks

One of the biggest challenges in implementing skills-based strategies is the
tendency to box people into binary terms: "Are you a good communicator? Yes or
no.” This reductive approach risks missing the nuance of individual capability and
potential. Skills are not static or one-dimensional. They are dynamic, deeply
influenced by context, and require continuous development.

Consider the skills needed for effective leadership. Post-pandemic, many first-
time managers are stepping into leadership roles without the foundational
human skills required to navigate relationships, give feedback, or create
psychological safety. While technical leaders are often equipped to discuss
technical capabilities, they may shy away from conversations about emotional
intelligence or communication. How, then, do we support leaders in recognising
the value of these human skills and engaging in meaningful conversations about
their development?

Coaching is key. Asking reflective, forward-looking questions can shift the
narrative from "What skills are you missing?" to "What strengths can you build on,
and how can you apply them to create value?" This strengths-based approach
energises individuals and organisations alike, fostering a culture of continuous
improvement that feels authentic and sustainable.

Aligning Skills Development with Human Motivation

People don't want to simply “learn skills”; they want to achieve something
meaningful. They want to connect with others, contribute to shared goals, and feel
a sense of accomplishment. Yet many traditional learning programs focus on
delivering isolated skills or "tips and tricks,” detached from the realities of daily
work.

Organisations need to reframe their learning strategies around outcomes and
impact rather than competencies alone. For instance, instead of teaching
‘presentation skills” as an abstract concept, create opportunities for people to
apply those skills in real-life scenarios — pitching a project, influencing
stakeholders, or leading a team discussion. Learning becomes far more impactful

when it is tied to achieving tangible results.




Addressing the Human Side of Skills Development

Barriers to skills development often stem from fear — fear of failure, fear of
judgment, and fear of stepping outside one’s comfort zone. Leaders and
managers play a critical role in creating environments where people feel safe to
explore, grow, and take risks. Building trust and confidence is essential to fostering
the human skills that underpin collaboration, innovation, and resilience.

For example, consider middle managers — often described as the "squeezed
middle." They are uniquely positioned to influence culture but frequently lack the
support or confidence to lead human-centric conversations. These managers
need coaching and development that goes beyond technical know-how, helping
them embody behaviours that inspire trust, encourage dialogue, and nurture
team strengths.

Additionally, the way organisations measure and reward skills matters. While
technical skills may drive short-term results, human skills determine how those
results are achieved — and whether they are sustainable. A truly skills-based
organisation rewards not just "what" people do but also "how" they do it and the
outcomes they achieve in different contexts.

Designing for the Future

In a world where jobs are evolving into project-based, fluid roles, skills are no
longer a static checklist. New and nuanced skills emerge in response to
macroeconomic shifts, technological advancements, and societal changes.
Organisations must stay agile, focusing on the foundational human capabilities
that endure amid constant change.

The question for HR teams and leaders is not just "What skills do we need?" but
"How do we design a workplace where human strengths — like curiosity, empathy,
and creativity — are prioritised, nurtured, and celebrated?"

The role of work is about more than tasks or results. It is about what it means to be
human — our ability to connect, create, and contribute to something larger than
ourselves. By shifting the focus from skills as a static output to skills as a dynamic
enabler of human potential, organisations can unlock the creativity, collaboration,
and adaptability needed to thrive in an ever-changing world.



