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A BRIEF LOOK at the changing
demands for skills in the workplace

READY...
…for a world
of new and
changing skills?

The OECD “Ready for Tomorrow” campaign aims
to spark policy action to ensure that changes in
the world of work create new opportunities for all
rather than increasing inequalities.

As technological advances continue, the types of jobs we do and the way we do them
is changing. Shifts in the demand for skills are creating new jobs, but automation is also
removing the need for human input on certain tasks. This means that some people are at
risk of being left behind and students are learning skills that may be obsolete in the future.
Ensuring that these changes have a positive impact on workers requires them to not only have
new skills, but more opportunities to gain skills, now and in the future.

What we know
•

Technological change has generally made skilled labour more
productive and therefore increased the demand for it. As such,
digital skills are becoming progressively more important. However,
there is growing concern about people lacking generic ICT skills.

•

Routine tasks such as food preparation, construction, cleaning
and transportation tasks are starting to disappear. More
emphasis is being placed on skills that are more difficult to automate,
particularly soft skills such as communication, teamwork, problem
solving and self-management. Low-skilled workers and those
performing automatable routine tasks are more likely to bear the
costs of changes in skills needs, which may lead to further inequality.

•

The demand for mid-level skills has fallen as routine occupations
have either been offshored or automated. There’s been a small
increase in the need for low-skilled, non-routine jobs such as those
that provide care or personal assistance.

•

To succeed on the job market, young people need the right skills
and job opportunities. This is increasingly challenging, as the skills
in demand are continuing to evolve rapidly and educational systems
aren’t yet fully keeping pace. Younger people are also facing risks
related to automation. While the risk appears greatest for those
with low skills, even those with more education and skills may have
difficulties, as they tend to begin their working lives in entry-level
positions and in ones with routine tasks – both more prone to
automation. New ways will have to be found to help youth develop
the right skills and to gain relevant work experience while studying.

•

Changing skills needs are raising the risk that employers won’t
be able to find workers with the right skills (skills mismatch) or
enough of them (skills shortage). Both of these have significant
economic costs. For individuals, skills mismatch has a negative impact
on job satisfaction and wages. For firms, it reduces productivity and
increases on-the-job search and turnover.

40%

Over
of workers
in OECD
countries lack
generic ICT
skills to use
office software

What the OECD recommends
•

Prepare young people for the jobs of the future by ensuring that they are equipped
with the right skills to successfully navigate through an ever-changing technological work
environment, in particular soft skills that are difficult to automate or outsource.

•

Give all workers opportunities to continuously maintain or upgrade their skills
throughout their working lives. This is especially important in small- and medium-sized
enterprises, which tend to face greater barriers to investment in training, and in the context
of ageing populations.

•

Improve measures to help workers who have lost their jobs (due to changes in their
sectors or industries) to find a new job quickly, through training or further education and
with adequate benefits to smooth their transition into new roles.

•

Governments should ensure workers receive:
•

high-quality initial education and training, but
also ongoing evaluation of their skills and of
what new skills they many need to do future
jobs;

•

the right types of incentives to invest in the
skills most needed in the labour market; and

•

effective information and guidance on jobs,
skills and their work options.

Two out of five
employers in G20 countries
claim they have difficulties in
finding the right people to
fill jobs

We need to look beyond
technical skills, to creativity,
the ability to solve problems,
[develop] new ideas,
communicate.
- Nicola Hazell, SheStarts Director,
Head of Diversity & Impact, BlueChilli

•

Governments should design highquality lifelong learning systems that
permit adults to regularly update, upgrade
or sometimes acquire completely new
knowledge, skills and competences in
order to stay in work or find a new job.

What do you think?
•

Who should bear the responsibility for helping people to refresh their skills
or gain new ones: workers themselves, their employers or the government?

•

How can workers be encouraged to continue developing their skills
throughout their lives?

•

What needs to change in schools to ensure that young people have the
right skills for their future working lives?

•

How should governments respond to continual changes in the types of
skills that are needed?

Where to look for more…
•

Artificial intelligence and the future of work and skills: will this time be different?
www.oecd-forum.org/users/69561-stuart-w-elliott/posts/21601-artificial-intelligenceand-the-future-of-work-and-skills-will-this-time-be-different

•

Building tax systems to foster better skills
http://oecdinsights.org/2017/04/06/building-tax-systems-to-foster-better-skills/

•

Preparing for tomorrow’s digital skills today: learning in and for the digital world
http://oecdeducationtoday.blogspot.com/2018/07/preparing-for-tomorrows-digital-skills.html

•

The future of work: a world of new and changing skills
http://oecdinsights.org/2016/12/21/the-future-of-work-a-world-of-new-and-changingskills/

•

Working it out: career guidance and employer engagement
www.oecd-ilibrary.org/education/working-it-out_51c9d18d-en

www.oecd.org/employment/future-of-work/

