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What’s the big idea?
New technologies and customer priorities 
mean new product lines, services, business 
models, and even some surprises. So how can 
you ensure your people have the skills for 
today and for what’s next? Forward-thinking 
companies are redesigning their approach to 
employee learning to continuously uncover 
and cultivate emerging skills.

1 Omelette it rip!

Companies that 
can bridge the gap 
between the skills 
they currently 
have and the skills 
they’ll need in the 
future increase 
their odds of a 
successful digital 
transformation  
by 170%.*

*McKinsey and Company: Unlocking Success in 
Digital Transformations. October 2018.
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A Crash Course in 
Emerging Skills
It’s hard enough filling talent gaps for critical skills. Add the 
accelerating pace of technological and economic change, plus  
a diverse workforce, and it becomes increasingly difficult to  
know what skills will be critical tomorrow.  

A future-proof talent strategy needs to account for all skills — 
including emerging skills — that are essential to products, service 
development, and business models. 

What are Emerging Skills and How do we  
Plan for Them?
Emerging skills are the skills of the future. They’re often technical 
and can arrive suddenly, so it’s hard for companies to completely 
understand or plan for them. 

The trick to planning is leaving the past in the past. The old way of 
filling skill gaps is rear-facing — being reactive when an emerging 
skill surfaces and then scrambling for a quick fix. Creative companies 
are doing the opposite by being proactive and planning for emerging 
skills with a forward-looking approach, effectively nipping skill gaps 
in the bud before they become problematic.

What we’re talking about are skills like Python, cybersecurity, big 
data, Power BI, and even podcasting. These skills are important 
today, but weren’t on many radars even five years ago. As the graph 
to the right suggests, demand for these skill sets has accelerated 
over the past year, so there are few, if any, veteran employees with 
these skills. The risk of falling behind on emerging skills is especially 

serious for companies in mature industries like telecommunications, 
banking, manufacturing, and consumer packaged goods, where 
disruption is especially acute when new skills surface.  

That means learning and talent leaders have a new priority: making 
sure their organization’s egg cartons are stocked with the emerging 
skills for where their markets are headed. This means identifying 
and acquiring emerging skills, a two-part problem traditional talent 
development strategies fail to address.

Python

Cybersecurity

Data science

Big Data

Rest APIs

React.js

Microservices

Power BI

Docker

Podcasting

Degreed Search Volume Increase

What Skills Are Emerging Right Now

*Source: Degreed, 2017 vs 2018 search activity across more than 150 organizations.
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A future-proof talent strategy needs to 
account for all skills — including emerging 

skills — that are essential to products, service 
development, and business models.
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PULL QUOTE:

Knowledge about edge skills 
is rarely captured in employee 
training modules. It exists mainly 
“in the wild.”
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Why We’re Struggling 
to Identify Emerging 
Skills
Emerging skills typically have one or  
more of the following characteristics that  
make them difficult to identify and place 
into talent pipelines.
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1. Emerging skills are ill-defined.
One of the pain points with emerging skills is they’re imprecise. 
Facts and information for learning them aren’t widely available from 
conventional instructional sources like classes and formal programs, 
which can take months, sometimes years, to put together. The 
information exists mainly in working documents, GitHub repositories, 
online forums, or in the heads of the people using the skills for  
the first time.

2. Emerging skills don’t come from the  
usual sources.
Yes, the usual starting point in the technical skills pipeline is higher 
education. But when it comes to emerging skills, university programs 
are limited, hard to scale, and slow to change. These programs 
have as much, if not more, difficulty than employers when it comes 
to identifying and developing emerging skills. Plus, the demand to 
acquire the right talent is often higher than universities can supply.

This leaves opportunities for non-traditional approaches to 
developing emerging skills. In coding, this has led to a boom in 
unaccredited “boot camps,” where high school and college graduates 
are willing to pay anywhere from $5,000 to $25,000 for courses that 
last between three and six months. Often a full-time commitment, 
these courses are becoming an alternative starting point for many 
entry-level jobs and are popular among mid-career people looking  
to enhance, upskill, or reskill themselves.

3. Emerging skills are cross-functional. 
A 2015 report by Burning Glass found more than a quarter-million 
jobs in a 12-month period blending “a set of skills that typically are 
not taught as a package.” A data scientist, for example, has to be  

an analytical mathematician and a computer programmer. These 
hybrid jobs are becoming more prevalent. The challenge is that  
it takes times to build these new, cross-functional skills.

4. Emerging skills are evolving faster than  
can be taught. 
In the past, a career meant getting a job at a company, working your 
way through the ranks, and retiring with a nest egg after 30-some-
odd years.

Work looks a little different today. Careers can be longer by 30 to 40 
years, tenures are shorter, and skills stay relevant for less time. Based 
on LinkedIn’s 2017 Workplace Learning Report, the average skill has  
a shelf life of five years. This especially applies to emerging skills due  
to their ambiguity and evolving nature. 
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Length of  
career

60-70 years

The Changing Nature of a Career

Sources: Lynda Gratton and Andrew Scott, The 100-Year Life: Living and Working in an Age of Longevity 
(Bloomsbury, 2016); Douglas Thomas and John Seely Brown, A New Culture of Learning: Culivating the Imagination 
for a World of Constant Change (CreateSpace, January 4, 2011).  Deloitte University Press | dupress.deloitte.com
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for a job

Half-life of  
a learned skill



By creating systematic approaches to 
identifying, measuring, and developing 

emerging skills, innovative companies are 
building a learning culture that attracts and 

engages next-generation talent.
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How to Build Your  
Own Incubator  
of Emerging Skills
External hiring, which is the dominant approach to building new 
capabilities, limits emerging skills because the candidate pool is 
limited. It also depends on having a critical mass of internal talent. 
Without enough in-house experts, it’s hard to attract rising stars.

A New York Times article on AI researchers summarizes the 
situation well: “When you hire a star...you are hiring everyone  
they attract. And you are paying for all the publicity they will 
attract.” says Chris Nicholson, CEO and Co-founder of the  
startup Skymind. 

By creating systematic approaches to identifying, measuring, and 
developing emerging skills, innovative companies are building a 
learning culture that attracts and engages next-generation talent.

Airbnb, for instance, used data to better inform decisions 
and increase data fluency business-wide by setting up Data 
University. Instead of aiming to make everyone a data expert, 
Airbnb segmented its workforce into different groups: those 
working with data at a technical level and those who need to 
stay informed. Their learning team then equipped the company’s 
in-house data scientists with the tools, guidance, and support, 
to develop a tiered curriculum so employees could develop the 
appropriate level of skills.

8Let’s get crackin’! 



We’ve noticed that the companies most 
committed to building emerging skills tend  
to do five things differently: 

1. Identify skills from the ground up. 
The search for emerging skills demands collaboration between 
learning, talent, and operating units to engineer a bottom- 
up approach to skill building. Agile companies get input from  
their  employees and managers to discover what’s needed for 
evolving jobs, and they use those insights to form the basis  
of internal learning.

In its research paper, Building Capabilities for Performance, McKinsey  
& Company urges a cooperative strategy to develop skills. Rather 
than planning talent acquisition and learning strategy separately, 
they bring business, finance, and HR leaders together for a 
conversation. This cooperative method results in having “a more 
structured approach to developing tools, methods, and procedures  
to support capability building.” 

2. Tap into new skills where they emerge 
organically.
Just as identifying emerging skills requires recognition, so should 
training for those emerging skills. That means going to the source: 
the everyday work of employees and their managers.

Qualcomm flipped the traditional top-down corporate learning model 
into a system mirroring how people consume information in their 
daily lives — through social networks, mobile devices, and curated 
content. Qualcomm’s Learning Center pushed employees to chart 

their own learning path to become experts, and gave them new tools 
like mobile, social, and curated learning to develop themselves more 
fluidly. Now employees regularly recommend and discuss content 
with colleagues.

3. Give experts a platform to spread their 
knowledge.
Companies can’t be told what skills they’ll need, and they can’t wait 
for universities to catch up. The best companies are proactive in 
identifying and developing the skills of their workforce. The solution 
is designing learning programs that tap into existing talent, and 
pushing those in power to create, distribute, and consume knowledge 
with employee-centric tools.

An employee-driven learning program flourishes when people 
can shape the learning experience and help their peers grow. By 
giving employees a stake in their own career development, and the 
future of the company, employers are actually recruiting externally 
by cultivating expertise in a new technology that attracts other 
professionals.

An employee-driven learning program 
flourishes when people can shape  
the learning experience and help 

their peers grow.
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4. Give Feedback on Progress.
Although employee-driven learning is desirable, it shouldn’t be  
a free-for-all. The best way to provide structure to learning is  
to measure individual progress, confirm new skills, and refocus  
on what’s next. The idea should be mutually beneficial: each 
employee undergoes valuable, continuous improvement, which,  
in turn, creates value for the organization. 

To achieve ambitious growth goals, Photobox Group, Europe’s 
leading digital consumer service for personalized products, gifts, 
and digital prints, shifted its culture to foster employee learning 
and career growth. Photobox implemented a 360-degree feedback 
process that combines peer and manager feedback with self-review 
to give employees a complete picture of their performance and  
what skills they need to develop. 

Photobox now offers its employees personalized learning pathways 
that tie directly to the feedback received, cater to skill gaps, and 
support career development.

5. Mine Data to Identify Emerging Skills.
Learning and talent leaders can also strike emerging skills gold by 
mining data for trends. If you can’t do it yourself, government and 
commercial data sets like O*NET, or labor market analytics tools like 
Burning Glass and TalentNeuron can help you spot emerging skills 
by analyzing job listings. 

Similarly, Degreed gives a voice to employees to share the skills they 
want to build by surfacing skill interests, skill rating data, and search 
behavior. The person doing the work can be a powerful input in 
understanding the skills they need right now and on the horizon.

This data analysis can reveal vulnerabilities and challenges in your 
talent pipeline if you rely solely on external hiring.

12Which sport are eggs best at? Running.
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Do You Know What 
Skills Your Business 
Has? 
The first step to knowing the skills you’re missing is finding out the 
skills you have. In a Degreed survey sent to thousands of L&D and 
HR professionals, we asked how they measure and develop skills 
inside their organizations. The results were telling. Most people 
agree measuring skills is vital to success in talent development 
and succession planning, but companies aren’t spending the time 
measuring skills in deliberate or specific ways.

In response to increasing client demand, Booz Allen Hamilton 
launched an initiative to develop 5,000 data scientists in the next 
few years. Given the limited number of experienced data scientists 

available and the fierce competition for that kind of talent, they knew 
they wouldn’t achieve their target through external hiring alone.

Instead, Booz Allen Hamilton has defined the skill sets of top-
performing data scientists. They’re now looking within their existing 
workforce in order to measure, track, and benchmark against that 
framework to find and develop the right employees. This requires 
a mindset change to prioritize upskilling and reskilling alongside 
recruiting, and for L&D to become more agile and responsive to  
the company’s needs.

Additionally, Susan Meyer, Head of Talent & Inclusion Strategy at 
Marsh & McLennan, states, “In the past, if we wanted to understand 
someone’s skill set, we would see if they’ve got some kind of letters 
after their name, but we’ve never had a way to really do that for 
the masses.” For that reason, Susan and her team seek to more 
objectively quantify skill sets among their employees. In order  
to do that, they’re exploring next-generation tools and technologies 
for assessing talent.
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56%87% think it’s important to measure skills
don’t do any skill measurement  
at all

We know it’s important We don’t do it

More than

Less than

15%76% believe there is room for improvement  
in the way we measure skills

do any skill measurement  
formally

*Degreed survey to L&D professionals on Skill Gap Measurement, 2016.

1/374% say measuring skills is just as important  
as providing learning

measure skills “as needed”  
and not on a regular cadence

But



Do you Know What 
Skills Your Business 
Needs Next?
Talent management — the acquisition, retention, and development 
of talented employees — has become critical to the success of any 
organization. At the same time, jobs and the skills needed for those 
jobs are changing rapidly, creating a complicated environment that’s 
constantly in flux. And it doesn’t look like it’s getting any easier 
anytime soon.

The most innovative learning and talent leaders identify emerging 
skills using human and artificial intelligence to keep employees’  
skills in sync with their business strategies. By following suit, 
companies can recognize and take advantage of emerging skills  
by making the process of identifying them decentralized and 
informed by real-time data. 

Companies win talent wars by empowering workers, managers, and 
subject matter experts to create, distribute, and consume expertise 
with employee-centric tools.

One tenet of Visa’s L&D approach is differentiation. As Gordon 
Trujillo, Senior Director of Visa University, says, “What’s more 
differentiated than the people within your own company?”

Visa uses structured pathways — essentially learning playlists —  
which are constantly modified by internal experts to determine what 
Visa employees should be learning. Trujillo adds that “empowering 
experts has transformed the way people think about learning.”

The New Frontier  
of Skills 
Innovation quickly creates and forces change in jobs, skills, and 
people. The best companies are doing more than just taking charge 
of their learning and training needs. Even so, it’s up to employers, 
not higher education or off-the-shelf e-learning content, to identify 
emerging skills and develop a talent pipeline to meet evolving 
business objectives.

McKinsey’s research finds that the demand for emerging skills, 
particularly related to technology, will outpace the rate of decreasing 
demand for other skills. The implication is that people can continue 
to be employed using old skill sets, while companies increase their 
demand for new skills. To fill those gaps, companies have to create 
the incentive and structure for people to reskill and upskill, as 
workers in most cases will not be forced to do so from job loss.
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It’s up to employers, not higher 
education or off-the-shelf e-learning 
content, to identify emerging skills 

and develop a talent pipeline to meet 
evolving business objectives.
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The future is clear. It’s constant change and 
unpredictable disruption. Sensing shifts as they 
emerge and responding quickly will be imperative. 
But your priorities can become much clearer when 
you know what skills your business has and what 
skills your business needs. 
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About Degreed
Degreed is a better, smarter way to discover, learn and measure the skills you need for the 
future. Degreed connects all the resources people use to learn and grow, including corporate 
learning systems and millions of courses, videos, books, articles, podcasts, and subject experts 
from thousands of sources. Then we add data science and machine learning to provide people 
and businesses with the tools, analytics and feedback they need to stay ready for whatever’s 
next. Founded in 2012, Degreed is headquartered in San Francisco, with additional offices in  
Salt Lake City, New York City and Amsterdam.

Schedule a short meeting with us to learn how Degreed can help build 
your organization’s skills now and into the future.

Learn more about Degreed at: 
Degreed.com | Facebook | YouTube | LinkedIn | Twitter
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