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SUMMARY. FOUNDATIONAL SKILLS
NEEDS AND WHAT SOCIAL SCIENCES
AND HUMANITIES NEED TO KNOW.
NEEDS VS PROPOSITION.
We draw a picture of employers’
claims about skills needs and of the lookedfor organisational-level behaviours they
perceive these skills as serving. We then
apply the same framework to draw a picture
of social sciences and humanities attempts
to articulate how these skills and know-how
are fostered in their programs, and we
assess the alignment between perceptions
of “needs” and “proposition”.

In this report, we compare what we know about stakeholders’ perceptions
of the foundational skills employees need, and the perceptions of universitybased social sciences and humanities (SSH) programs regarding their own
capacity when it comes to building these competencies in SSH graduates.
The conclusion we draw is that SSH’s understanding of what employers
need is not aligned with what employers say they need. This misalignment
however may not reflect a deficit on the part of social sciences and
humanities, but rather a missed opportunity for them to articulate their
value.
We break down the research question into three problems:
1. NEEDS: How do employers understand and value
foundational skills and what are the assumptions they make
about what these skills are and how they are connected?
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2. PROPOSITION: What are the skills and capabilities
university-based SSH programs generally advertise their
programs to foster? Are the skills they advertise the only ones
they effectively foster?
3. ALIGNMENT: Do SSH programs generally understand
what skills employers want and the extent to which they can
contribute these skills to students’ education?
The objective, while modest, required substantial new research. The
conclusions we draw from the data we gathered provide insights
indispensable to meaningfully engage postsecondary education
stakeholders who seek effective ways to address the concerns of public
and private sector employers regarding talent-building. While the
research was produced to answer questions that concern SSH-relevant
academic policy more specifically, it draws conclusions and makes
proposals which implications extend to all areas of academic knowledge.
One significant conclusion we draw, and one that should be at the focus
of any attempt to understand how to build talent in PSE, is that
foundational skills tend to be perceived to cluster and play reciprocal roles
– they create more value working together than they would individually -around different types of organisational-level behaviours that are
presumably as desirable in research contexts as they are in industry
contexts. These organisational-level behaviours predominantly revolve
around outcomes such as innovation and adaptability, and ethical, social
and emotional intelligence. By making explicit the connections between
skills we find in the literature, and by pointing to the way they are seen to
create capacity within organisations to increase achievement and growth,
we aim to offer deeper insights into industry trends, talent development in
the academic context, and what these skills are and how they work.
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FOUNDATIONAL SKILLS NEEDS.
TAXONOMICAL CONSIDERATIONS.
A number of recent reports and news articles cite prominent industry
leaders who associate foundational skills – those also referred to as “soft,”
“social,” “human” and/or “transferable” or “global” competencies -- with
SSH, where they see these skills being best cultivated.1 2 3 They generally
concur to make a number of assumptions, including the following two:
1. foundational skills are what makes possible what has been
referred to as “lateral” and “design” thinking.
2. when complemented by the acquisition of “technical” or
“specialised” knowledge, foundational skills augment an
individual’s or a team’s capacity in fields associated with
technological innovation, especially those addressing today’s
main global challenges such as AI, genomics, and the climate
crisis.
Whether or not these claims amount to more than educated guesses, this
is good news for SSH graduates who may, in the meantime, benefit from
the hype. This is all the more relevant in that, over the last few years, the
notion that we face an imminent skills shortage and that more needs to be
done to develop talent has become ubiquitous in the grey literature. Indeed,
the private, not-for-profit. and governmental sectors often express needs
for talent whose fulfilment they expect to be the responsibility of the
postsecondary (PSE) sector. In Canada, the diagnosis of a putative “skills
shortage” or “skills gap” is one of the motivations behind large-scale
government initiatives such as ESDC’s Future Skills Centre, whose impact
on PSE has yet to be measured.4
In these contexts, a “skill” is generally understood broadly as the capacity
to carry out definite tasks with a high level of aptitude. Hence, almost any
aspect of the way we navigate education, citizenship, and employment can
be described as a “skill,” whether it mobilises psycho-motor or physical
capacities and command, or requires specific cognitive toolkits and
abilities, and thus extensive task-specific training.
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Indeed, given the broad and somewhat flexible range of application of terms
such as ‘skill’ and ‘competency,’ terminology is often seen as a concern and
attempts have been made to distinguish “skills” from other factors
underpinning practical capability.5 In what follows, we put little weight on
these nuances and use ‘skills’ interchangeably with other cognates: talent,
competencies, know-how, capabilities, abilities. In our opinion, terminology
is not the problem. The real challenge is not to find the right word, or the
right definition for any specific skill, but to understand the generalisable
assumptions people make about skills when they talk about them,
assumptions that concern the way skills are believed to co-exist and to be
mobilised in organisations to achieve determinate aims.

TO EXERCISE A SKILL, AN INDIVIDUAL NEEDS
the right environment. The ability
to fulfil a specific task can be affected by
psychological or physical attributes, interests and values as well as the context
(social, institutional, cultural) in which talent
is expected to be deployed. There is no
adequate treatment of skills-building or
talent needs without consideration to
environmental factors, which also extend to
access, inclusion, and equity.

The definitional attempts and descriptions of skills compiled in our
database are those that reflect positioning on talent in the grey literature.
Whether or not the claims made in the literature are always informed by
expert knowledge and research on the topic is not immediately clear. The
situation is complicated by the fact that while the skills identified as
foundational are the subject of a vast academic literature, this literature is
rarely cited. There’s a case to be made that uses and definitions seem to
converge. But current research in education and/or cognition is creating
growing awareness of the fact that what skills like “critical thinking” amount
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to is not self-contained: it is likely to be a set of reciprocal dispositions,
cognitive abilities and cognitive toolkits whose effectiveness depends itself
largely on environmental factors that include organisational structures and
cultures. 6
There is widespread agreement that some skills are “essential” or
“foundational,” as opposed to technical and occupation-specific. Here again,
classificatory and taxonomical details vary in more or less significant ways.
Literacy and numeracy, critical thinking, problem solving, causal reasoning,
and intercultural awareness often make the lists, especially in educational
policy contexts.7 And the literature is pervaded by attempts to draw other
types of distinctions, e.g. between skills and toolkits8 or between skills and
competencies. Here we oppose “foundational skills” to occupation-based
technical skills and knowledge acquired around professional training such
as business, law, engineering, and nursing/medicine. Likewise, while they
might be required for success, foundational skills are irreducible to domainspecific cognitive toolkits often acquired as part of professional
development, including, for instance, agile project management, relationbuilding or leadership. Foundational skills are the ones the possession of
which recent literature increasingly and indeed almost unfailingly depicts
as indispensable not only for success in the workforce, but for effective
citizenship.
Foundational skills are generally understood to be distinctively “human,”
“machine- or AI-resistant,” “social,” “transferable” and “essential.” 9 And
while they are at times called “soft skills”, it has been argued that they are
among the hardest to cultivate.10 The consensus is that foundational skills
are difficult to teach, or at the very least that it’s difficult to know exactly
how to successfully teach them: they initially develop in early childhood
education and are honed and specialised over time throughout an
individual’s educational pathway and beyond.
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A NOTE ON TAXONOMIES
What we propose is not a new taxonomy. We propose an analytical
framework for understanding stakeholders’ perceptions of their needs,
strengths, and their implicit theories as to which skills drive productivity.
We proceed in full awareness of the existence of a number of taxonomic
efforts in connection to skills and competencies. Our research has its
foundation in a preliminary review of such taxonomies.
O*NET provides for the most sophisticated taxonomical example: a
database developed by the U.S. Department of Labour with the mission of
defining metrics and gathering data for the measurements of labour needs
and individual ability and aptitude for specific occupations. Beginning in pilot
form in the late 1990s, early O*NET iterations were derived from aptitude
testing in industrial and organisational psychology. Today, O*NET uses a
taxonomy of 35 competency factors, under 7 rubrics. It distinguishes
“skills” (defined as developed capacities) from a number of other
competency factors, including:
1. abilities (enduring cognitive, physical, psychomotor and sensory
attributes)
2. knowledge (sets of facts and principles)
3. interests or preferences
4. context
5. values
O*NET is a muster for taxonomical methodologies and classificatory
work in the context of database ontologies: it is comprehensive, and
many subsequent studies and reports have drawn directly on its rubrics
and classificatory methods. To the extent that our objective is to assess
the nature of employers’ understanding and perception of these skills
with as little conceptual imposition as possible, we reference O*NET only
insofar as it is in turn referenced by employers.11
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REAL WORLD-READY SSH GRADUATES

Testimonies to the value of foundational skills in the workplace, in everyday
life, and for the future of citizenship and economic productivity abound.12 13
University-based professional development programing’s contribution to
foundational skills-building is the subject of a growing literature, whether it
aims to describe what exists, or to prescribe what should be.14 What makes
foundational skills and know-how attractive to employers is the belief that
skills like critical thinking, creativity, empathy and the like are in essence
perennial, transferable and cross-disciplinary, rather than tailored
specifically for one specialised or technical task. Employers value these
skills because increasingly frequent market disruptions require
organisations to be nimble: an organisation may suddenly need to adapt,
and this is only possible if their employees have a foundation on which to
build new skills as they transition and the organisation pivots.
Interestingly, almost all recent publications on the future of work, and
arising recommendations regarding the comparative desirability of
undergraduate majors by eminent business people and industry trendsetters, have shifted from STEM to SSH. While SSH education enrollment
is almost everywhere in decline and STEM education enrollment is steadily
increasing, 92% of employers report that soft skills “matter as much or
more than hard skills.” 15 The implication seems to be that there is an
incongruity here that would be resolved by an increased number of SSH
graduates. 16
Recent statistics regarding earnings of SSH and STEM graduates that
build on longitudinal studies have contributed to debunk the belief that
STEM undergraduate programs lead to largely more advantageous careeroptions than those in the SSH.17 This turn of events is of course interesting
for prospective and current SSH students. But comparative earnings data
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is evidently not helpful to them when they are asked to articulate the value
of their SSH degrees to employers.
For graduates and post-graduate students alike, and for those within PSE
whose job it is to advocate for SSH and document the value of their SSH
programing, what is needed are nimble conceptual tools they can use to
articulate and communicate the value of the skills acquired over the course
of a given degree. 18 And this presupposes that they understand the
foundational skills employers value, and how they connect these skills to
success and growth in their organisation, so that graduates can articulate
how they can meet needs that are often unique, and that are likely to shift
over time.

WHAT ARE FOUNDATIONAL SKILLS?
And what are employers’
understandings of the way in which
they contribute to organisational
success? We draw our answer from a
survey of employers’ perceived needs
in the grey literature: foundational
skills are those required for individuals
to foster organisational-level behaviours associated with increased
productivity.

Because we are talking about perceived needs and values, definitional
adequacy is not the primary concern. The question that matters is not
which definition is the correct one, but why skills like problem solving are
seen as essential. There are a number of assumptions employers make
about the value of skills like critical thinking. These assumptions are very
often tacit: on the one hand critical thinking is typically seen to work
together with other skills, and on the other hand, these clusters of skills are
implicitly associated with organisational-level behaviours that are seen to
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promote organisational goals – e.g. critical thinking and problem solving
are typically seen to be catalysts for innovation.
Answers to questions such as: What does critical thinking involve? What
are the other skills with which it clusters? And what are the coveted
organisational-level behaviours and outcomes to which it contributes? tend
to vary slightly from one source to another. The concerns for these issues
also may be tacit - or nonexistent. Some publications, like the British
Academy’s The Right Skills (2017) emphasise the role of connected
aptitudes (e.g. creativity) and psychological disposition (i.e. attitude) while
others leave those out. This example suffices to show that there are
different levels of granularity at play, as well as different motivations and
goals when talking about talent, skills and competencies. As a result,
depending on the sources they draw on, university stakeholders eager to
cater to demands may base program development and strategic initiatives
on representations that are partial and/or ignore more or less
sophisticated pictures of talent.

A FRAMEWORK TO ASSESS PERCEPTIONS OF
NEEDS.
What we propose is an analytic framework: we provide conceptual tools to
understand employers’ priorities, and to articulate the value of universitybased programs’ learning objectives (whether they are part of curriculum,
or co-curricular and focused on professionalization) when it comes to
talent. This analytic framework is designed to go beyond a widespread
practice of drawing more or less expansive lists of desiderata. Our
approach reflects the fact that skills don’t evolve in a vacuum: stakeholders
perceive them as connected and serving different types of organisational
purposes. The reason why skills are seen as valuable is that they are seen
as a means to an end. In an industry setting, they are seen to contribute to
organisation-level behaviours that drive achievement. They are also
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understood to play complementary, organically evolving roles, although how
this happens is rarely explained or indeed explicitly tackled.

THE FRAMEWORK WE INTRODUCE COULD BE EXPANDED
and used as a meta-cognitive toolkit to
help articulate know-how, a device especially useful
in a context where workforce disruptions are increaseingly frequent. An individual equipped to understand
how the skills they have honed contribute to
advancing organisational goals, would presumably
have the literacy necessary to articulate how those
skills can be transferred to another context.

An adequate representation of employers’ self-perceived skills needs
requires that the analysis go beyond any one singular study and/or
taxonomical proposal and instead focus on convergences that emanate
from skills-talk when it comes to stakeholders’ understanding of
connections and purposes in general. Mere definitions of, for instance,
“critical thinking” or “creativity” have limited import or usefulness on their
own. Basic economic theory dictates that what is needed in order to make
decisions about policy or investment in a context where PSE seeks to
accommodate the new “skills-economy,” is an understanding of what
employers think they need, but also of why they think they need it.
To achieve this aim, we needed a clearer picture of what lies behind the
data, terminology, definitions, and claims associated with stakeholders’
needs and interests when it comes to claims about skills like critical
thinking or creativity. A cursory survey of the literature had allowed us to
observe that skills are rarely seen as desirable on their own – they are
typically discussed in clusters – and with this in mind, we wanted to make
explicit the more or less sophisticated assumptions stakeholders make
when they talk about foundational skills, and in particular their more or less
tacit beliefs about their interconnections and purposes.
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Two observations drive our analysis. First, in the literature, individual skills
are generally described in clusters or connected to reflect reciprocities.
Second, these skills or clusters of skills are valued because employees who

have the desired foundational skills are generally perceived to participate
in organisational-level behaviours that are seen to drive achievement. This
idea, which is sometimes evoked in the literature, needs to be at the heart
of discussion around skills:

Employers also tell us they need workers with foundational skills such
as communication, teamwork, critical thinking, creativity and problem
solving in occupations across all sectors of the economy. They see
these skills as integral for productivity and well-functioning
workplaces.19
Our data illustrates the significance of this idea: we draw on a synthesis of
the literature to describe the way in which foundational skills, their
relationships and their purpose/value are conceived by private and public
sector stakeholders. We offer visual models of the way in which, in the
literature, skills are connected to each other, and connected to
organisational-level effectiveness drivers.
By an “organisational-level behaviour” we mean a feature of organisational
processes and infrastructures. The level at which an organisation is
capable of realising a specific behaviour depends on the level of
engagement of the relevant participants, which can be seen in part as a
function of whether they have or realise certain skills as individuals.
Foundational skills such as effective communication, teamwork, critical
thinking, creativity, and problem solving are necessarily involved, not only to
streamline organisational processes, including productivity, but to make
them possible in the first place. Organisational-level behaviours are
“greater than the sum” of participants’ individual skills. For instance, all
other things being equal, when team-members communicate effectively,
have a high capacity for self-management and are aware of cultural
differences, the team is less likely to experience breakdowns that can
impede innovation or other aspects of organisational flow. But an individual
cannot be “capable of innovation” in the same sense, all on their own.
Current discussions would benefit tremendously from an evidence-based,
qualitative analysis of the way in which the individual skills of members
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contribute to fostering desirable organisational-level behaviours. This in
turn requires that we do away with some basic confusions. For instance,
while adaptability is described in the literature as a desirable quality of both
individuals and in organisations, what this means is different in each case:
even when it is put forward as an individual skill, adaptability tends to be
analysed in terms of other, more basic skills. 20 Moreover, whether an
organisation is capable of adapting to change is not a function of its
employees’ capacity to adapt to new situations. These are admittedly fine
conceptual distinctions, but they are crucial to making sense of the relevant
data down the line.

WHY SHOULD WE CARE ABOUT WHAT EMPLOYERS *BELIEVE*
they need? Should we instead focus on what

they in fact need? People make decisions on the basis of what they

believe, even when it’s wrong. In order to modify their beliefs,
people need compelling evidence for their error. But in that case
too: we need to know what they believe. We’re aiming for a
representation of those perceptions which, while they may further
require both empirical research and conceptual engineering to
reflect what is in fact needed, can help us to formulate empirical
hypotheses that can be tested.

QUALITATIVE AND QUANTITATIVE ANALYSIS
OF SKILLS-TALK
What we propose as a first step is an understanding of the implicit theory
of skills that emerges from the literature on current and future talentneeds. We decided to analyse the literature, as opposed to use interviews
and surveys, so we could also ponder previous more or less successful
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skills taxonomies and definitional schema that have served the description
of such needs. The analytical framework we developed is meant to capture
and represent actual skills-talk: it is drawn from actual discourse practices
with as little conceptual imposition as possible.21
What often remains tacit in the literature is the fact that organisational
capacities such as innovation only materialise when the relevant teammembers have certain sets or subsets of skills, including foundational skills,
in ways that are complementary and reciprocal. An organisation that
succeeds in being adaptable and achieving innovation – an organisation
that exemplifies this behaviour -- is seen positively. This distinction between,
on the one hand, the skills an individual must have and, on the other hand,
the sort of organisational-level behaviours to which the combined,
overlapping skills of individuals contribute to a given context is particularly
crucial and illuminating.
Our working hypothesis is that this two-level model – individuals’ skills vs
organisational behaviours -- is essential to understand skills-needs.
Arguably, different employers have different conceptions of the skills
individuals must have to contribute to an organisation’s outcomes, or they
may not see the same organisational-level behaviours as the primary driver
of achievement in their industry. However, an employer who lacked any
understanding of the kinds of organisational-level behaviours that drive
achievement, or of the kinds of skills employees must have to foster these
behaviours, would not have a principled way of hiring, or indeed to predict
their labour needs.22
All in all, we identified 12 competencies stakeholders understand to be
foundational, and whose importance seemed to be emphasised most
forcefully and consistently. They include the usual suspects (for instance:
critical thinking, creativity, complex problem solving, analytical skills, people
skills, teamwork) and some others which were also referenced frequently,
which are somewhat less expected but all the more informative (such as
self-management, judgement, and integrity). In our ontology, we include the
following foundational skills (alphabetically):

17

1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.
10.
11.
12.

analytical skills
capacity for continuous learning
critical thinking
creativity
cultural and intercultural awareness
effective communication
integrity
judgement
people skills
problem solving
self-management
teamwork

When stakeholders talk of these competencies, they typically group them
in various ways. They sometimes use a collection of skills to define another
one, and what they say generally suggests that they have at least tacit views
and theories about the way in which these foundational skills generally
cluster – we only paid attention to foundational skills, but they obviously do
not evolve separately from technical skills in the relevant contexts -- and
how individuals who have these skills can contribute to organisational
outcomes.23
To identify patterns and tacit theories in stakeholders’ perceptions, we
measured the “relatedness” of skills to each other. We analysed each of
the 166 statements we included in our database using these principles
and created a complete relatedness matrix, i.e. a heatmap that depicts the
degree of relatedness between every skill. The relatedness coefficient is
illustrated on a scale using different shades of the same colour (See figure
1).
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Figure 1. Relatedness Matrix

Stakeholders’ implicit theories about the way skills are connected

Figure 1 shows that semantic clusters permeate skills-talk. In the
literature, skills are not grouped together randomly but intentionally. More
specifically, they are seen to be connected in regard to certain purposes,
outcomes or results: groups or clusters of skills are associated with
organisational-level behaviours or outcomes that are seen to drive
organisational achievement. What employers want is for their organisation
to realise the conditions that drive organisational achievement and they
generally have beliefs about (among other things) the skills individuals must
have to contribute to creating these conditions. However, different
stakeholders tend to see different skills as expedient of the same
organisational-level behaviours.
Given our desire to refrain from conceptual imposition, and in order to give
readers enough flexibility to refine the framework for their varied purposes,
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it made sense to keep the proposal simple. We used a qualitative analysis
to formulate a hypothesis: there are two very broad organisational-level
behaviours employers seem to associate most frequently with specific
skills-clusters:
1.
2.

innovation & adaptability,
ethical, social & emotional intelligence.

But this does not exclude that the identification of other more specific
overlapping organisational-behaviours can be useful in a different context.
The purpose is not to provide a description that applies uniquely and
exclusively, but to articulate an analytical framework that allows a better
understanding of the roles and connections between skills in work
environments.
Readers might want or need to adapt. For instance, because “effective
communication” includes a broad range of specific skills (e.g. active
listening, oral expression, effective writing) and plays such an important
role in organisational contexts, we considered including it as a third
organisational-level element in our scheme. But it ultimately seemed closer
to the spirit of the claims made about it to understand it as a “skillscomplex” individuals can develop with adequate training. Some readers
might find it more useful to proceed otherwise.
In the literature, foundational skills-clusters are not always explicitly
associated to an organisational-level behaviour or outcome, but they are
often discussed in connection with them. For instance, critical thinking is
almost invariably discussed in connection with the imperative for innovation
and/or as a catalyst for adaptability and resilience. It is also rarely
discussed separately from some other skills such as problem solving and
analytical skills. The same holds for the capacity to work in teams, which is
often cited with a range of other skills which are understood to foster
strong managerial leadership in a socially and emotionally intelligent
workplace: effective communication and people skills.
In the literature, claims about innovation and adaptability just like claims
about social, emotional and ethical intelligence make it clear they are seen
to be key to organisational well-functioning. Our mapping of skills-clusters
offers a meta-cognitive framework that has the advantage of being based
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on an empirical model of stakeholders’ tacit theory of foundational skills.
What is interesting about the relatedness matrix is that it reflects the way
in which skills are effectively grouped, framed and discussed, and
associates them with organisational-level behaviours perceived to drive
achievement. That individual skills cluster, that they are connected to
organisational drivers, and that these drivers seem to converge around a
few universal concerns, i.e. innovation/adaptability and social, emotional
and ethical intelligence, is information that is indispensable to thinking
about the value of individual skills, especially in the context of talent
development.
Noteworthy is the tendency to view, for example, analytical skills and critical
thinking, as a key component of innovation, and to understand the
ingredients of innovation as being otherwise quite broad ranging, to include
aspects of social and emotional intelligence as well. We observed that skills
associated with “leadership” (not subject to classification in our framework,
but we discuss the notion in the Analytic Glossary appended to this report)
are often the same as those connected to social, emotional and ethical
intelligence, which confirms recent research on what makes for
managerial health. Finally, one noteworthy observation is that the skills
associated with a basic capacity for ethical deliberation and deontological
compliance are also perceived to be important, and are often also
connected in the literature with social and emotional intelligence.
One last remark, and one that would deserve full separate treatment: as is
the case with many other aspects of “capabilities,” it’s important to stress
that whatever is needed for an organisation to realise the conditions
associated with success, skilled individuals are not enough and it also
needs to include the availability of certain types of organisational
infrastructures, including favourable managerial and organisational
cultures.24
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UNDERSTANDING, ARTICULATING AND
COMMUNICATING THE VALUE OF TALENT
PSE stakeholders need to understand what lies beneath skills talk so they
can make decisions about programming and funding that address the
appropriate issues. But graduates also need a good understanding of how
their future employers understand what they need, so they can learn to
articulate and communicate how their education has equipped them to
contribute. This is the sense in which we can say that an additional
advantage exists for those who, in addition to having the foundational skills
they need, also have high levels of metacognitive literacy or “selfknowledge.”25

EMPLOYERS PERCEIVE INDIVIDUAL SKILLS TO BE
valuable relatively, that is, to the
extent that they are seen to contribute to
organisational behaviours that drive success
and efficiency. In contrast, academics often
emphasise that learning should be valued for
its own sake because excellence is its own
reward. Despite the differences in perception
of values, employers and academics agree that
individuals
should
seek
to
develop
foundational skills.

Graduates who understand how skills serve organisational efficiency and
achievement are in a better position to understand and explain how the
individual skills they have acquired can actually contribute to innovation as
well as social, emotional and ethical intelligence - or possibly other more or
less granularly defined organisational-level behaviours that can be seen to
drive success. Such individuals have an increased capacity to articulate and
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communicate the value of their know-how, and the way this know-how can
be adapted to offer flexibility across a wide variety of occupations, in
industry and not-for-profits sectors as well as in academia. Given that the
foundational skills are perceived to cluster in different ways, and since they
can be leveraged toward different purposes, such knowledge is by itself a
skill that allows for greater nimbleness and flexibility.
26

At the governmental level, both provincial and federal, one general
strategic priority is to encourage widespread access to PSE at large,
irrespective of the major, though STEM continue to be preferentially
promoted. What comes out of the literature is a sense of urgency
regarding PSE’s capacity to develop talent and competencies that private
and public sector employers seek and which they believe promote an
innovative and adaptable workplace, where ethical, social and emotional
intelligence shape human interactions.
Discussions around talent in the post-secondary sector however call for
balance. Universities’ mission is not to prepare graduates for work.
Universities’ societal role and civic responsibilities are complex and
multifaceted, and this is especially true with regard to SSH. PSE education
policies need research that can support (or debunk) the claims industry
leaders are making about the value of SSH degrees. But in universities,
program development and curriculum planning also need answers to
questions such as: How can foundational skills-building be accommodated
without compromising vetted curricula and disciplinary research ecosystems in a context where the mechanisms that underpin SSH research
impact are not well understood?
The conclusions we draw can be used as a starting point when addressing
these questions. We underscore the fact that skills do not exist in a
vacuum: an individual’s skills are valued, not for themselves but because
they can be leveraged in organisational contexts to foster organisationallevel behaviours that drive success. Organisations in which foundational
skills are adequately distributed are expected to be more innovative and
adaptable and to display more intelligence, for example in decision making,
HR policies, and strategic direction. These behaviours, when also
supported by adequate infrastructure and managerial cultures, are
believed to boost organisational productivity.

23

Hence the next steps in this discussion seem to revolve around establishing
in each case the facts as regards which organisational-level behaviours
lead to the desired outcomes, what skills individuals need to realise the
latter and, perhaps more importantly, how these skills are best fostered as
part of a university education. Whatever answer we find, it will need to
make clear that skills don’t evolve in a vacuum. Not only are skills deeply
connected, but they require adequate infrastructure (e.g. team
management software like Slack or Trello) and managerial cultures (e.g.
inclusive, agile approaches). The availability of these environmental factors
is not very frequently considered, however, and this points to another
important gap in our understanding of the nature of foundational skills: the
fact that skills are used in environments, organisational structures and
cultures that can be more or less amenable to their deployment.

WHAT SOCIAL SCIENCES AND HUMANITIES
NEED TO KNOW

Universities increasingly make decisions about programs and the
distribution of funding in an effort to meet private and public sector
demands. Universities are also increasingly aware of the fact that students
are looking for an education that will lead to employment. Students juggle
a number of needs and interests as they transition from secondary to PSE,
and this is especially true of SSH students who generally ascribe value to
aspects of education beyond the promise of a secure career or financial
gain. Nonetheless, students are also increasingly aware of the fact that
securing employment requires a range of skills that are not content-based
and academic. It is no surprise that SSH departments in Canadian
universities use their online portals in an attempt to articulate and
communicate the way in which their programs’ curricula and learning
objectives support foundational skills-building.
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We wanted to examine the way in which SSH departments and faculties
promote their course offerings and program to prospective
undergraduates. Our working hypothesis was that this would, at the very
least, tell us something regarding the way in which SSH perceive their own
relevance when it comes to addressing students’ concerns for
employment outcomes, and thus indirectly, perceived employers’ needs.

IT WOULD BE A MISTAKE TO ASSUME THAT THE INTERESTS
of universities – and indeed of SSH disciplines

and research – and those of industry compete when it
comes to foundational know-how. On the contrary, what
makes foundational skills desirable in industry settings
is also what makes them increasingly indispensable in
academic, research settings.

Using the same 12 inventory categories for foundational skills, we skimmed
the webpages of all SSH departments in every public Canadian university
to record which of these skills these departments consider their various
programs to foster in students. Our research shows that concern for skills
is unequal across the provinces, with SSH department in New Brunswick
and British Columbia deploying the most efforts in trying to connect
programming to foundational skills, and Quebec and Ontario lagging behind
only Manitoba.27 But more importantly, when it comes to promoting the
value of their programs to future graduates, social sciences and
humanities programs, when they happen to mention marketable skills
students can expect to acquire, almost always leave out a range of
competencies which their disciplines are in fact uniquely positioned to
foster, including the sort of metacognitive skills that allow individuals to
articulate and communicate the value of their know-how in different
contexts.
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Figure 2
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Here are some highlights28:
1. SSH clearly consider that it falls within their purview to help build
the skills employers identify as central to innovation and
adaptability.29
2. SSH disciplines do not seem concerned to explain how their
programs can help students hone skills associated to social and
emotional intelligence, which suggests that they mistakenly believe
that they are not valuable and/or sought-after.
3. SSH disciplines rightly stress the value of communication skills, and
perhaps more so than what’s the case in the literature. But it is not
clear that PSE’s conception of what effective communication
amounts to is aligned with employers’ needs.
It’s no surprise that SSH disciplines should understand their programs to
contribute to the acquisition and/or refinement of competencies such as
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critical thinking, analytical skills, problem solving, and creativity. Some
disciplines presumably have a more direct role to play in fostering these
foundational skills than others. For instance, almost every philosophy
department offers courses with the label “Critical Thinking.” Likewise,
anthropology and language programs seem uniquely inclined to claim being
in a position to foster intercultural awareness, and this seems intuitive
enough. However, it’s not the case that critical thinking skills are only
developed in philosophy programs. And it’s certainly not the case that a
critical thinking course is sufficient to develop the latter.
Various aspects of curriculum in the humanities and social sciences can
presumably be understood to aim at equipping students with know-how and
meta-cognitive conceptual toolkits to enhance their foundational abilities. It
is becoming increasingly urgent, especially as a matter of mere disciplinary
hygiene, to understand how they can be made to flourish as part of SSH
education. The problem is that when it comes to defining the actual
capacity of SSH disciplines for fostering in students these sought-after
foundational skills, we face an utter lack of research. At the very least, it
seems safe to assume that it’s a bad idea to tailor the division of labor to
disciplinary boundaries when it comes to skills-building, and it needs to be
clear that we have no evidence to encourage such a practice.
The most remarkable upshot of our research is the following. With the
exception of anthropology and language programs, virtually no SSH
departments in Canadian universities seem to think of their program as
helping students develop skills associated with social, emotional and ethical
intelligence (See Figure 3, above). This is in sharp contrast with employers
stated needs. But more significantly, this diverges from what would appear
to most as a safe hypothesis, namely that SSH, and the Humanities in
particular, are eminently well positioned to offer programming that is
conducive to fostering these skills such as self-management, intercultural
awareness, integrity, people skills, and good judgement.
Part of the problem is that decision-makers, management and indeed
faculty often have only a rudimentary grasp of – and perhaps a mere
perfunctory concern for -- the nature or value of foundational skills, or of
the specific ways in which they can be fostered through academic
programming. This is reflected in the way SSH programs communicate
with prospective students. Our research shows that self-promotion claims
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about the capacity of SSH programs to foster foundational skills often
amount to generic, blanket statements that are not supported by evidence.
In some universities, all SSH departmental websites in a faculty even used
the same boiler-plate statements. The claims SSH make about their own
contribution to foundational skills-building on their websites may of course
not tell us much about capacity and may reflect instead vague perceptions
of managerial expectations. But, by the same token, this could mean that
instructors themselves lack the literacy or indeed the willingness to justify
these claims if they were asked to do so.
Although some ideas for research projects have been floated and might be
in the works, we do not have sufficient data to draw conclusions regarding
the specific foundational skills SSH disciplines can foster through their
programs, let alone to develop an account of the sort of variability that
might be introduced by differences in instructional approaches, if not by the
academic freedom of individual instructors. While such variability is also
highly desirable and indeed one of the most precious features of an
academic instruction, it necessarily plays a role in the definition of learning
objectives, as different instructors choose to focus on different didactic
approaches, assessment methods or even class dynamics.

THE SKILLS SEEN AS DESIRABLE BY EMPLOYERS IN
industry contexts, are the same skills
that are needed to support SSH Research. The
Social Sciences and Humanities Research
Councils expect their talent building programs
to foster competencies that converge with
organisational-level behaviours that drive
productivity. The Social Sciences and
Humanities Research Council calls them:
interdisciplinarity, global thinking, creativity,
collaboration, adaptability, and transferability.
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What kind of research would provide SSH meaningful ways to address
these concerns without upsetting their academic mission or minimizing
their overall societal role? The question is important. Meaningful research
questions are defined by needs and interests of end-users. But the range
of stakeholders when it comes to the role of SSH in foundational talentbuilding is quite broad and their interests and needs are complex:
1. Unlike industry and policy stakeholders who are generally focused
on issues around economic development, SSH FACULTY’S values are
often oriented toward the creation of societal change and building
capacity for democratic citizenship.
2. UNDERGRADUATE SSH STUDENTS’ interests and needs should be
considered separately, and in a manner that does not subordinate
the mission of universities to the needs of industry.
3. Universities must consider what is needed to foster the skills
EMERGING RESEARCHERS IN SSH are expected to acquire and what
post-graduate training should look like given that only a small
fraction of graduate students will access an academic position.
4. RESEARCH FUNDING AGENCIES’ priorities are to foster the skills needed
for research and increasingly, for interdisciplinary research. This
focus however needs to be understood with the background of
increased efforts to channel research efforts toward partnership
models, the need for which is presumably driven by factors linked to
innovation in industry and the not-for-profit sector.
Answers to these questions have implications for the entire university-level
SSH research eco-systems. Whether or not academic values incite SSH
faculty to be cautious vis-à-vis things corporate, SSH faculty are justified to
be wary of attempts to accommodate industry-needs by modifying
undergraduate and postgraduate curriculum and emphasising
professional development since such changes might have effects on
research capacity and research training down the line, with the conceivable
consequence of upsetting universities’ capacity to attract further
investment.
At the very least, part of the challenge for the next steps is to make sure
stakeholders are equipped with the evidence and conceptual tools they
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need to reflect on these questions as well as on their own practices, and
to articulate perspectives and exchange ideas on these topics in ways that
do justice to the multiplicity of perspectives. Research along those lines
might not only lead to changes, it might also reassure those who are
understandably cautious and distrust the idea of instrumentalising the
values of SSH by associating learning objectives and research development
with marketable skills.

MISSED OPPORTUNITIES
There is, however, very little ground to think that SSH values are a true
barrier when it comes to foundational talent-building. SSH researchers are
understandably wary of being perceived to be the instrument of corporate
gain. But SSH researchers are all, in one way or another, engaged in
transforming social institutions for the better. And this is the best
argument to demonstrate the importance of better alignment around
skills.
SSH educators value human and social flourishing, and they generally
associate contributions to human and social flourishing with research and
teaching that supports the creation of economic, legal, political and social
institutions that reflect a commitment to fairness and inclusive citizenship.
But in order for economic, social, legal and political institutions to evolve to
create the conditions of a fair and inclusive society, it is not enough to draw
on the research of SSH specialists: we must also count on the participation
of individuals who have been trained for various roles where foundational
skills are an ingredient of organisational efficiency.
SSH graduates and postgraduates overwhelmingly populate the public and
not-for-profit employment sectors. Civil servants, not-for-profit managers,
judges and policy-makers must themselves be equipped with the skills
needed to ensure that the organisations and institutions in which they parttake fulfil their purposes and thrive. Just as is the case in private industry
settings, public and not-for-profit sector employees need the skills to
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innovate and adapt, as well as those required to work together with others
in ways that show social, emotional and ethical intelligence. These
organisational-level behaviours need to be sustained by adequate
foundational skills in all sectors of human activity, and perhaps especially in
those institutions SSH are designed to shape through their research.
With this in mind, it is important to emphasise the importance of
“collaborative skills” which overlap substantially with those used to describe
social and emotional intelligence: teamwork, effective communication, selfmanagement, and intercultural awareness. Employers need employees
who have these skills, whether they operate in the private, public or not-forprofit sector. But equally important for SSH research stakeholders is the
fact that emerging researchers need these skills as well, in a context where
partnered, interdisciplinary and collaborative research is encouraged and
rewarded. Collaborative skills feature among the skills The Social Sciences
and Humanities Research Council of Canada (SSHRC) considers to be
essential to talent in research. Yet, these skills are effectively amongst the
hardest to foster meaningfully. Efforts to create opportunities for SSH
graduate students to develop these skills remain rare and hard to access
given other constraints of SSH degrees. Few instructors and supervisors
are familiar with best practices and approaches to structuring
collaborative learning or group inquiry. For students at the post-graduate
level, these deficiencies are eminently present especially where research
training revolves solely around individual supervision.
Missed opportunities for universities around foundational talent building
seem to be many. The cause might reside in the widespread and legitimate
uneasiness with which university leadership tries to reconcile academic
values and academic freedom with what is mistakenly perceived as
opposed to it: the motivations and expectations of students and those of
industry partners. If there is an argument to be made that foundational
skills should be one of the targets of undergraduate SSH education, it gets
initial traction in the pronouncements of prominent industry trailblazers
who seem to agree.30 31 32 Even assuming that stakeholders’ beliefs about
the nature and value of foundational skills are in fact correct, and keeping
in mind that psychological and physical factors can play in social and
emotional learning, a number of questions emerge33:
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1.
2.

3.
4.

Are PSE institutions making the most of their undergraduate
SSH programming when it comes to building the future of
work and citizenship?
What should be the role of professional development
programs in the SSH education ecosystem, and what
foundational skills should it target to amplify the value of SSH
training?
Are current models of work-integrated learning, which are
often seen as an expedient of foundational skills-building,
adequate to students in SSH?
Given the needs of the innovation ecosystem, what
foundational skills should be the focus of SSH postgraduate
training?

Naturally, when making decisions about curriculum or funding priorities or
the creation of new professional development programs, university
stakeholders need to rely on more than perceptions. After we gauge
stakeholders’ understanding of foundational skills, and their beliefs in the
way in which they are perceived to be connected to drive organisational
achievement, these beliefs themselves ought to be tested against our
current expert knowledge in the broader context – if only because industry
is eminently bad at foresight.34 Only then can we deliver an assessment
framework capable of informing institutional strategies and provide
pathways to employment that meaningfully leverage the skills students in
fact need and which they effectively acquire or continue to hone as part of
their university degree.
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