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ABSTRACT

This thesis examines the incidence of soft skills deficits in Scotland, the pattern of these
deficits, why these occur and how employers respond to them. The examination of these
issues is achieved through the examination of, in the first instance, the macroeconomic
Scottish Employers Skills Survey (ESS) which was then used to inform the selection of
in-depth organisational case studies réporting differing levels of soft skills deficits in
different sectoral contexts. For comparability, case study establishments in service
sectors were examined as one particular service sub-sector, hotels and restaurants, was
the worst affected by soft skills deficits in the Scottish economy. The approach allowed

the economy wide pattern of soft skills deficits to be examined as well as the manner 1n

which particular organisational and sectoral contexts affected the presence or not of soft

skills deficits.

The study found that soft skills deficits were most likely in sectors and occupations
where interactive service work was the predominant activity and constituted a “core
competency’ (in for example, customer facing occupations in hospitality and retail). Soft
skills do, however, appear to be an important skill set throughout the economy. Whether
or not soft skills deficits were actually reported depended on context specific factors
especially the degree to which management strategically selected statf in line with
organisational requirements and engaged in appraisal and informal, regular, feedback to
identify and respond to soft skills problems within their workforce. There was also
limited evidence that some employees withdrew soft skills because of breaches 1n the
psychological contract. The thesis also strengthens the conceptualisation of soft skills as
‘skills’ by confirming that they are more than traits and dispositions and rely on broader

social experience alongside mastery of certain organisational contexts. The true extent of

skill employees were allowed was, however, also reliant on work organisation.

X111



CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION

1.1 Introduction

This thesis is concerned with the examination of soft skills deficits in the Scottish
economy. The nature of skill is now expanding and numerous commentators have
demonstrated how the terrain of skill is shifting into areas which would once have been
considered personal attributes or characteristics. Such skills are now termed ‘soft skills’

and are becoming increasingly important in the modern economy (see for example, Keep
and Mayhew, 1999; Payne, 1999, 2006; Grugulis et al., 2004). Skill had traditionally
been associated with technical ability typically signalled through qualifications and
training (Spence 1974; Brown, 2001); mastery of a trade and production processes
(Braverman, 1974; Attewell, 1990); or physical and motor skills (Warr, 1971; Fleishman
et al., 1984). Skill was, therefore, accredited, involved technical or cognitive abilities and
increased with the time taken to learn the skill. Soft skills however, tend to be viewed as
generic in that they can be used in any organisational setting (NSTF, 2000; Felstead et al.
2002); they are ‘non-cognitive’ in nature (Heckman, 2000; Heckman and Rubenstein,
2001); and frequently take the form of interpersonal interactions in social settings,
especially in service workplaces (Brown, 2001; Grugulis et al., 2004; Bolton, 2004;
Korczynski, 2005).

The focus on Scotland was informed by the first Scottish Employers’ Skills Survey
(ESS) in 2002. The ESS was itself partially stimulated by press reports in Scotland
anecdotally reporting serious skills shortages in the Scottish labour market in technical
and practical skills (FSS, 2003). The findings of the ESS, however, ran contrary to this
and found that where Scottish employers reported skills shortages (in potential applicants
in the labour market) and skills gaps (in current employees) these tended to be 1n generic
‘soft” skills (ibid). These soft skills included oral communication, team-working,

customer handling, planning and organising and problem solving. This study aims to
provide more complete analysis of the macroeconomic picture regarding soft skills

deficits in Scotland and to enrich this with in-depth establishment level analysis.



The reported growth in the importance of soft skills and, indeed, their very
conceptualisation as skills has created controversy amongst some who believe that it is
incorrect to refer to such skills as “skills’ in the traditional sense of the word (see for
example, Keep and Mayhew, 1999; Payne, 1999; 2006). Whatever their appellation, the
growing importance of soft skills in the contemporary labour market (as highlighted by
the ESS) highlights that investigation is required as to the way in which individuals form
these skills, how employers use them, why deficits are reported and how these deficits
may be addressed. This thesis seeks to investigate these questions at the economic,
organisational and individual level in order to further our understanding of the nature and

use of soft skills in the workplace.

1.2 Rationales for the study

There are both empirical and conceptual rationales for the investigation of soft skills and
soft skills deficits and gaps in the literature which this study seeks to address.
Empirically, it was noted in section 1.1 that large scale macroeconomic data in Scotland
has revealed the importance of soft skills to employers and that soft skills frequently
constitute employers’ primary skills needs when deficits are reported. This in itself does

not automatically warrant further investigation but the macroeconomic data lacks detail
and more is needed on exactly where and why soft skills deficits occur. Within the
current UK data, on occasion, attempts are made in various reports on both the Scottish
ESS and its English equivalent (the National Employer Skills Survey (NESS)) to make
some direct interpretation of exactly where soft skills deficits occur in terms of sectors
and occupations. This is, however, all too often inferred from aggregated analyses (see
for example, FSS, 2003, 2004, 2005; LSC, 2004, 2004a, 2005, 2005a, 2006). Whist these
aggregated analyses often appear logically intuitive and consistent with the primary skill
needs of sectors and occupations (e.g. the finding that soft skills deficits are reported
alongside deficits in customer facing employees and service establishments), direct

analysis is needed to ascertain direct relationships.



A further weakness with the current macroeconomic data is that because of the focus on
skills deficits the degree to which certain skills are used in certain jobs and workplaces 1s
not directly gauged. For example, establishments within a particular industry sector may
not report particular soft skills deficits because such skills are not especially important
within the sector, or alternatively soft skills are important in the sector but potential
recruits and current employees are simply more proficient in these skills. Although a
separate long running survey series, the Skills Survey, conducted at the employee rather
than establishment level does measure the skills that are important in particular jobs (see
for example, Ashton et al., 1999; Felstead et al., 2002; 2007), reconciliation is needed
with the skills deficits data. Furthermore detail is also required on exactly how employers
use individuals’ soft skills in the workplace and the manner in which this contributes to
skills deficits. Although numerous studies have examined the way in which work 1s
organised to utilise soft skills (see for example, Leidner, 1993; Taylor and Bain, 1999;
Hochschild, 2003; Grugulis, 2006 inter alia) explicit linkages need to be made between
the use of soft skills and employers’ reported deficits. This study, therefore, seeks to
combine data on skills deficits with data concerning the skills that are actually used in

certain jobs and the manner in which these skills are deployed.

A final empirical gap with the current data on skills deficits is because of 1ts very scope
there is a lack of contextual detail on skills deficits and why they occur. Given the scope
of both the ESS and NESS and the need to be nationally representative this lack of depth
is entirely understandable. Case study analysis is needed, however, to elucidate upon
why soft skills deficits are reported, or not, in any given setting. This detail also needs to
be extended to current analyses on employer responses to skills*deﬁcits, which is also
analysed at the aggregated level. The reasons why employers engage in certain responses
to skills deficits rather than others or what affects the decision to respond at all are all
largely absent from current analyses. Through analysing the behaviour of particular
employers, methods through which other employers may also address skills deficits or
proactively stop their existence can be identified. Analysis of workplaces which drills
below the nationally representative data is, therefore, required to provide the level of

contextual detail which can both complement and extend the current large scale data sets.



Conceptually there are also gaps in the literature that require redress. Most notably, the
literature on skills deficits assumes, not unreasonably, that they occur because
individuals lack skills that, in turn, necessitate employer or government response
depending on where the skills deficit is identified (see for example, Kellard et al., 2001;
DWP, 2002; FSS, 2003, 2004, 2005; Hogarth et al., 2003; Rowley et al., 2000). In
studies which identify employer action it is frequently realised that the employers
themselves may be culpable for skills deficits for reasons such as: poor pay and poor job
quality attracting poor staff (Hoéarth et al., 2003); inadequate recruitment and selection
(Rowley et al., 2000); and poor induction and/or training (Rowley et al., 2000; Dickerson
and Wilson, 2002; Mason and Wilson, 2002). The assumption, however, remains that
skills deficits remain attributable to employees lacking skills. What 1s missing, thus far,

is any consideration that employer action may also cause those who do have skills to
withdraw skill and effort, manifesting itself as a skills gap within the firm. This study
seeks to address this omission by considering the manner in which soft skills gaps may

be evident even where employees possess the desired skills.

A further issue is the need to use a number of conceptual resources from different
disciplines to address the issue of soft skills deficits. Conceptual frameworks from the
disciplines of psychology, sociology and economics can be used, where appropriate,
depending upon the level of analysis. For example, when considering soft skill formation
the role of social background and social experiences can be used drawing on the work of
Pierre Bourdieu (Bourdieu and Passeron, 1977; Bourdieu, 1989; Thompson, 1991). The
role of efficiency wages (Akerlof and Yellen, 1986) and job quality in secondary labour
market jobs (Doeringer and Piore, 1971) can be used to assess why employers may not
be able to attract appropriately skilled staff and how this may cause skills deficits.

Furthermore individual level analysis allows consideration of skills withdrawal through

breaches in the psychological contract and resultant attitudes (Rousseau, 1995; Guest,
2004 inter alia) and may help to explain why some employees’ skills deteriorate over
time. A final example is the manner in which the generic nature of soft skills and the
resultant fear of poaching may help to elucidate upon whether or not training 1s used as a

response to soft skills deficits, drawing on human capital theory (Baron and Kreps, 1999;



Crouch, 2004). All of these different disciplinary perspectives offer potentially pertinent
starting points for the analysis of soft skills deficits and this thesis will assess the relative
utility of a number of concepts to explain why soft skills deficits may occur in any given
workplace. The use of multiple concepts, although not a contribution per se, is a means

through which the other objectives of this thesis are met.

Whilst previous studies have attempted to utilise concepts from a number of disciplines
and use different levels of analysis, this is often incomplete. For example, the employee
level Skills Survey integrates both psychological notions of competence and job analysis
and sociological notions of discretion when measuring skills usage at the level of the
individual, whilst also considering monetary return for skills and training time commonly
used when assessing skill in the discipline of economics (Ashton et al., 1999; Felstead et

al., 2002; 2007). There is, however, no attempt to link skills deficits to particular

organisational contexts or employer policies, for example.

By utilising different levels of analysis; assessing employer context in terms of skills

demand, skills deficits and responses to deficits; drawing on a number of conceptual
resources; and considering skills withdrawal, this study, therefore seeks to add to the

literature on soft skills and soft skills deficits.
1.3 Research objectives and structure of thesis

The following objectives are to be examined within the thesis, consistent with the genesis

for the study and the conceptual and empirical rationales presented above. These are:

1. To examine how individuals believe soft skills are developed.

2. To establish the extent and pattern of soft skills deficits 1n Scotland as a whole 1n

terms of sectoral and occupational distribution.



3. To examine why soft skills deficits occur, taking into account the role of
individual employees, labour market conditions, workplace contexts and HR

policies.

4. To examine how and why employers respond to soft skills deficits and what the

most effective responses are, through examination of both macroeconomic data

and 1ndividual workplaces.

The literature review is contained in Chapters Two to Four. Chapter Two sets the
economic context to the study by assessing the growing importance of soft skills in the
UK economy and the structural reasons for this. Chapter Three then discusses the
concept of “skill’ and how this relates to the analysis of soft skills by drawing on
different disciplinary definitions of skill. The manner in which soft skills are developed
by individuals is also discussed in Chapter Three, drawing particularly on the social
element of their development and the work of Pierre Bourdieu. Chapter Four concludes
the literature review by assessing the role of government and, in particular employers, in
the soft skills deficit picture. This chapter discusses the possibility of government
intervention in addressing soft skills deficits before considering elements of employers’
HR policy which may alleviate soft skills deficits or contribute to them 1f not
implemented properly. The issue of skills withdrawal is also presented in Chapter Four

as a possible individual response to poor employer behaviour.

Chapter Five presents the methodology which begins by synthesising the literature
review and research objectives and developing research questions, propositions and sub-
hypotheses. The critical realist philosophy underlying the study is then discussed before
considering the research design in detail, the methods used and the tools and measures
used within each stage of the research. The research was designed in multiple stages in
order to firstly, ascertain the macroeconomic patterns before selecting case studies to

allow contextual depth. The Scottish ESS data from 2002 was analysed quantitatively to

ascertain the macroeconomic patterns. The case studies were then selected so as to allow

all the research objectives to be met. To this end an establishment reporting soft skills



deficits in the 2004 ESS, 1n a badly performing sector (Hotels and Restaurants) was
compared to another hotel where soft skills deficits were not reported. The establishment
reporting soft skills deficits had also responded to these deficits. An establishment not¢
reporting soft skills deficits in a comparable sector relatively unaffected by soft skills
deficits, Business Services, was also examined to allow investigation of soft skills issues

in a different sectoral context.

Within the establishments interviews were conducted with management and interviews
and focus groups conducted with employees, whilst all employed in each establishment
were also surveyed. This triangulation of methods not only allowed all relevant concepts
to be covered but the use of qualitative methods allowed a degree of depth not realised

within the ESS surveys.

Chapters Six to Ten then present the findings from the fieldwork following a logic based
upon decreasing levels of analysis. Chapter Six presents the macroeconomic findings
from the secondary data analysis of the ESS datasets in furtherance of research objectives
two and four. Chapters Seven and Eight then present the case study findings focussing on
skills demand and the labour market in Chapter Seven and the internal HR policies of the
firm in Chapter Eight. These chapters present the findings used to meet research
objectives three and four. The final findings chapters then focus upon individual reasons
for skills deficits. The way in which respondents believed soft skills were formed 1s
presented in Chapter Nine; and the issues of skills withdrawal, the psychological contract
and work attitudes in Chapter Ten. Chapter Nine thus addresses research objective one

whilst Chapter Ten addresses research objective three at the individual level.

Chapter Eleven then summarises the findings for each research question before
discussing the findings in the light of the conceptual and theoretical frameworks
discussed in chapters Two to Four. The conceptual themes that are covered relate to the

various level of analysis conducted. Analysis of the labour market draws on theories of

efficiency wages, dual labour markets and their effect on the ability to attract suitable

applicants. Organisational factors were also pertinent in explaining soft skills deficits,



particularly the manner in which organtisations engaged with the labour market and the
degree to which they strategically selected employees in line with their organisational
and brand requirements. Finally, individual factors were seen as related to skills
development, particularly social and work experiences, whilst skills withdrawal as a
result of individual disaffection was also evident. Chapter Twelve then presents the
overall conclusions drawn from the discussion in Chapter Eleven. This final chapter
discusses the implications for government policy makers and HR practitioners,
discussing the limitations of the study and highlighting areas for future research. The
conclusions also highlight how the conceptual robustness of soft skills has been

strengthened by the thesis.



CHAPTER TWO: THE IMPORTANCE OF SOFT SKILLS IN THE UK
ECONOMY

2.1 Introduction

The 1deal of the ‘knowledge’ or ‘high skills’ economy 1s one that is readily espoused by
some academics, policy makers and those in the business world and many would claim
that today in the UK, and indeed, throughout much of the developed world, we find
ourselves in such a position. This chapter aims to assess whether the high level technical
and cognitive reasoning skills associated with the knowledge economy are truly those
which are demanded by employers or whether other skills are of equal or greater
importance. The predominant objective of this chapter is, therefore, to show the types of
skills that employers are actually seeking in the UK labour market. Skills demand can be
seen to depart from the knowledge economy rhetoric in that soft, interpersonal and
generic skills are not only in great demand but also contribute strongly to deficiencies
reported by employers in prospective and current employees. By establishing these trends

in skills demand and skills deficits, the appropriateness of focusing on soft skills deficits

within this thesis, as discussed in the introduction, is established.

The chapter begins by defining what is meant by the ‘knowledge economy’ and
discussing types of work included within this model. The assumptions of the high skills

model are then questioned before discussing the reality of job creation within the UK and
the types of skills which employers demand and believe are lacking in the workforce.
The chapter concludes that despite the ‘knowledge economy’ rhetoric much job creation
is found in the service sector and that employers are constrained as much, 1f not more, by
problems associated with soft skills rather than high level cognitive, reasoning and

technical skills.



2.2 Characteristics of the knowledge economy

The first issue to be addressed 1s what is actually meant by the term ‘knowledge
economy’, ‘learning society’ or ‘high skills economy’, with these terms often used
interchangeably. There i1s general agreement that the model posits the advancement of
skills, learning and the level of knowledge in the economy in order to increase a
country’s competitive advantage. The ideal has been advocated by the UK’s New Labour
Government since their election in 1997. The Secretary of State for Education and
Employment stated, in 2000, that *...skills and learning must become the key
determinants of the economic prosperity and social cohesion of our country’ and that
‘economic performance depends increasingly upon talent and creativity’ (DFEE, 2000
p3). The 1dea that competitive advantage is to become based upon invention and
innovation rather than cost is a common theme alongside the idea that the creation of a
‘knowledge economy’ will lead to the end of low skilled jobs and the death of Fordist
methods of production (Crouch et al., 1999). ‘High skills’ are therefore important not
only in creating ideas and knowledge but also in implementing these 1deas in products
through new methods of productiog, better utilising the skills of workers in the process.
Economic prosperity, therefore, depends upon the knowledge of individuals rather than
restrictive work practices aimed at minimising skill and discretion through the micro-

division of labour.

Knowledge workers use their powers of innovation and creativity and information and
communication technologies (ICT) to engage in ‘systematic activity that traffics in data,
manipulates information and develops knowledge’ (Despres and Hiltrop, 1995 p3). The
characteristics and roles of the ‘knowledge worker’ are exemplified in the writings of,
Robert Reich, in his seminal piece ‘The Work of Nations’ (1992) which heralds the ‘new’
economic order of globalisation, intangibility and knowledge as the source of
competitive advantage. Reich describes knowledge workers as ‘symbolic analysts’ who

perform tasks related to problem identification and solution and the brokering of strategic

services. These are experts whose work involves conceptualising complex, often abstract

problems; defining solutions to these problems; and executing the outcomes, with their
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income dependent upon the quality of the solution and the degree of innovation which is

used.

Academia plays a central role in the creation of a knowledge economy. Most obviously
universities supply the highly educated symbolic analysts on which the knowledge
economy relies with the increasing participation of young people in higher education a
key government policy to this end in the UK (DFEE, 2000). Indeed, one of New
Labour’s key policy goals is to increase the supply of graduates 1n the labour market,
with the assumption that this will drive the knowledge economy. The most famous
example of this 1s the oft quoted 50 per cent figure’ with Labour’s 2001 election pledge
for a ‘... historic commitment to open higher education to half of all young people before

they are thirty’ (Blair, 2001 p20).

The increasing numbers of knowledgeable experts that companies within a knowledge
economy will have to employ also has implications for organisational behaviour and
design. The structures of organisations supposedly become flatter and more collegiate to
facilitate knowledge transfer and creation (Despres and Hiltrop, 1995). As managernial
control over knowledge and ideas may threaten professionals’ notoriously protective
sense of position and integrity, the management of expertise becomes analogous to
‘herding cats’ with professionals subsequently granted considerable autonomy

(Scarborough, 1996 p35). Such autonomy is also advocated by Ewart Keep (2000) who,

in his recommendations for ‘upskilling’ the Scottish labour market, extols the virtues of
‘high trust’ work systems at all levels of the organisation not simply for professionals.
Whilst the symbolic analysts operate within self managing networks ‘upskilled’ workers
throughout the organisation are, in theory therefore, increasingly allowed to use their
knowledge and skills as only they know best with work carried out by self managed

teams who control processes, even on production lines (Adler, 2004).
Some evidence suggests that the UK is indeed, moving towards this knowledge economy

ideal in certain high technology companies. Examples include the growth of high value

added regional biotechnology clusters in Oxford, Cambridge Manchester and Newcastle.
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In 1994 the UK accounted for 45per cent of a/l European biotechnology firms many
around the elite universities (Shohet, 1998). This clustering phenomenon is also evident
in Scotland with the growth of a high technology cluster in the ‘Silicon Glen’ area near
Livingston (Keep, 2000). By 2000 the UK was also the fourth highest producer of
optoelectronics in the world (DFEE, 2000). As a result of these successes the then
Minister for Education and Employment claimed that ‘we are improving our capacity to

turn ideas 1nto the products of the future’ (op cit pS emphasis added).

Further promising evidence is found in the growth of ICT employment, essential for the
information needs of a knowledge economy with the ICT industry described as *...the

paradigm sector for the future economy’ (Crouch, 2004; p107). Indeed, in terms of wage

returns, the use of ‘complex’ computing skills at work has been found to have a
particularly high wage premium (Felstead et al., 2007). One commentator estimated a
300 per cent increase in the IT workforce between 1982 and 2003, with ICT ability seen
as the most important source of contemporary human capital in modem economies
(Peneder, 2003). Research conducted by e-skills UK (the ICT Sector Skills Council) also
highlights positive developments consistent with a highly skilled knowledge economy.
Employment in computer software companies increased by 5 per cent in the third quarter

of 2003 with the employment of user support technicians increasing by 66 per cent (e-
skills, 2003). In the final quarter of 2003 employment in telecommunications services
and IT manufacturing had also increased (e-skills, 2004). The regular UK-wide Skills
Survey also reveals the increasing importance of computing skills in the economy with
the proportion of workers using computerised or automated equipment increasing from
40 per cent 1n 1986 to over 75 per cent in 2006 (Felstead et al., 2007). The proportion of
employees reporting that computer use was either essential or fairly important in their

jobs had also increased from 58 per cent to 74 per cent between 1997 and 2006 (ibid).

The UK also fares well internationally in terms of the number of graduates in the labour

market. The rate of higher education participation has increased greatly since the late

1980s with the biggest increase seen between 1988-91 where the participation rate
increased by twelve percentage points to 32 per cent of eighteen year olds (Perryman,
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2002a and 2003). Between 1989 and 1996 the number of first degree holders in the UK
increased by 89 per cent (Green and Sakamoto, 2001). When comparing the UK’s
university participation rates internationally the 32 per cent participation rate in 1999 was
superior to countries such as Denmark (5 per cent), Germany (8 per cent), Sweden (12
per cent) and the Netherlands (25 per cent) meaning that the UK is one of the top
performers 1n the OECD in terms of the number of young people in tertiary education
(Perryman, 2002a; 2003). The Skills Survey also reveals an increase 1n the skills level of
UK jobs. One key piece of evidence to this end 1s the increase in the demand for
graduates as the proportion of jobs requiring a degree had risen from approximately 20

per cent to 30 per cent from 1986 — 2006 (Felstead et al., 2007).

The UK ostensibly appears to be in a good position with a high degree of university
participation, a plentiful supply of graduates and employment growth within the ICT
sector, coupled with an enviable global position in certain technologies. However, the
position thus far has focussed on the ideal and some limited supportive evidence, both of
which need to be placed within the context of the economy as a whole. The high skills
assumptions of the knowledge economy are subsequently questioned. By assessing the
robustness of the model itself the vision of an economy predicated upon high level
reasoning, abstraction, innovation and technical skills can be questioned. This is done by

questioning the very term ‘knowledge work’ and questioning some of the positive

indicators above. The reality of job creation in the UK is then assessed alongside the

types of skills which really matter to employers.

2.3 Questioning the high skills presumptions of the knowledge economy

The logical place to start when assessing the knowledge economy 1s whether much
‘knowledge work’ really is worthy of the title, as it must be accepted that all work,
however, simplistic or menial requires some form of knowledge. However, the first point
of contention is whether much work classified as knowledge work 1s indeed, consistent
with what would be expected from the definition of ‘knowledge worker’ in the style of

Reich’s symbolic analysts. Darr and Warhurst (2004) highlight how occupations as
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diverse as musicians, call centre workers and even front-line workers in restaurants have
at one time or another been classified as knowledge workers, with the implication that
almost anyone can be classified as such just by using or applying knowledge. Indeed,
once the range of so-called knowledge workers 1s examined °...the sheer banality of the

description becomes clear’ (Warhurst and Thompson, 1998 p4).

Thompson et al (2001) differentiate between knowledge work and knowledgeability as
all workers are likely to be knowledgeable about their work and even F.W. Taylor
realised that all workers had tacit knowledge about their work that could not be captured
by management. As a result, simply being knowledgeable about work is clearly not the
same as using knowledge to add value via intangible ideas. Similarly, processing
information 1s clearly different from creating and using knowledge 1n the ‘symbolic
analytical’ manner outlined above. Thompson et al., (ibid) sum up the position by stating
that only 10 per cent of new jobs can actually be classified as knowledge work and, as
such, high level abstract analytical and reasoning skills are not as widely used as many

believe.

When examining work which involves routine information transfer such as in call centres
or back office data processing jobs work beyond mundane tasks is generally referred to a
superior (Warhurst and Thompson, 1998). Employees only, therefore, deal with
information in a predetermined and limited way. Within many call centres each,
customer interaction is frequently scripted and the employee has little control over the
interaction or the amount of discretion that can be exercised in their dealings with the
customer, with the employee tightly monitored through management control systems (see
Lewig and Dollard, 2003; Taylor and Bain, 1999, 2000). An illustrative example of this
1s Direct Line the insurance company. Direct Line’s systems guide their employees
through sales or customer queries on computer screens, 1n a predetermined step by step
manner, with occurrences outside of the situations displayed seen as too complicated for

the operator (Scarborough, 1996a). The operators are effectively de-skilled by this

technology as the thinking is done for them by a management system, separating
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thinking and doing much 1n the manner that Braverman (1974) identified when

examining the de-skilling of non-manual jobs throughout society.

When examining Peneder’s (2003) claim that the number of ICT jobs had increased by
300 per cent between 1982 and 2003. However, this data included users as well as ICT
experts, many of which are likely to be found in the kind of mundane data processing
work discussed above. Although the UK does have a relatively healthy ICT sector
compared to the EU as a whole the number of people employed in creating knowledge
systems 1s minimal. When examining EU wide data, the country with the highest
incidence of ICT occupations (rather than simply ICT users) was the Netherlands at 3.2
per cent of total employment with Ireland having the highest amount employed in the
ICT sector at 2.9 per cent. The UK’s figures were 1.8per cent of employment in ICT
occupations and 1.9 per cent in the ICT Sector, marginally above the EU average
employment rates of 1.8 and 1.3 per cent (SIBIS, 2003 pp 67-68). The amount of people
employed in ICT occupations and in the ICT sector remained low and certainly did not
appear to have the prominence that those advocating a knowledge economy would

suggest.

As stated in section 2.2 a knowledge economy requires highly educated people in order
to take on symbolic analytical work and create the ideas which drive the economy
forward. It was found that the UK is in a healthy position vis a vis the supply of
graduates in the labour market. If a high skills knowledge society truly 1s in evidence
then 1t would be expected that, if anything, firms would be constrained by the amount of
graduate labour on offer and that graduates would have few problems utilising their

‘graduateness’ in the workplace.

Despite the policy goal of enabling increasingly more young people to complete degree
courses and the fact that almost a third of 19 year olds in the UK are currently
participating in further education a number of studies suggest that graduates’ skills are
not being fully utilised. A number of ways have been used to measure the skills

utilisation of graduates with the most common being whether jobs required a degree
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upon entry (to assess whether ‘underemployment’ exists) and whether graduates believe

that they use either the knowledge or skills gained through their degree in their work
(‘underutilisation’) (Felstead et al., 2007). The second measure is rather less generous
than the first as graduates may well have required a degree to get their job but may not
feel that they actually need it to do their work. This ‘credentialism’ (Goos and Manning,
2007) may in part be stimulated by an over supply of graduates as employers make a

degree a pre-requisite of a job, even where one 1s not required.

The latest findings from the 2006 Skills Survey, directed at a representative sample of
British workers, asked the skills level needed to get jobs and whether or not respondents
believed that they were actually using these skills in work. The figures suggest that, the
government’s supply side interventions (i.e. increasing the number of graduates) are not
working as demand from employers for graduates currently lags behind supply. In 2006
it was estimated that the supply of degrees outstripped the number of jobs requiring a
degree by approximately 1.1 million, growing from an oversupply of “only’ 300,000 in
1986. The incidence of underemployment (i.e. graduates in jobs not requiring degrees) 1s

also accelerating and had more than doubled from 1997 — 2006 (Felstead et al., 2007).

Concurrent with this large degree of over qualification in the labour market, Felstead et
al (op cit) cite a slight increase in ‘credentialism’ at degree level and above, with
respondents reporting an increased tendency to believe that they were being ‘under
utilised” in the workplace. In 1986 81 per cent of respondents with degree level
qualification thought that their degrees were ‘essential or fairly necessary’ to do their job
whilst this figure had fallen, significantly, to 75 per cent in 2006. Furthermore, although
relatively few respondents with a degree in 2006 reported that their qualification was

‘totally unnecessary’ to do their jobs (9 per cent) this had almost doubled since 1986.

It could be expected, however, that if graduates are originally overqualified for work,
employers could ‘upskill’ and widen the content of jobs in order to accommodate their

skills or even transfer them on to graduate schemes (Elias and Purcell, 2001). Research

suggests that this does not happen and that once in a non-graduate job graduates are
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likely to stay there. Mason’s (2001) study of graduates in the service sector found that
graduates in non graduate work were left to compete for promotion on the same terms as
non graduates with little chance of being transferred to ‘graduate’ career tracks,
supporting research conducted in other sectors (Perryman, 2002b). Although Mason’s
study focussed on English service companies nationally representative research in
Scotland comes to similarly bleak conclusions regarding the upskilling of jobs and the
transfer on to graduate trainee programmes of over qualified’ graduates (Elias and
Purcell, 2001). There is, thus a wealth of evidence that graduates’ abilities, knowledge
and skills are not being used to the full.

Even within a knowledge economy, production needs to occur and 1t would be difficult

to define workers engaged directly in production as knowledge workers. However, that is
not to stop production workers from becoming ‘high skill’ workers, using their expertise
to the best effect in the flat ‘high trust’ organisations described above. Such technical
workers would typically be educated to sub-degree level and hold “level 3°
qualifications'. These workers, in theory can help to move the economy away from
competing via Fordist mass production and cost based competition towards competing

along the lines of product quality and productivity, both of which improve with the
expertise and knowledge of the worker (Keep and Mayhew, 1999).

The pattern of qualifications within the UK and employer demand for those with
intermediate, technical skills suggests that the high skills ideal has not been implemented
in intermediate workers any more than it has for those with higher qualifications. In

1998, only 18 per cent of UK adults had level three as their highest qualification level
compared to 51 per cent in Germany and 42 per cent in Japan (Green and Sakamoto,

2001 p130). In 2002 24 per cent of the UK population had the equivalent of level 3
qualifications whilst 8 per cent held higher education at sub-degree level (ONS, 2002).

The number of people with these ‘intermediate skills’ thus remains comparatively low

' Level 3 corresponds to A-levels, Scottish Higher Grades, NVQ advanced or equivalent (Ashton et al.,
1999; Felstead et al., 2002).
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and led the Secretary of State for Education and Skills in 2000 to opine that in the UK
the ¢...historic deficit in critical intermediate level skills persists’ (DFEE, 2000 p4).
There is some evidence for the assertion that employers are constrained by intermediate
level skills shortages from the nationally representative National Employers Skills
Surveys (NESS) conducted in England between 2003 — 2005 by the Learning and Skills
Council and their Scottish equivalent conducted by Futureskills Scotland (FSS) from
2002 — 2004 (see LSC, 2004; 2005; 2005a; 2006; 2006a and FSS, 2003; 2004; 2005). In
England, across all surveys, skills shortages (where a vacancy i1s hard to fill because
applicants lack the desired skills at the point of recruitment) were predominately in
technical and practical skills and in intermediate occupations (such as skilled trades and
associate professionals) and technical ‘low skill” occupations such as operatives.

Furthermore in Scotland, technical skills were the greatest cause of skills shortages, in

2003 and it was Skilled Trades occupations which were the worst afiected group.

Despite this fact it would be incorrect to state that employers are champing at the bit to
move towards high skills production. The skills shortages mentioned above were only
reported by approximately 2 per cent to 4 per cent of establishments 1n the respective
survey years in each country. Furthermore, because of the small number reporting any
skills shortages and the fact that the surveys were establishment based, this may show
problems with recruitment in particular local labour markets or for certain establishments

rather than the UK as a whole.

Closer examination of the employee level Skills Survey data quoted earlier shows that
despite the apparently low level of workers with intermediate skills in the UK, employer
demand still lags behind supply; and to an even greater extent than was apparent for
degree level qualifications. In 2006 the demand for level 3 qualifications lagged behind
supply by approximately 2 million people. As with the demand for degree level
qualifications, this situation has fluctuated between the years but had considerably

worsened since 1992 where the over-supply of level 3 qualifications was approximately

200,000 (Felstead et al., 2007). The story, however, does not end here as the demand for

employees with no qualifications vastly outstrips supply by almost 5 million (op cit).
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These macroeconomic findings suggest that employers demand a greater proportion of
workers with no qualifications than they do for all other levels of qualification combined.
Because of the reality of skills demand Keep and Mayhew (1999) reject the ‘high skills’
economy notion, stating instead that many UK organisations still compete on the basis of
cost requiring low skilled workers. The authors, however, realise that some organisations
do compete through adding value rather than cutting costs with a concomitant demand
for high skills workers. Keep and Mayhew conclude that whilst many jobs are low
skilled the UK is not purely in a low value added, low skills equilibrium between product

and labour markets, but rather in a mixed ‘high skills/low skills equilibrium’.

This polarisation of demand between high skills and low skills 1s widely held (see for
example, Brown, 2001) and is supported through econometric analysis of job creation.
Goos and Manning (2003; 2007) refer to this polarisation variously as ‘McJobs' (low
skill work typified by fast food restaurants) and ‘Macjobs’ (those requiring high skills
particularly in ICT) and ‘lovely’ and ‘lousy jobs’. When analysing the quality of jobs in
terms of wages, Goos and Manning (2007) report a growth in the top two deciles of the
wage distribution but a larger increase in jobs in the bottom two deciles, with contraction
of employment in all jobs paying in the third — eighth decile of the wage distribution.
Whilst there is growth at both the bottom and top of the wage distribution, therefore,
“middling” jobs have been disappearing’ (ibid; p70). It is not appropriate to see ourselves
in a high skill economy but perhaps rather in a ‘polarised’ economy, where many jobs
require a low level of technical skills and pay poorly as a result. The question therefore

arises as to the reality of job creation in this polarised economy and the subsequent effect

that this has on the skills which matter in the labour market

2.4 What types of jobs are being created?

Although jobs are created throughout the economy, the service sector in particular has

enjoyed particularly strong growth over the past 30 years. This growth has often been at
the expense of manufacturing employment. Westwood (2002) quotes a 50 per cent

decrease in the share of skilled manual workers in the economy 1n the last thirty years
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combined with an increase of approximately 100 per cent in service workers in shops,
restaurants and personal services. Recent LFS data confirms this fact. In October 2006
LFS data shows that 82 per cent of employment in the UK was in service industries
(including public services), compared to 11 per cent in manufacturing industries, 5 per
cent 1n construction and 1.5 per cent 1n the Agriculture, Mining and Energy industries
(ONS, 2006). Furthermore, the growth 1n the service industry has been much sharper
‘than other employment which has generally, declined. Table 2.1 shows the change in the
proportion of employment in the four broad sectors between 1984 and Winter 2005/6. It
can be seen that whilst employment in the primary industries fell by over half and
manufacturing employment declined by just under half, construction employment

increased by 0.3 of a percentage point and service industry employment grew by almost a

quarter. Given these figures it is safe to claim that the UK typifies a ‘service economy’.

Table 2.1: Changes in employment by industry 1984 — 2006
per cent total employment - Spring 1984

per cent total employment - Winter 05/0

Agriculture/Energy/Mining 4.9 2.3
Construction 7.7 8.0
Manufacturing 24.9 13

Services (inc. public sector 61.9 76.8

Source ONS 2006a

[t is howeve}, wrong to view the service sector as homogenous as 1t *...contains some
activities that use the most advanced skills (such as aspects of financial and health
services) with those that need very little (such as fast food outlets and cleaning
activities)” (Crouch, 2004, p104). Trends within the service sector typify the polarisation
of jobs in the whole economy. Table 2.2 breaks the employment growth identified above
down by constituent service sectors. It can be seen that the largest growth between 1984
and 2005 was in the Banking and Financial Services sector, a growth in employment of
almost 70 per cent, whilst the Public Sector also experienced employment growth of just

under 40 per cent. There was little change in the proportion of employment accounted for

by the Distribution, Hotels and Restaurants sub-sector, Transport and Communications

and Other Services, although the last of these sectors (including sewage, membership
organisations and recreational services) experienced a large relative increase of

approximately 20 per cent.
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Table 2.2: Employment growth within the service sector 1984 - 2006

per cent total employment | per cent total employment
- Spring 1984 - Winter 05/06
Distribution, Hotels and Restaurants * 20.3 19.2

6.3
9.3

6.8
15.8

Transport and Communications

Banking, Finance and Insurance, Other Business
Services

Public Administration, Education and Health 20.9 29.0-
Other Services 5.1 6.1

Source ONS, 2006a: Note “ This category collapses the Retail, Wholesale and Hotels and
Restaurants sub-sectors

By breaking down these sectors further (as the Distribution, Hotels and Restaurants and
Public sectors, in particular combine some very different activities) the total proportion
of jobs 1n autumn 2006 can be established for each sub-sector. These results are
presented in Table 2.3. It can be seen that only the Retail Trade, Business Services and
Health and Social Work each accounted for over 10 per cent of total jobs in the UK. As
indicated by the growth in the broad financial services sector, it 1s the Business Services
sub-sector which is the largest employer in the service sector housing 14 per cent of the
UK'’s employees. The Retail, Education, Hotels and Restaurants, Public Administration
and ‘Other’ service industries, in that order each comprised six — nine per cent of total

UK employment.

Table 2.3: Jobs in Service sub-sectors autumn 2006 (per cent total jobs 1n all sectors
Approx per cent total

jobs
Sale, Maintenance and Repair of Motor Vehicles, Sales of Fuel 2
Wholesale and Commission Trade 4

Retail Trade 1

Hotels and Restaurants
Air, Land and Water Transport

Activities Supporting Transport and Travel Agents
Post and Telecommunications

Financial Intermediation

Real Estate, Renting of Machinery Equipment and Goods

Computer, Research and Development and Other Business Activities
(Business Services)

Public Administration, Defence and Compulsory Social Security
Education

Health and Social Work
Other Services NEC

Source ONS, 2006
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Given the trends in Tables 2.2 and 2.3 it may seem surprising that there is an apparent
oversupply of workers with the highest qualifications and a demand for low level skills.
Business Service activities such as consultancy would seem to require symbolic
analytical skills 1n abundance, whilst many public-sector jobs in education and health,

require a professional education.

Goos and Manning’s (2003) analysis highlights that even within sub-sectors polarisation
1s apparent. In health, for example, although there has been an increased demand for
health professionals there has also been strong employment growth in low skilled
hospital ward and care assistants. Although there has been growth at the top end of the
wage distribution throughout the service sector in public service officers, health
professionals, engineers and technologists there has been strong growth at the bottom end
of the distribution in sales assistants, checkout operators, cooks, waiting staff, bar staff

and health assistants.

Many of these low skilled and low paid service jobs in which strong growth is apparent
rely on a rather different set of skills, than for example, Business Services. The majority
of employees in the Hospitality, Retail, and Wholesale trades and an increasing number
in industries such as Banking, Insurance and Real Estate services, for example, work on
the front line with customers. Dealing with the public is also one of the primary activities

associated with many public sector employees. This work is termed by Leidner (1993) as

‘Interactive service work’ requiring ¢...workers to interact directly with customers or

chients’ (p1). There is a contrast throughout the service sector of the centrality of this
interaction to their work. Management Consultants, for example, may be required to

interact with clients, but the service they provide is more concerned with the value added
through their symbolic analytical skills that are utilised to produce solutions for their.
clients’ needs. For front-line workers in hospitality and retail, however, dealing with
customers is, the central part of their job. This increasing focus on interactive services
and dealing with people has a concomitant effect on the skills which employers demand

in the labour market; especially in terms of “soft’ skills.

22



2.5 Which skills really matter to employers?

Jobs in which interactive service 1s the primary activity are not viewed as consistent with
the knowledge economy. Such work 1s, therefore often described as ‘low skill’ in the
sense that there is little technical element and the job has few cognitive demands (see for
example, Keep and Mayhew, 1999; Nickson et al., 2002; Payne, 2006). Nickson et al.,
for example, quote Riley’s (1996) assertion that approximately 64 per cent of hospitality
workers are either semi-skilled or unskilled. Furthermore, the authors realise that the
common perception of service work by many academic and journalistic commentators as
‘low skill’ or even “unskilled’ stems from the fact that the criteria used to denote skill are
often purely technical, as was demonstrated above when discussing knowledge work.
They argue that this approach is somewhat narrow and that although hospitality work
(and indeed, front-line service work in general) does not require a high degree of
technical skill, employers in the service sector predominantly demand a different set of

skills; soft skills.

As outlined in the introduction “soft skills* cover a number of facets of the individual
such as social and interpersonal skills, communication, working with others and self-
presentation (Grugulis et al., 2004; Korczynski, 2005). Such skills are especially
important for interactive service work due to the demands which such work makes of the
individual. Burns (1997) states that *...working in such an environment (service work)
requires more than the ability to operate a cash register; emotional demands are made of
employees to constantly be in positive joyful and even playful mood. An ability to cope
with such demands must be recognised as a “skill” par excellence’ (quoted 1n Nickson et
al., 2002 p38). This is supported by other writers who cite the emotional demands of
service work and the skills needed to regulate oneself; from Hochschild’s (2003) classic
study of airline stewardesses to Bolton’s (2004) appraisal of a number of elements of
service work from waiting tables to caring for the sick. As such it 1s soft skills which
service employers frequently demand at the point of entry into employment rather than
any technical skills which may be involved, such as experience of using till systems or

product knowledge (SCER, 2004; Nickson et al., 2005). Even 1n cases where a service
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job does require technical knowledge of both the service being provided and the systems -
used to provide the service, such as in banking call centres, employers select staff on the
basis of soft rather than technical skills (Callaghan and Thompson, 2002; Nickson et al.,
2005).

The importance of soft skills in the labour market can be established through analysis of
the skills which employees believe are important in their jobs and the perceptions of
employers regarding the skills of potential candidates and their own employees through
the 1ndividual level Skills Survey and representative employer establishment level skills
surveys carried out in England and Scotland. When examining the skills that individuals
believe are important in their jobs, the authors of the Skills Survey cite the increase in the
use of “generic skills” as further evidence of an upward trajectory in the skills content of
UK jobs (Felstead et al., 2007). Not all of these generic skills would be classified as
“soft’ skills (for example, physical skills, literacy, numeracy, checking skills and
technical know-how) and the authors do not use the term soft skills. There has, however,
been an increase in all generic skills aside from physical skills in the period 1997 — 2006.
When examining those which could conceivably be described as soft skills (influencing,

communication, problem-solving, planning and management) the rise in influencing

others (clients or colleagues) and planning skills have been especially prominent (ibid).

When examining occupational change the rise in the importance of generic skills from
1997 - 2006 had been especially prominent amongst ‘lower status’ occupational groups
which section 2.4 highlighted have been expanding. When examining the softer generic
skills the largest increases in the importance of problem solving skills were amongst
Sales and Elementary Occupations, whilst planning skills experienced particular growth
amongst Personal Service and Plant and Machine Operative occupations (ibid). Of those
generic skills which were identified which had a particular interpersonal nature the
largest increase in horizontal communication (i.e. with co-workers) skills was amongst
Sales and Elementary occupations, whilst client communication increased the most
amongst Sales occupations (1bid). Influencing skills have increased substantially in all

groups 1n the period aside from Professionals. Generic skills are, thus, of increasing
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importance in lower skilled occupations with certain interpersonal skills of particular

importance in jobs which may require a high degree of customer contact.

When examining the employer skills surveys, for the sake of expedience, it is the two
largest constituent countries in the UK which are focussed upon as it is these for which
there 1s most complete information available. The following data is obtained from the
English National Employer’s Skills Surveys (NESS) in 2003 - 2005 (LSC, 2004; 2004a;
2005; 2005a; and 2006) and from the Scottish Employers’ Skills Surveys (ESS) 2002 —
2004 (ESS, 2003; 2004, 2005).

As noted 1n section 2.3 when English employers reported skills shortages in potential
applicants these were predominantly in technical and practical skills. When examining
skills gaps in England, however, (which exist where managers 1n an establishment report
that at least one member of an occupational group is not fully proficient) it became
apparent that employers believed a mix of skills contributed to such gaps. In the NESS
conducted between 2003 — 2005 skills gaps were reported by 16 per cent — 22 per cent of
all establishments. Furthermore, it was soft skills which were the biggest cause of skills
gaps. Communication, customer handling and team-working skills (in that order) were
the largest cause of skills gaps in the 2003 and 2004 surveys reported by 47 per cent— 51
per cent of establishments with skills gaps. Technical and practical skills then followed
reported by 43 per cent ~ 45 per cent of establishments in 2003 and 2004 respectively

(LSC, 2005a). Team working and customer handling were also the two most common

causes of skills gaps in 2005 (LSC, 2006).

Examination of the Scottish data shows even greater problems in terms of soft skills. In
terms of skills shortages, Scottish employers reported the rate of hard to fill vacancies
was similar to their English counterparts, with only 4 per cent — 5 per cent of
establishments reporting a skills shortage in the survey years 2002 - 2004. Unlike
England, however, in Scotland it was sof? skills that were the biggest concern in two of
the three surveys. In the 2002 and 2004 surveys oral communication (reported by 47 per

cent and 57 per cent of establishments with a skills shortage) and customer handling (50
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per cent and 52 per cent) were the biggest cause of skills shortages. Although technical
and practical skills were the main constituent of skills shortages in 2003 they were only
ranked as the fifth and seventh most numerous causes of skills shortages in 2004 and
2002 respectively. This trend was even more pronounced when examining skills gaps.
The five soft skills identified by FSS (oral communication, customer handling, team-
working, problem solving and planning and organising) constituted the five most widely
reported causes of skills gaps in each survey wave, reported by 45 per cent — 63 per cent
of establishments with a skills gap. Of these skills planning and organising and customer

handling were the soft skills which affected establishments the most.

In England, the industries worst affected in terms of the proportion of vacancies which
could be attributed to skills shortages were primary and secondary industries, rather than
service industries. This appears consistent with the fact that it was predominantly
technical and practical skills, which one would associate with work in these sectors,
which constituted shortages. Skills gaps were, however, spread throughout a variety of
private and public service and manufacturing sectors. The English analyses also reported
on the specific types of skills gaps that affected each sector, with the types of skills
constituting gaps tending to follow the activities of the sector. Service sectors, therefore,
tended to experience gaps in the soft skills whilst primary and secondary sectors tended

to experience gaps in technical and practical skills.

In Scotland a mixture of primary, secondary and tertiary sectors experienced problems
with skills deficits in the three survey waves, although various service sectors (such as
public administration, utilities, business services and transport) were particularly badly
affected by skills shortages. Unfortunately, no detailed disaggregation of the types of
skills causing deficits was provided by sector highlighting the need for more detailed
analysis. Notwithstanding this aggregation, given the variety of sectors reporting deficits
and the high proportion of soft skills reported as causing skills shortages, this suggests
that employers may demand soft skills even in industries where dealing with the public is
not a primary end. The picture for internal skills gaps, however, showed greater intuitive

consistency between the types of skills in deficit and the sectors reporting skills deficits.
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Hotels and Restaurants reported particularly high skills gaps rates (skills gaps as a
proportion of all employees) 1n all three years with rates 25 per cent — 50 per cent greater
than the average. The Financial Intermediation, Retail, Public Administration and
Transport, Storage and Communication sectors all reported skills gaps rates 25 per cent
above the average in at least one of the survey waves. The levels of skills gaps in service
industries appear consistent with the fact that most skills gaps were in soft skills,
suggesting sectoral specific problems despite the absence of direct analysis of the types

of skills causing deficits within each sector.

Given the problem with soft skills gaps, and the assertion that jobs in which soft skills
are essential are frequently associated with ‘low skilled’ employees the types of
occupations affected by skills deficits needs to be briefly addressed. In England in 2003 —
2005 it was indeed, lower skilled occupations such as Sales, Elementary and Operative
occupations that had the highest skills gap rates, on occasion accounting for a greater
share of skills gaps than their share of employment. When directly examining some of
the types of skills that constituted skills gaps within various occupations ‘soft’ skills, for
example, team-working and oral communication, affected a number of occupations from
Elementary occupations to Managers and Senior Officials. The soft skills gaps that were
reported were, however, particularly concentrated in lower skilled occupations,
especially those with a customer focus. This reaffirms the finding that whilst soft skills
may be important in a number of occupations it is ‘lower’ skilled customer facing

employees who are apparently worst affected by soft skills gaps

For Scottish skills gaps it was also typically low skilled and customer facing statf which
appeared worst affected. In 2003 this was especially pronounced with Personal Service,
Sales and Customer Service, Machine Operatives and Elementary occupations all
reporting skills gap density rates (the proportion of all employees the economy who are
deemed as having skills gaps) of 11 per cent — 13 per cent, with the next worst affected
groups reporting a density of 8 per cent. In 2004, Elementary occupations (12 per cent),
Personal Service and Sales and Customer Service Staff (both 11 per cent) also had the

highest skills gap density rates. The Scottish data also specifically examined some of the
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types of skills which constituted gaps in different occupations, although this analysis was
again, incomplete. The general pattern across all surveys was that in higher skilled jobs
such as Managers and intermediate occupations such as Associate Professionals and
Administrators, problem solving and planning and organising were especially
i:)roblematic. Lower skilled occupations with a customer facing focus (such as Sales and
Customer Service, Personal Service and Elementary occupations), however, had
particular problems with customer handling skills whilst Operative occupations had large

gaps in oral communication. Team-working appeared problematic across all occupations.

The picture with skills gaps reaffirms the importance of soft skills in the economy. Soft
skills gaps appear to frequently materialise in service sectors and in lower skilled
customer facing occupations, especially in Scotland, although further systematic
disaggregation is necessary. Despite this apparent concentration of soft skills deficits 1n
services and low skilled occupations, there were deficits in certain soft skills, especially
planning and organising and problem solving, at higher organisational levels, showing
that soft skills deficits are not purely a problem in customer facing service staff.
Although job creation in jobs that utilise soft skills as the primary job activity appears to
have accounted for the majority of soft skills deficits, the size and growth of the
interactive service sector is not the only factor behind the growth in the importance of

soft skills.

Writers for a number of years have realised the importance of soft skills at higher
organisational levels, in all manner of organisations, even those outside the service
sector, One example of this is the classic work of Mintzberg (1973). Mintzberg identified
the roles of CEQs, in a number of different industries and formulated three groups of
activities which were common to all CEOs; interpersonal roles, decisional roles and
informational roles. 1t is the interpersonal roles which most explicitly utilise soft skills as
the manager is required to act as a figurehead, a leader and a hiaison point within the
organisation. Such skills require mastery of communication, self presentation, team-
working and even customer handling. Soft skills are, however, also used within

informational activities as the CEO acts, for example, as a spokesman for the
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organisation or as a negotiator. The work of CEOs provides a good example of the use of

soft skills in jobs for which soft skills do not constitute the primary job activity.

It is also the case that where ambitious and talented managers and executives fail this is
often due to a lack of soft skills rather than technical or cognitive skills. A study of 62
executives in top US companies concluded that ‘derailment’ (when an otherwise
promising executive 1s fired, forced to quit or receives no further promotions) tended to
be caused not by technical expertise but rather because of poor relationships and
interpersonal skills or else poor self-awareness and rigidity (Leslie and Van Velsor,
1996). As a result top companies often look for soft skills at the point of recruitment with

such skills being an essential part of the competencies which are required for selection

(Goleman, 1998).

Goleman (ibid) gives examples of high technology companies where soft skills were
seen as essential for success. Within large technology, petrochemical and medical
research facilities managers sought team-working, co-operation, relationship building,
leadership, the ability to influence and develop others and customer handling skills as
well as technical skills and knowledge. Such skills are included in competency analyses
of jobs and used to select the correct people. Goleman then extended his study to
examine 181 different positions in 121 varied companies and found that over two thirds
of the competencies deemed essential for a job were in what he termed “‘emotional
competencies’ i.e. the ability to manage one’s own emotions and those of others to
facilitate relationship building and co-operation. This led Goleman to conclude that
‘Compared to IQ and (technical) expertise emotional competence mattered wice as
much. This held true across all categories of jobs and in all kinds of organizations (sic)’

(1bad, p31 emphasis added).

Finally, evidence of the importance of soft skills in interactive service work for managers

as well as customer facing staff is provided by Du Gay (1996). In 1990-1 WH Smith
conducted a company wide employee survey of manager's competencies which

concluded that whilst managers had good technical and hard competencies they scored
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poorly on attributes such as instilling motivation and creating a 'happy work
environment'. In another of Du Gay’s case studies a company had changed from a JFDI
(Just Fucking Do 1t) approach towards a consultative and integrative approach to
managing staff. Indeed, within this case study interpersonal skills for managers were
seen as more important than vocational and technical skills such as cash control and

administration

Soft skills deficits in the UK thus, appear to be concentrated primarily in service work
and 1n lower skilled occupations although more direct analysis of these trends is needed.
The Employers’ Skills Surveys, however, show this picture was not absolute with soft
skills important across all jobs in the economy, a finding that has been replicated in
numerous other studies. Soft skills are important not just 1n customer facing interactive
service work but across organisations and at the highest organisational levels, although

deficits appear more prevalent where such skills are an essential job activity.

2.6 Chapter summary and conclusion

In summary, this chapter has sought to show the kind of economy 1n which the UK finds
itself, the types of skills which employers demand and employer perceptions of skills
deficits. This discussion has been utilised in order to show the importance of soft skills in
the economy and justify the focus of this thesis. The existence of the knowledge
economy in the UK, reliant on high level cognitive and abstract reasoning skaills, so

popular with policy makers and certain academic writers, has been shown to be

questionable. Notwithstanding this, it must be noted that examples of knowledge work
certainly exist and the UK can be seen as having knowledge economy ‘pockets’. Much
job creation, however, tends to be in low skill jobs and frequently 1n the service sector

and it would be more correct to depict the UK as a service or polarised economy rather

than a knowledge economy.

The type of economy that the UK possesses does, in turn, have an effect on the kinds of

skills which employers’ demand. Although the service sector itselt 1s heterogeneous
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many jobs in the sector are reliant not on technical expertise but rather soft interpersonal
and social skills. Even where service jobs are reliant on knowledge, high level reasoning
skills and technical expertise (for example, in professional and business services) soft
skills may still be an important concern. Concomitantly soft skills gaps appeared to aftect
service sectors and customer facing occupations to a large extent although there was
evidence of gaps in other sectors and occupations. This 1s consistent with previous
research leading to the conclusion that although soft skills are required 1n jobs throughout
the industrial and occupational spectrum, deficits are most likely 1n low skilled
occupations, especially where such skills are essential to the primary job function; such

as 1n interactive service work.

This chapter identified the importance of soft skills and service work to the UK economy
thus providing the rationale for the focus on soft skills and the subsequent focus on the
service sector. The reported skills survey findings also reveal incomplete sectoral and
occupational disaggregation and the need for systematic evaluation of the distribution of
soft skills deficits as required by research objective two (see Chapter One section 1.3).
Thus far, however, the question of what skills actually are has been viewed
unproblematically with certain skills simply classified as, for example, “soft’, ‘hard’ or
‘technical’ and any attributes demanded by employers described as “skills” until this
point. Little attention has been given as to how “skill” may be defined and whether soft
skills can realistically be described as skills. The previous discussion has also largely
accepted the oversiml;mliﬁed tenet that jobs which rely on soft skills as a primary activity,
such as front line service work are ‘low skilled’. Chapter Three thus seeks to build upon
this broad contextual discussion and elucidate upon the problematic and nuanced nature
of ‘skill’ by addressing the changing nature of skill; the appropriateness of
conceptualising soft skills as skills; and cautions which must be borne in mind when
examining employer demand for skills due to the nature of the way 1n which the concept
of skill is socially constructed. The next chapter thus seeks to conceptually underpin the

types of skills that this chapter has identified as essential in the contemporary economy.
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CHAPTER THREE: THE CHANGING MEANING OF SKILL AND SOFT
SKILL FORMATION

3.1 Introduction

As stated 1n the conclusion to Chapter Two, the concept of skill has, thus far, been
viewed simplistically in terms of 'high skilled' workers using technical and cognitive
skills and 'low skilled’ employees who do not use such capabilities. Many of these low
skilled employees are in jobs where the display of soft skills 1s the central purpose of the
role; particularly those in interactive service employment. Because of this association
with low skilled employment the question arises as to whether soft skills really are skills
at all, or whether they are simply inherent characteristics of workers such as personality
or attitudes. This problem is also apparent in the way that, thus far, skill has been
primarily conceptualised only in terms of employer demand, with the qualities that -
employers look for in their workers seen as constituting ‘skills’ without any real
examination of what the term skill means and the way in which this differs from other

worker characternstics.

The aim of this chapter is to establish different perspectives on the meaning of skill and
show how the term has evolved beyond a vocational and technocentric view. The
appropriateness of defining soft skills as skills is then discussed as this conceptualisation

1s relevant to all of the research objectives outlined in Chapter One. It 1s concluded that
although some caution must be exercised as, on occasion, employer demand for soft
“skills’ includes characteristics which are not really skills, it is, indeed, largely

appropriate to conceptualise soft skills as skills.

The chapter also considers how individuals develop soft skills, 1n furtherance of research

objective one (see Chapter One section 1.3). The issue of soft skill formation 1s essential
for understanding in whom deficits may occur and why. Whilst considering the
importance of individual traits such as personality, the discussion draws on the preceding

argument that the term skill denotes more than inherent characteristics. In this vein and
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because soft skills are largely reliant on social interaction, it is concluded that they are
developed through the accumulation of various social resources and experiences. The
discussion on soft skills development 1s, therefore, framed within Bourdieu’s theory of
social, cultural, educational and economic capital, all of which are seen as beneficial in
building social competence, especially 1n the kind of (formal) situations which are

commonplace in the world of work.

3.2 Soft skills - an introduction

Soft skills are heterogeneous and a number of alternative terms have been used to
describe them including basic, generic or transferable (Payne, 2006). They are unrelated
to any particular academic discipline, vocation or profession and can be used throughout
the labour market (NSTF, 2000; Felstead et al. 2002). Their interpersonal and social
nature is also generally agreed upon along with the fact that they are of particular
concern within interpersonal services (see for example, Brown, 2001; Grugulis et al,,
2004; Korzyncski, 2005; Payne, 2006). As soft skills involve social display and dealing
with people it is necessary for individuals to manage themselves in social situations in
order to be described as possessing such skills. Individuals need to 'self monitor' (Snyder,
1987) and display ‘emotional intelligence’ (Goleman, 1996; 1998) so that they can
effectively deal with others socially. That is, individuals need to manage their own

behaviour, empathise with the position of others and know how to react depending upon

how others are feeling.

The general approach by writers defining what soft skills actually are has been
taxonomical with skills often identified as 'soft’ or hard' on a post hoc basis after
identifying activities which are important in the workplace. Such taxonomical reviews
have identified a number of skills as falling within the ‘soft’ definition including
communication, customer handling, team-working, self presentation, planning and
organising, problem solving, leadership and the ability to learn (see for example,
Harvard, 1997; Futureskills Scotland 2003, 2004, 2005, 2007; Futureskills Wales, 2003;
Grugulis and Vincent, 2004; Grugulis et al., 2004; LSC, 2004, 2005, 2006, 2006a).
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A number of similarities exist between the skills identified as ‘soft’ and the previous
assertion in this chapter that such skills are generically applicable to any number of
workplaces and are concerned with interpersonal behaviour, intrapersonal self-
management and the regulation of social encounters. Problems do arise, however, when
applying these criteria to skills such as planning and organising, problem solving and the
ability to learn. The last of these 1s, perhaps, least consistent with the soft definition as it
1s most closely associated with cognitive ability (Haslam, 2007). Skills such as planning
and organising and problem solving, however, create something more of a quandary. It
cannot be denied that problem solving has a cognitive element and to a lesser extent
planning and organising. Problem solving may also rely on specialised knowledge of a
particular kind, for example, mathematics, depending upon the nature of the problem

- being solved. However, the terms are non- specific and could relate to any number of
activities, both social and cognitive. Whether planning and organising and problem
solving can be viewed as soft or hard skills depends very much on the context in which
they are being used. Such activities may thus fall between “soft’, interpersonal and
intrapersonal skills and 'hard' skills reliant on cognitive ability and intelligence. Planning
and organising and problem solving do, however, appear to have enough consistencies
with other soft skills to be considered alongside these in subsequent analyses, whilst

recognising that the form these take may differ depending upon the context.

Bringing the characteristics of soft skills together a working definition 1s thus formed.

Soft skills are generic, non-technical and not reliant on abstract reasoning or cognition,

involving interpersonal and intrapersonal abilities to facilitate mastered performance in
social situations. 1t is this definition which is used when discussing soft skills throughout

this thesis.

3.3 What is meant by “skill’? Disciplinary definitions and developments

The discipline of psychology focuses on the way that skills are developed to enable
individuals to perform discrete tasks. The discipline of economics, however, views skills

as a factor of production and considers the way that skills are used by firms within the
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economy, the means used to indicate to employers that an individual has acquired certain
skills (qualifications) and the economic return to individuals for investing in skill
acquisition. Sociology, on the other hand, analyses skill at the group level, with types of
skills possessed by certain groups used to differentiate themselves from other groups.
Sociological approaches to skill also consider not only the skill of the individual but the
manner in which the work and organisational context (for example, the degree of
discretion allowed) effects the amount of skill required 1n a particular job. Critical
sociology expands the concept of skill further to examine the way 1n which skills are
socially constructed by groups to meet their own ends, whether this is to gain status and
power or to control particular processes. Despite differences between the perspectives in
the way in which skill is conceptualised, certain similarities do exist, namely the idea of
learning, mastery and adaptation in the face of uncertainty. The way n which the
meaning of skill is broadening to cover non-technical and non-cognitive elements is also

a common theme.

From a psychological viewpoint skills are leamed by an individual over time and relate
to specific competencies on discrete tasks (Landy, 1989). The distinction 1s made
between abilities and skills with the former related to general traits that are observed
across a number of tasks and the latter concerned with the performance of specific tasks

(Fleishman and Quaintance 1984). Skill is thus seen as '...the level of proficiency attained

on the task as a function of the level of ability...and the particular strategies developed in
the task situation' (Landy, 1989 p677). From the classical psychological viewpoint an
individual would have many specific skills related to the tasks which they perform, with
skill becoming greater as familiarity with the task increases, adaptation by the individual
ensues and specific habits are acquired. Using these criteria, skill on a given task could
possibly become 'automatic' over time as the individual is effectively trained via either
external means or through their own efforts, to optimise their task performance. Perhaps
because of this automation developed over time, the psychological literature had
traditionally focused on physical ability and motor skills such as reaction time and the

improvement in strategies to perform relatively simple tasks (see for example, Fleishman
and Quaintance, 1984; Warr, 1971)
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Other personal constructs such as fraits and attitudes are distinguished from the concept

of skill due to their lack of task centrality. Skills are considered to be learned and
developed, whereas traits, 1n particular, are thought to be partially innate. For example,
numerous studies have depicted the trend that personality tends to be fixed and stable by
the time an adult reaches 30, with stability increasing after the age of about 20 due to
maturity (McCrae and Costa, 2005). These findings on personality appear to 'apply to
virtually everyone' whether they be male or female, black or white (1bid, p4).

More recent conceptualisations of intelligence within psychology have expanded from
simply cognitive ability to include non-cognitive dimensions indicating the manner in
which the concept of ability (which underlies skills) 1s changing. Examples include tacit
knowledge and applied intelligence (Sternberg, 1996); Gardner’s (1983) multiple
intelligences which include bodily co-ordination, social intelligence, musical and creative
intelligence; and emotional intelligence (EI) (Goleman, 1996; 1998). Although
intelligence itself is not a skill, EI, for example, is thought to improve over time, can be
learnt in the same way that a skill can, and facilitates improved nterpersonal relations. EI
requires empathy with others and an understanding of their feelings and reactions to
manage the way in which an individual acts in social situations (1bid). This expansion 1n
the conceptualisation of intelligence is consistent with the abilities that are needed n

order to develop soft skills.

Further evidence of the growing importance of soft skills within psychology is the
concept of ‘contextual performance’. This type of performance 1s seen as distinct from
‘task performance’ which relates to performance on specific technical aspects of the job
in the traditional sense of the psychological notion of skill (Motowidlo and Schmit,
1999). Contextual performance, however, ¢...maintains the broader organizational social
and psychological environments in which the technical core must function’ (ibid, p60).
The effectiveness with which contextual performance is carried out requires a degree of
skill related to an understanding of the social environment, with skill improving as the
individual becomes more familiar with the social context of the organisation and

develops appropriate strategies on how to behave. Contextual performance is thus reliant
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on social skill whilst also accepting that the social context of the organisation has a
bearing on the way on which skills are developed and displayed. There is a criticism of
the contextual performance construct as it 1s seen as occurring outwith the job, whilst in
certain jobs, such as in front-line interactive service work, the use of social skills is
integral to the task. Motowidlo and Schmit, however, explicitly state that the growth in
jobs requiring customer service means that the importance of contextual performance and

social skill 1s increasing.

For economists, skill is traditionally determined by the monetary investment in training
made by an individual and the value added (in monetary terms) by an individual in the
workplace (Attewell, 1990). From an economic viewpoint scarcer skills that are harder to
obtain and have a longer training time hold a higher market value than those which are
more common. Indeed, the skills survey researchers use evidence of the increasing
demand for higher education qualifications alongside the growth in proportion of jobs
requiring more than two years training and the reduction of jobs requiring less than one
months learning, as evidence that the skills content of UK jobs 1s increasing (Felstead et
al., 2007). Economic analysis on the value of skills 1s traditionally denived from Human
Capital Theory, which posits that a rational individual will invest 1n education if they
believe that doing so will increase their market value in the form of wages (Elliot, 1991).
The skill of an individual is thus neatly packaged in the form of qualifications and
credentials, with the firm compensating the individual for attaining the level of skill
which such qualifications signify (Spence, 1973; Crouch, 2005). The income foregone by

remaining in education is compensated for by increased earnings upon leaving said

education, assuming that the extra income will be greater than that eschewed in favour of
vesting in human capital (Elliot, 1991). Within this theory, importantly, qualifications
act as “signals’ for scientific and technical skills (Spence, 1973), with human capital

theory effectively concerned with specialised technical knowledge and skill with workers

reduced to ¢...a bundle of technical skills that are fed in to the economy’ (Brown, 2001;
pl3).

As in psychology, however, soft “non-cognitive’ skills are becoming included in analysis
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of human capital, most notably 1n the work of US Noble Laureate James, J Heckman and
his colleagues. Indeed, Heckman and Rubinstein (2001) state that ‘It is thus surprising
that academic discussion of skill and skill formation almost exclusively focus on
measures of cognitive ability...The early literature on human capital...ignores non-
cognitive traits entirely. The signalling literature...emphasized that education was a
signal of a one-dimensional ability usually interpreted as a cognitive skill’ (p145).
Heckman instead states that the full spectrum of skills, cognitive and non-cognitive,
which are important in the contemporary economy should be considered and that
conventional analyses of human capital theory and skills policy interventions should be
adapted to consider the ‘socially useful skills embodied 1n persons’ 1.e. soft skills
(Heckman, 2000 p4). The ignorance of the importance of non-cognitive skills by those
who formulate education policy is in part because of the ‘lack of any reliable measure of
them’ which is in stark contrast to certified educational attainment and long established
measures of IQ (Heckman and Rubinstein, 2001 p145). Heckman (2000) concludes that
whilst education attainment is important, non-cognitive skills are essential in today’s

economy to secure employment, and that employers are as concerned with these softer

skill as with hard skills.

Notwithstanding Heckman’s critique of the lack of progress made in measuring non-
cognitive skills, even within educational qualifications the notion of skill 1s expanding.
Indeed, education policy within the UK has shifted away from purely technical and
vocational skills to also include generic or transferable skills. Within vocational
education and training (VET) in the UK, ‘generic’ skills (referred to originally as “core
skills”) are now taught alongside cognitive technical skills (Green, A, 1998). The concept
of 'core skill' was primarily stimulated by mass youth unemployment in the 1970s
alongside concerns from employers that young recruits lacked certain 'social' and 'life’
skills, which were then subsequently introduced on to National Vocational Qualifications
(NVQs) curricula (ibid). The concept of core skills 1s one that UK governments continue
to be keen to enforce and presently cover a range of generic skills that are seen to aid
young people once in employment across all post 16 routes outwith higher education.

These skills cover both cognitive and non-cognitive skills such as numeracy, IT, problem
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solving, communication and working with others, and are now referred to as ‘key skills’
in England, Wales and Northern Ireland whilst retaining the label core skills’ in
Scotland (DIUS, 2007; SQA, 2007).

The perspective of skill within those developing skill measurements at the level of the
economy has thus moved away from notions of simply technical accreditation towards a
focus on generic and soft skills. The fact that these are included within education
indicates that, for policy makers at least, generic skills, including soft skills, can be
learned, developed and mastered. Indeed, Heckman (2000) 1s cognisant of this point and
believes that one of the reasons that soft non-cognitive skills are overlooked by both
policy makers and academics is because they are learned and developed within the
family and during life, often away from educational institutions. Informal learning is

learning nonetheless and skills remain skills wherever or however, they are learned.

A perspective which bridges the ideas of economics and sociology 1s the Marxist
tradition which analyses not only the way in which proletariat labour creates surplus
value for the bourgeoisie but also the skills which differ within the proletanat. Although
Karl Marx himself had little to say on ‘skill’ directly, the notion of skilled labour 1s still
evident in his discussion of class formation and the notion of a labour anstocracy. In the
Marxist sense skill comes from the craft tradition with skilled labourers investing 1n the
acquisition of the necessary skills to become craftsmen alongside knowledge of the
methods of production (Braverman, 1974). The mastery of a trade denotes work as
skilled as such high levels of competence and control over the labour process, enables
workers to deal with unusual situations as they arise, rather than simply following a pre-
determined pattern (Ainley, 1993). Mastery is achieved through intimate knowledge of
the work and production process in ways that those outwith the ‘craft’ cannot grasp, and
such mastery implies that individuals can cope with anything which comes their way in
the course of their work. The mastery of a trade is used by the labour aristocracy to their

advantage in terms of the value of their labour (wages). Those not possessing knowledge

of the trade are excluded from the artisan’s activities. As a result, the labour aristocracy

has scarcity value giving them bargaining power (Attewell, 1990)

39



The traditional Marxist perspective does, therefore, see skill as related to technical ability
in specific tasks, in a way broadly similar to both traditional psychology and economics.
The idea of craft mastery 1s also central to the de-skilling hypothesis of Braverman
(1974). Braverman asserted that the spread of scientific management and Fordist
methods of work organisation had led to de-skilling in the manufacturing process as
workers now had little autonomy over their work and simply did repetitive tasks as
dictated by management. Furthermore, Braverman believed that this process was being
mirrored within white collar as well as blue collar jobs. Reducing a task to such simple
terms thus removes the element of any skill as the individual cannot master the process
and respond to uncertainties as they arise (Ainley, 1993). The declining craft tradition
had thus led to the micro-division of labour and production line work where little control
over the overall process or product by workers was allowed. Workers, therefore, lost

discretion over the task, with discretion seen by sociologists as an essential determinant

of skill (Noon and Blyton, 2002; Green. 2006).

The centrality of discretion to analysis of skill has traditionally been less of a concern in
economics although contemporary economists are increasingly realising the importance
of this key concept. Indeed, Francis Green (2006) bemoans the attention paid to
discretion throughout the social sciences. The skills survey and its precursors examined
discretion and although not associating skill directly with discretion notes that these
concepts tend to be correlated at least at a theoretical level (Felstead et al., 2007 see also
Green, 2006). The skills survey authors note a paradox in the ostensibly higher levels of
skills required in UK jobs alongside an erosion of discretion. When examining whether
employees reported that they had a ‘great deal’ of influence over how hard they work,
what and how tasks were done and quality standards the proportions answering that they
did fell by between 13-18 percentage points from 1992 — 2006 (1bid). Green (2006) notes
a similar decline in those reporting that they had ‘a great deal of choice’ in how they
carried out their work from 1986 — 2001. From a sociologist’s viewpoint, these trends
would be taken as evidence that skill levels are declining and that some of Braverman’s

fears have been realised.
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The traditional association of skill with manual craft workers in sociological enquiry and
the privileged status of technical cognitive and physical tasks is an example of how the
definition of activities as ‘skilled’ 1s socially constructed. When examining the concept
of skill and status, Ainley (1993) believed that 'There 1s always a triangular definition of
skill that comprises not only the person performing the task and the social estimation of
the skill involved in it but also the task itself” (p21 emphasis added). Thus, the status of
the individual as ‘skilled’ exists as a socially constructed opinion of which tasks are
considered as more worthy and difficult to master than others. The distinction in the
previous chapter between the rhetoric of the high skilled knowledge economy in the UK

and the reality of the polarised high skill/low skill service economy, illustrates this point

nicely.

As within economics and psychology, however, the techno-centric view above is
changing with the acceptance of social competencies and of the importance of soft skills.
Even some following the Marxist tradition have attempted to move the argument on from
the 'polemical denunciation' of Braverman's de-skilling argument (Adler, 2004 p245).
Adler explicitly poiints to the socialisation of the production process as a form of up-
skilling stating that even within some production line work methods are decided upon by
management and workers with an emphasis on task socialisation and team
interdependence to solve problems and devise appropriate coping strategies. The
integration of semi-autonomous team-working and employee involvement, amongst
other practices, into work design has been called, variously, ‘high commitment work
practices’ or ‘high performance work systems’ (Harley, 2005). It is thus through greater
social interaction that groups master tasks and maintain control over work processes;
which can aid both firm performance and also improve the quality of working life
through worker empowerment (ibid; Adler, 2004). Adler believes that developments in
socialising the production process to facilitate team-working and interdependence in this
manner require greater interactive and social (i.e. soft) skills. Even within work that has a
technical focus, therefore, soft skills have been increasing and by utilising soft skills
workers can improve mastery of the task via group decision making processes. It must be

stated that there is some debate about the extent to which such socialised high
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performance work systems do generally involve worker input in task design and the
maintenance of discretion, with many examples of organisational rhetoric not matching
the reality as experienced by workers (see for example, Danford et al., 2004; Harley,
2005). Notwithstanding this debate, the theoretical point made by Adler still remains and

15 a significant departure from traditional technocentric conceptualisations of skill.

A further departure from the technocratic school of thought regarding skill is the so-
called ‘ethnomethodologist perspective’ (Attewell, 1990). Such writers see skill in a
somewhat different light to those espousing that skill is purely a technical, cognitive or
vocational phenomenon. Ethnomethodologists instead see all human activity as complex
not just that associated with technical competence. Tasks that have become embodied
and that are performed unconsciously reflect a high degree of learning and expertise and
are therefore highly skilled (ibid). It is through social expenence and learning that
individuals master how to behave in certain situations, with skilled behaviour reflecting
mastery of the social context as well as technical or cognitive abilities. It is not so much
the content of an activity that defines it as being skilled but rather the degree to which an
individual has had to leamn and master the activity, which separates skilled from unskailled
behaviour. This mastery may be in the form of technical, expertise or specific knowledge

exercised on a job but it may just as easily be in terms of social skills.

It 1s this last point that provides the commonalities between particular perspectives. Al

perspectives when describing skills talk of the need to learn and master activities in order
to differentiate one as skilled or unskilled. In psychology, skills are firmly embedded
within particular tasks but it is learned strategies developed on these tasks that separate
skill from ability. With