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Closing Ireland’s skills gap,
accelerating economic
growth and preparing for
the jobs of tomorrow
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Summary
Findings
By innovating in our approach to
solving skills deficits and preparing
our young people for the jobs of the
future, Ireland Inc has an opportunity
to grow our economy through
further foreign direct investment
(FDI) and improve the prospects
of home-grown businesses and
entrepreneurs.

By finding new ways for academia,
government and industry to
collaborate, we can create pathways
that will ensure a strong talent
pipeline to support a fast-changing
workplace, well into the twenty-first
century.

Summary
Findings

Accenture’s Learning to Lead research of teachers, parents, young
adults and employers highlights the challenges we all face. The
education-to-employment journey is made up of incremental steps
– from school, to college, and to the workplace – that are often
disconnected despite a common purpose. While each step is an
important stage in its own right, there is evidence that they operate
in silos to the detriment of students, who may be unaware of career
opportunities in a fast-changing jobs market, and employers, who
struggle to find employees with the skills they need.

Government acknowledges the challenge in the National Skills
Strategy 2025 report1, pointing to the need for better alignment
between education sectors; for greater collaboration and an
understanding of progression pathways; and involving employers in
“the development and provision of learning to ensure its relevance to
the needs of the workplace”.
The Learning to Lead report reinforces the importance of this
strategy. While they are stops on the same education-to-employment
journey, educators and employers have different
views of the situation.
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66%

36%

23%

13%

Almost two thirds of teachers believe that the way subjects are taught
in school equips students adequately for the working world. Yet, only
36 percent of surveyed businesses think that education is moving in
the same direction as industry, and only 23 percent think it’s keeping
pace with industry needs. Just 13 percent believe graduates are very
well equipped to meet the needs of the future workforce.

1
As part of the Action Plan for Jobs 2015, the Department of Education and Skills has developed a new
National Skills Strategy 2025 – Ireland’s Future.

Opposing
Views
These diametrically opposed views
reflect difficulties in developing a
future-ready workforce that are not
unique to Ireland. Skills shortages
and mismatches are common
across developed countries2 ,
impacting on national economies
because companies are unable
to find the talent their businesses
need. Innovation and growth are
stifled.
2
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Getting Skills Right: Assessing and Anticipating Changing Skill Needs’,
OECD, 2016
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Industry provides internal training which goes some way to bridging the skills
deficit and better aligning people to jobs. In the last three years, almost 6 in 10 (58
percent) of surveyed companies claim that the type of training has changed, with
over a quarter having a greater focus on IT. However, 60 percent of employers have
not increased their investment in the training and development of employees in
relation to new skills.

%

58

58 percent of surveyed companies
claim that the type of training has
changed with over a quarter having a
greater focus on IT.

60

%

However, 60 percent of employers have not
increased their investment in the training
and development of employees in relation
to new skills.

Opportunity for Ireland to lead
on future workplace skills

Alastair Blair,

Country Managing Director,
Accenture in Ireland

We know the pace of change in the next five years
will be even more relentless. We can only hazard
calculated guesses on what problems our clients
will be asking us to solve. Yet, this is the world we
are trying to prepare students to work in. If we want
Ireland to continue to provide a talent pool for the
innovative companies based here, we must think
hard about what they will need.
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One thing is certain, their problems will not be
solved by just having people who understand their
discipline and their discipline alone.

“

If we want Ireland
to continue to provide
a talent pool for the
innovative companies
based here, we must
think hard about what
they will need.

“

Our work at Accenture is all about responding to
clients who are in turn responding to the needs
of their customers. It doesn’t matter if they are in
government, financial services, health or retail, they
are all under enormous pressure to stay relevant and
meet the demands of increasingly savvy customers.
The consequence is that all of these companies
are doing things now that they were incapable of
doing five years ago, harnessing huge advances in
technology to innovate and engage with people in
more meaningful and efficient ways.

Meeting of the waters
Accenture has operated in Ireland
for over 50 years, and among the
many lessons we’ve learned in this
time is that problems can’t be solved
by people who understand their
discipline alone. As we look to the
future of work in Ireland, we need
to create workplace environments
built around multi-disciplinary teams
where the whole is greater than the
sum of the parts.
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We need a skills confluence, a meeting of the
waters, where employees have a depth of skills
in a particular area along with transferrable ‘soft’
skills and a broad outlook.
Core degree specialisations are important, but
misleadingly labelled ‘soft skills’ will be just as
pivotal in the future workforce - an ability to
solve problems, to work collaboratively and
use investigative techniques and emotional
intelligence to cut through complex issues around
next-generation products and services

So how do we get there?
We have a fine education system that has helped
make Ireland an attractive place for companies
to set up business. We have powerful synergies
between universities and tech clusters that benefit
everyone. But there are challenges earlier in the
education journey, at second level, where the
focus is more on aptitude than attitude.

In a points-weighted Leaving Cert cycle we reward
people who have the aptitude to knuckle down
and do what’s required. But I’d argue that young
people with the right attitude – an openness to
learning and an adaptability – are much better
equipped for taking on board new skills that will
serve them well in future jobs. With the pressure
of points, students inevitably focus on their
strengths, not weaknesses, which means they
miss the chance to broaden their horizons.

Depth and breadth of skills
This narrowing down in secondary schools is offset by third
level, where broadening skills and cultivating work readiness is
now a mission for many academic leaders.

“

And we need to act fast
because it could take the
best part of a decade for
the first graduates of any
enhanced educationto-employment journey
to make it into the
workplace.

“

9

ALASTAIR BLAIR

This means we have to unwire some of the
hardwiring in education, not all of it, to meet
the needs of future skills. And we need to act
fast because it could take the best part of a
decade for the first graduates of any enhanced
education-to-employment journey to make it into
the workplace.
There is a real opportunity for Ireland if we get
this right. As a country, we are big enough to
be relevant and small enough to be nimble. We
have punched above our weight in growing and
sustaining FDI; now we have to be nimble and
ensure we have a talent pool in place for new and
emerging jobs.

We need to execute on government plans, like
the National Skills Strategy 2025, and focus more
on the kinds of jobs businesses are going to
need. Because if we fail to sustain a sector like life
sciences, for example, there is no guarantee that
the 40-50,000 people it currently employs will
stay employed.

Ireland is a young country – a third of
our people are under 25 - and there’s
been a huge influx of diverse people
with fresh ideas and enthusiasm that
have enriched our culture.
Let’s rethink what we do with all their spark and drive,
because there is a real opportunity to lead the way in
creating a talented workforce that can meet the fastchanging demands of consumers and citizens in the
years ahead.
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What future workplaces will need
Ireland differs from most countries
in having a unique window into what
future jobs might look like.
67

The IDA Ireland’s success in attracting high levels
of FDI has led to multinational pharmaceutical,
MedTech, internet and technology companies
locating here – often with an EMEA (Europe, the
Middle East and Africa) headquarters. Successful
indigenous companies and start-ups provide
further clues on where the world of work is
heading.
Bringing together different sectors and
businesses will help identify talent pipelines that
will continue to fuel Ireland’s economic growth.
Public and private collaboration is acknowledged
in this report as a way to close skills gaps and
prepare Ireland for new ways of working.
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67%
Adults

89%

91%
93%
93 percent of HR professionals agree that
more consultation between industry and
education is needed; 91 percent agree
that industry needs to do more to support
academia to help nurture the workforce of the
future.

Parents

78%

Teachers

Teachers (78 percent), parents (89 percent)
and young adults (67 percent) agree that
there needs to be more consultation between
industry and education to ensure the future
workforce is prepared in the right way.

While we can’t second-guess
consultation outcomes, we already
have indictors of what skills will be
needed in the future.
Life sciences is a key growth area for Ireland, one
that blurs lines across pharmaceuticals, biotech,
MedTech and food science. The importance of
STEM (Science, Technology, Engineering and
Mathematics) education to the sector is understood;
less appreciated is a growing demand for skills that
span sales, marketing, product development and
regulatory affairs.
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Within all roles there is a growing
appreciation for what are loosely
termed ‘soft skills’
These are transversal skills, not limited to one type of job or defined by an
educational discipline. The following transversal skills were identified by
employers as the most needed for the workforce of the future:

%

43

Communication

13

%

40

Work Ethic
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%

35

Teamwork

%

28

Problem Solving

While soft skills rank lower than a transversal hard skill like technology (54
percent), they are generic and applicable to jobs of the future that are still
unknown. It is impossible to predict specific roles that will be relevant in
the next 10-20 years – just as no-one could have anticipated demand for
skills in digital marketing, data science, or blockchain 20 years ago – but
developing a student’s soft skills will empower them to thrive in any future
workplace.
The case for better skills-to-jobs alignment is clear. If stakeholders can
be brought together to develop education-to-employment pathways that
address flaws in current journeys, it will provide a foundation for Ireland to
differentiate in a global battle to develop and attract talent.
The last 30 years has seen Ireland emerge as one of the most attractive
destinations for FDI, thanks to work of IDA Ireland. Simultaneously,
indigenous companies with an appetite to innovate and compete on a
global stage have benefitted from initiatives to grow and diversify export
markets by the Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade. Preparing for
future jobs will make these strategies sustainable and make our education
system a key contributor to economic success, securing Ireland’s place in
an increasingly unpredictable world.

Disconnect between
education and workplace
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Ireland’s skills shortages have been well documented, and all
stakeholders are acutely aware of the challenges in meeting
workforce needs, now and into the future.
The Expert Group on Future Skills Needs
provides detailed analysis of jobs under threat
and the Future Jobs Ireland 2019 report predicts
a changed economy by 2025, partly fuelled by
developments in technology that will see new
jobs emerge needing different skillsets.
The Learning to Lead report explores how
well prepared we are for the changes, and
what we need to do create the jobs resilience
that the Future Jobs report talks about. It
highlights challenges businesses in Ireland are
experiencing today that need to be addressed
if we want to guarantee them access to a talent
pool that can help them innovate and grow.
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Just over half of the companies surveyed
(54 percent) claim that getting a person with
the right skillset is the biggest challenge faced
when recruiting staff; almost half (49 percent)
claim that it is the ability to find the right person;
23 percent say the time taken to get new
employees up to speed is a challenge.

We know that required skillsets are hard and soft.
There is clearly a concern among employers that the
education-to-employment journey is not sufficiently
supporting these needs.

36%
Only 36 percent of surveyed
businesses think that
education is moving in the
same direction as industry.
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23%
Only 23 percent of surveyed
businesses think it’s keeping
pace with industry needs.

13%
Just 13 percent of surveyed
businesses believe graduates are
very well equipped to meet the
needs of the future workforce.

Speed and direction of travel in education is an issue for around
half of companies. Inside schools, sentiments are similar. Students
and teachers paint a picture of a second level education system
struggling to keep up with the needs of the working world.

35%
44%
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Interestingly, 35 percent of
16-25-year olds don’t think
third level equips them
adequately either – much
lower than at school but still
enough to be a concern.

All cohorts believe technology
skills will become increasingly
important. It is widely understood
that a level of digital skills is
now important for most jobs,
and almost half of employers
(44 percent) believe that there
will be an increased reliance on
technology in the next five years.
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53%

53 percent of 16-25-year olds
don’t think the way subjects
are taught in secondary
school has equipped them
adequately.

47%

47 perent of teachers and
61 perent of 16-25 year olds
don’t believe students are
being taught the right skills in
secondary school.

But it’s not all about IT
Appreciation of Soft Skills
The National Skills Strategy identifies
technology and improved digital skills as a basic
core competence, but it also recognises how
transversal skills will “underpin Ireland’s use of
its talent offering as a global differentiator”. It
is a view validated in the the Learning to Lead
research.
When asked what skills would be most needed
for the workforce of the future, employers
identified transversal soft skills – communication
(43 percent), strong work ethic (40 percent),
teamwork (35 percent) and an ability to problem
solve (28 percent) – but not as enthusiastically
as teachers, parents and 16-25 year olds.
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The research results align with employer views
and thought leadership – as we see from some
of the commentators in this report. The problem
is a disconnect between the skills 16-25 year
olds believe they will need and what they are
taught in the classroom. Only 27 percent feel
very prepared for the roles of the future, with 22
percent claiming not to feel prepared at all.
This might reflect understandable uncertainty
about what future jobs will look like. Teachers
are concerned that roles (65 percent) and the
industries (67 percent) some students want to
work in will be obsolete in the future.

“

Nearly half (47 percent)
of 16-25 year olds
expressed concern about
the future of the industry
they might be working in.
The appeal of soft skills
is that it gives them a
broader base to adapt to
an uncertain future.

“

Skills most needed for the workforce of the future
Teachers

Parents

Teamwork

55%

Strong work ethic
Computer programming

53%
53%

Languages

53%

Time management

48%

Creativity

46%

Design
Arts
Other please specify

33%
28%
27%
18%
4%

37%

45%
56%
48%

33%
39%
36%

37%
40%

28%
24%
29%
24%

53%
33%

35%

Engineering

43%
38%

53%

37%

Prioritisation of tasks

48%

63%
62%

43%

Science

48%

63%

45%

Collaboration skills

40%

68%

57%

Communication

Advanced Maths

75%

61%

Technology

Public speaking

Adults 16-25

64%

Ability to problem solve

23%
17%
15%

27%
18%
14%

8%
1%

14%
2%

“Skills most needed for the workforce of the future”, shows the top skills across the three groups Teachers, Parents and Adults 16-25.
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Empathy/
Understanding
33%

Claire McGee,

Head of Education and Innovation Policy
Industry/education collaboration
could deliver a talent pipeline
Ibec’s Head of Education and Innovation Policy
explains why there’s a window of opportunity
for a new type of engagement that could secure
Ireland’s economic future.
As Ireland’s largest business representative
organisation, IBEC sees talent development and
retention as critical business issues, along with
finding ways to embed new skills in existing
workforces to facilitate the huge wave of business
transformation that is underway in small and large
enterprises across the country.
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“Business is facing change on multiple fronts.
There is increasing digitisation, automation
and developing new markets around the world;
and in the workplace there is a new challenge
of managing up to five different generations,”
explained Claire McGee, Head of Education and
Innovation Policy. “The result is that businesses
need completely different skillsets to those they
had in the twentieth century.”
Ibec wants education and training to be more
closely aligned with industry needs of the future,
a process it believes will help educators better
understand how individuals can add value to
twenty-first century businesses.

“

“

It’s the soft skills that are going to
become the hard skills of the twenty-first
century, skills such as creative problem
solving, the ability to be innovate, to work
across multiple teams.
The supply of STEM students is only part of it; what modern business
also needs is people with transversal skills; skills not tied to a single
role or academic discipline. This is a huge opportunity for humanities
graduates as high tech and highly innovative businesses aim to create
more positive experiences for their consumers.
“It’s the soft skills that are going to become the hard skills of the
twenty-first century,” said Claire, “skills such as creative problem
solving, the ability to be innovate, to work across multiple teams.
A talent for negotiation and communication will also be valued,
and personal leadership skills that dovetail with the deep subject
knowledge they have.”
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Agile education and training
Traditionally in Ireland we have
front-loaded our learning at
second and third level, but the
world of work has evolved with
people changing jobs multiple
times throughout a lifetime.
“We want to light a spark and create a culture for
lifelong learning that’s more accessible – bitesized and personalised – with supportive career
guidance at every point to help people make
more informed choices, starting in education
and continuing to support people making
transitions in employment,” said Claire.
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Ibec believes Ireland has a window of
opportunity to create a more agile education
and training system, addressing the needs of
businesses at a pivotal time. Transformation is
happening at every level, nationally and globally,
as businesses try to offset the impact of
disruption and secure their place in the future.
A dynamic workforce, who are creative, curious
and collaborative, will help them do that.
“If educators and employers engage together in
progressive discussions, there is an opportunity
for Ireland to build strong, stable, knowledgebased talent pipelines that will enhance our
international reputation,” said Claire. “There is a
global war for talent and Ireland has to remain
attractive, not just for international companies
to invest here, but for indigenous companies in
an export-oriented country.”

Guiding
students into
unknown
careers
The Department of Education and
Skills published a framework for
Programme Providers of Guidance
Counselling in 2016.
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14

%

It recognised that guidance counsellors need
to be able to “identify and communicate labour
market trends and skill shortages, emerging
careers and occupations to individuals and
groups”. The Learning to Lead report shows
there is still work to be done in this area, echoing
the National Skills Strategy 2025 report, which
calls for a review of guidance services and
recommends changes.

%

32

Only 14 percent of adults between 16-25 years
old felt career guidance was missing in the
education journey – a reassuringly low number.
But digging deeper into the research results
reveals a problem: parents and friends were the
most valued source of career advice with only a
quarter going to guidance counsellors; 32 perent
said guidance counsellor advice was not useful
at all.

Philip Nolan,

The President of Maynooth University
Nurturing hybrid talent for
a hybrid world
The President of Maynooth University believes
educators will better serve students – and
industry – by creating a culture of collaboration
where people with different sets of expertise work
together.
A few years ago, the practice of analysis and
critical thinking, now considered core skills for the
future workforce, was introduced into Maynooth
University as part of a critical skills programme
for first year students. It reflects a focus on higher
order skills that the University’s President, Philip
Nolan, believes is fundamental, not just to the
whole purpose of further education, but to the
changing world that students are preparing for.
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“Fifteen years ago education was very different.
A pupil showed an aptitude for numerical or
linguistic skills at primary schools, was channelled
into second level and specialised in STEM or nonSTEM, then went to university where they studied
science or engineering, or arts or business.
Everything was linear,” he said.
“Today, there is massive convergence and you
are looking for hybrid talents to think differently;
to think beyond disciplines and deal with
distinctions that are frequently blurred, where
something is both a technical and a business
problem.”

“

If you want to have creative and
innovative students, you need to
allow your teachers to be creative
and innovative in what they teach
and how they teach.

Through the development of it’s critical skills programme, Maynooth may
be more aligned with future job requirements than many, but Nolan is
not complacent. He understands why companies feel that the education
sector is falling behind and acknowledges there are challenges. “The
fundamental issue is the extent to which primary, secondary and tertiary
educators, and people in the workplace, are living separate lives, almost
completely ignorant of what each other does. Everybody is busy doing
their own thing,” he said.

“

Where this disconnect is particularly challenging is in secondary school,
according to Nolan, where curricular structures are too rigid. “It needs
radical reform to allow teachers to be flexible and innovative. If you
want to have creative and innovative students, you need to allow your
teachers to be creative and innovative in what they teach and how they
teach,” he said. “And too much learning and assessment is focused
on the individual. Ultimately we want people to work together, yet we
examine them individually.”
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Focus on interdisciplinary skills
Maynooth students on the critical skills programme
find themselves collaborating with people from
other disciplines – a chemistry undergraduate
working with a sociologist, for example – which
gives them a flavour of modern workplaces that
increasingly value interdisciplinary skills. “You need
to be able to listen, learn and act collectively. It’s
bigger than teamwork, it’s about deeply different
sets of expertise working together to get a solution,”
he said.
The big difference between second and third level is
that universities have complete autonomy over their
curriculum and will come up with diverse courses
that they think are relevant and interesting. But
Philip is under no illusion about universities getting
it right all on their own. The need for cross-sector
dialogue between secondary, tertiary and industry
has become paramount.
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“There isn’t a structure for education and
businesses to talk together on a regular basis. We
have good individual conversions but they are not
joined up into a national conversation,” he said.
“The bottom line for me is that we need a much
richer and deeper dialogue between employers
and the education system than we currently have
– proper back and forth discussions about what
each of us is doing. It will help us to agree on the
core knowledge, competencies and attributes that
we should be trying to build into our education
programmes.”
He argues for engagement at every level, not
just leaders from industry and education getting
together, but for school pupils, undergraduates, and
workers to step inside each other’s world. “You also
need direct connections between heads of HR in a
sector and a cluster of higher education institutions
that are feeding that sector,” he said.

Philip Nolan is very clear about the responsibility
of universities and their role in educating people
to improve their lives, but it’s a pragmatic vision
firmly rooted in the real world. “For me, there is
no conflict between asking questions about what
universities should be about and at the same time
asking what enterprises and employers need,” he
said. “For almost all of us, our profession is a core
part of our identity, therefore preparing a graduate
for that aspect of their life is a critical part of what a
university should do”.

“

Stakeholder collaboration is the way forward to building pathways to jobs of the future.
That is the overwhelming conclusion of this report. As the representative body for parents
of children in early years and primary education, National Parents Council advises that this
stakeholder collaboration should not only be between educators and industry but must have
parents and children at the core. Parents are key influencers in children and young people’s
lives, but need supporting in this role. For many years parents of children, from birth have
been very successful supporting children’s literacy. Many programmes are designed to
support parents in this role and huge investment has shown great results in children’s literacy
achievement. In our ever-changing world the need for new skills is becoming as important
as literacy skills for the future success of our children. Parents need support to foster, from a
young age, these skills and dispositions in children and support to engage with their children
in their learning for the future.
This report highlights the often-disconnected education-to-employment journey from
school to college to job despite a common purpose. Parents are the one constant across this
journey for children and young people. We know that parents are key influencers.
We also know that children and young people have clear views on their own learning, they
tell us that they like to work actively in teams while working on projects. They like cross
curricula learning and integrating knowledge from different areas of learning to achieve a
greater understanding of the world around them.

“

Stakeholder partnership must have children and parents at the core of its collaboration to
really make the changes that children will need to be successful in the future world.

Áine Lynch,
CEO
National Parents Council
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Mixed messages on training

Summary
Findings

The combination of people changing jobs more
often and the emergence of new jobs that don’t
currently exist means training and continuous
professional development will become even more
important. The research reveals there is already
a lot of activity in this area and evidence of an
increasingly fluid workforce.
Almost two in five (38 percent) of 16-25 year olds
who are currently working only expect or want
to stay in their current role for two years or less;
30 percent claim their role changed since they
started working. When it comes to training, 43
percent claim they are currently undertaking
courses because they want to improve their skills
to help them get a better job in the future.
Just over two in five (42 percent) of adults aged
16-25 who are currently working are undertaking
courses or studying outside of work; 17 percent
said they are studying computer science. Around
the same number, 43 percent, claim that they are
currently undertaking courses because they want
to improve their skills to help them get a better
job in the future.
28
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Though 59 percent of employers think the
education sector is lagging behind industry
needs, less than half are looking to make up the
shortfall with more internal training.

Inside companies, training is mandatory for
53 percent, with 54 percent providing on-site
knowledge sharing sessions. Many of them, 39
percent, encourage employees to take courses
and training outside of the office. While there
is recognition of the importance of training,
however, there is a worrying reluctance to
develop it further.

60

%

60 percent of employers have
not increased their investment
in the training and development
of employees in relation to new
skills in the past three years.

47

%

47 percent say these levels
of investment are not
expected to change in the
next three years.

62

%

62 percent say they are not
putting any level of training
in place for new skills.

Eva Sage-Gavin,

Senior Managing Director, Accenture
Talent & Organisation Consulting

Research at Accenture suggests however that we are
facing a more nuanced reality. The World Economic
Forum’s Future Job Report 2018 used predictive
analytics to show that overall job losses will in fact
be offset by job gains – but there will be significant
change in the quality, the location, the format and
even the permanency of those roles. That said, we
know with certainty there is a skills crisis.
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As is clearly experienced in Ireland, tech-savvy
young professionals with the right skillsets are
simply not entering the workforce in sufficient
numbers to keep up with demand. Competition is
fierce, with companies in most sectors requiring
people with digital and data proficiencies.

“

It’s not only how we do
things, but how we learn,
how we consume the
world around us – that is
changing.

“

As our world becomes more complex and as digital
technologies rapidly change – it’s not only how
we do things, but how we learn, how we consume
the world around us – that is changing. Today’s
headlines are filled with predictions about the
speed at which Artificial Intelligence (AI), robotics
and other intelligent automation technologies will
displace humans.

In most Western societies, we are experiencing a
growing ‘automation anxiety’, but the data is telling
us something different; labour market dynamics
actually indicate that job-making technology
is outpacing technology that is job-taking and
therefore the gap is starting to widen between the
skillsets that organisations require and those that
are readily available. In late 2019, data from the US
Bureau of Labor Statistics indicated that there were
around 7.35 million unfilled jobs, that’s 1.4 million
more jobs than unemployed people. This trend is
mirrored in Ireland, with full employment and an
estimated 25,000 open jobs.
And as work is changing, we also know with
certainty that our workforces are changing. While
we once had a workforce made up of people of
the same generation—and gender—we now have
5 generations at work (Baby Boomers, Gen X,
Gen Y, Millennials and Gen Z) and they all have
different needs at work and in life. Moreover, the
expectations of the workforce are changing.
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A growing number of employees today want
and expect their work experience to mirror their
consumer experiences, with technology easing
the way. Most are disappointed and impatient—
over 70 percent of company leaders told us their
employees are far more digitally mature than their
organisations and are “waiting for their company
to catch up.” Executives also told us that only one
in four of their employees are ready to work with
intelligent technologies. That’s despite the fact that
67 percent of leaders agree AI will be critical to their
organisation’s ability to differentiate in the market.
This disconnect gets compounded when few
organisations seeing learning as an imperative.
A World Economic Forum study found that the core
skills required to perform most jobs are expected
to shift significantly by 2022, with 42 percent of
required skills likely to change. Continuous learning
opportunities— customised for the individual in an
on-demand digital environment—are essential in
keeping the workforce prepared for the changes
and challenges tomorrow may bring.

WEF’s Chief Human Resources Officer survey for
2018 reported that just 33 percent of employers
prioritise training for employees whose roles are
likely to be eliminated by new technologies in the
future. The same survey found that employers
continue to focus on the minority of highly
skilled and highly valued employees. However, at
Accenture, we believe the focus should not only
be on the employees with the highest educational
levels and value to the organisation—it should
embrace employees in the more process-oriented
jobs that are most vulnerable to automation.

This brings in the concept of responsible leadership
- investing in reskilling to create new value for your
organisations and society at large – in other words,
bring all your people along. Leading organisations
consider how all their stakeholders will be brought
along the innovation path.

Responsible organisations are investing in reskilling and seeing incredible returns – not just to
meet business needs, but to demonstrate care,
commitment and investment for their workforce.
The learning required—and the pace of it—are vastly
different from years past.

We have some work to do in this area. Accenture’s
global research shows that from 2017 to 2019,
organisations’ investments in emerging technologies
like AI doubled, but less than 1 in 5 organisations
planned to significantly increase spending to reskill
their people. In an era of intelligent technologies,
skilling our people for a future that looks nothing like
their past is essential for competitive advantage –
but also to show we are responsible.

As we reimagine work and invest in our workforce,
it’s no longer “go away and learn.” It’s now “learn on
the go.” This is the reality our workers are facing as
we move into the future of work—regardless of age.
It’s thrilling but can also be intimidating for workers
who “grew up” in the old methods of training once
per year at the corporate learning centre. As we
move toward even more innovation, let’s be sure we
bring our people along with us and light the inner fire
in them that the world needs to continue to grow in a
positive way.

Re-skilling can’t happen at the pace and scale that it
needs to by the formal and traditional educators. We
know that workers in occupations with a high risk of
automation have much higher unemployment rates
and lower wages that those whose jobs have a lower
risk of automation.
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How to prepare Ireland for unknown jobs
There is an acceptance that it is
difficult to predict specific jobs that
will be important in the next 10-20
years, just as no-one could have
anticipated demands for jobs around
today that didn’t exist a decade ago.
There is a consensus that the best
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defence for this, in terms of how we
prepare students for an unknown
future workplace, is to develop their
transversal skills, empowering them
with a range of talents that can be
transposed to many different roles.

How and when these softer skills can be
developed is the challenge. There is evidence
that more of it already occurs at third level –
where learning modules and research projects
encourage a multidisciplinary approach.
And the Learning to Lead report points to
challenges at second level. It also points to a
solution, a willingness among educators and
employers to work together.

93 percent of HR professionals agree that more
consultation between industry and education
is needed; 91 percent agreeing that industry
needs to do more to support academia to help
nurture the workforce of the future.
Teachers (78 percent), parents (89 percent)
and young adults (67 percent) agree that
there needs to be more consultation between
industry and education to ensure the future
workforce is prepared in the right way.

67

67%
Adults

91%

89%
Parents

93%

78%
Teachers

Those who agree that stakeholder collaboration is the way forward.
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“

The Learning to
Lead report points to
challenges at second
level. It also points to a
solution, a willingness
among educators and
employers to work
together

“

Continuous educator-employer dialogue would provide
Ireland with a unique opportunity, an early warning
system, to ensure the country stays ahead of the curve
with a future-proof talent pipeline.
Education-to-employment journeys could be transformed into a joined-up
series of steps that better matches curriculum to workplace.
Initiatives could include knowledge transfer from business to education
about future jobs, tied in with career counselling, early work experiences,
and a resurgence in apprenticeships. The outcome would be an Ireland
that stands out from developed world economies with its future skills
capabilities.
Both young adults and the Irish economy would benefit from an education
system that is more responsive to the needs of employees. Results of this
unique synergy would give people a better quality of life – with futureproof jobs that make the most of their skills – while accelerating Ireland’s
economic growth.
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Survey Methodology
Research in education was conducted through three bespoke online
surveys across teachers in primary and secondary schools (152),
parents with children in secondary school (162), and adults aged
16-25 years old (172).
Research among companies was conducted through a bespoke
telephone survey across 130 employers in Ireland (with people
responsible for hiring in companies with over three employees).
Fieldwork was conducted from November 2019 through to
January 2020.
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