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Abstract 

For businesses, agility is not an advantage but a necessity. This white paper explores how 

organizations can build a more agile and future-ready workforce by shifting to a skills-first 

strategy, powered by Workday. Traditional workforce models rely on job titles and degree-based 

hiring. They can’t keep up with technological changes, evolving employee expectations, and the 

demand for rapid adaptability. A skills-first approach focuses on what employees can do, rather 

than the roles they hold or the degrees they possess. 

This white paper explores the growing need for agility and reveals the limitations of outdated 

hiring models. It introduces the concept of a skills-first workforce and shows how Workday 

supports this transformation. Organizations can use it to enable skill-based hiring. Workday 

serves as a strategic partner in creating an agile, skills-based workforce ready to meet the 

challenges of tomorrow. 
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1. Introduction 

The workforce landscape is shifting faster than ever before. Whether it's rapid advancements in 

technology, sudden market shifts, or evolving customer expectations, organizations are operating in a 

constant state of change. In this environment, being agile becomes a necessity. 

Agility in the workforce means being quick to hire or adapt. It’s about building a team that can respond 

to new challenges, learn quickly, and shift directions without losing momentum. Traditional models that 

rely heavily on rigid job titles or degree-based qualifications often struggle to keep up. They can result in 

bottlenecks, slow decision-making, and limit an organization’s ability to adapt. 

Digital transformation has only added to this pressure. As businesses modernize their operations and 

adopt new technologies, they need talent with current, relevant skills, many of which didn’t exist a few 

years ago. This shift is prompting companies to rethink how they approach hiring, developing, and 

managing people leading to the skills-first approach. 
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A skills-first model does not focus on roles or credentials. Instead, it prioritizes what employees can do, 

their abilities, experience, and potential. It opens the door to untapped talent, improves internal mobility, 

and ensures teams are built around real business needs. 

This white paper explores how organizations can embrace this mindset and use tools like Workday to 

make it happen. It explains how organizations can put skills at the center of workforce strategy to 

become more adaptive, resilient, and prepared for whatever comes next. 

 
2. Understanding the Skills-First Revolution 

A skills-first workforce is built on a simple but powerful idea: people should be hired, developed, and 

promoted based on what they can do, and not what their last job title was. Instead of focusing on roles 

and degrees, a skills-first approach looks at a person’s capabilities and potential. This shift marks a clear 

break from the traditional model of job descriptions that are often outdated, overly broad, or packed with 

unnecessary requirements. In many cases, talented candidates get overlooked because they don’t check 

every box on a checklist, even if they have the right skills to succeed. 

By adopting a skills-first strategy, organizations can unlock a more diverse and capable talent pool. It 

helps businesses spot hidden potential within their existing teams and tap into new sources of talent 

externally. It also supports career growth, giving employees a clearer understanding of the skills they 

need to move forward, rather than chasing vague job titles. The skills-first revolution is more than a 

hiring trend. It’s a mindset shift that aligns people's strategies with real business needs. With the right 

tools, like Workday, organizations can make this shift smoothly. They can track skills across the 

workforce, identify gaps, and build agile, high-performing teams from the inside out. 
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3. Challenges of Traditional Workforce Models 

For years, organizations have relied on job titles and degrees as the primary way to evaluate talent. But 

today, these traditional methods are showing serious cracks. Job titles fail to capture what a person is 

actually capable of. Two people with the same title might have completely different responsibilities and 

skill sets depending on the company or team. On the other hand, someone without the “right” title might 

be fully qualified but overlooked simply because their experience doesn’t match what’s written on 

paper. 

Degree-based hiring poses similar challenges. While education can be valuable, it’s not always a reliable 

measure of skill. When industries evolve quickly and new tools and technologies emerge regularly, 

many capable candidates get filtered out of hiring processes simply because they don’t meet outdated 

degree requirements. But they have the hands-on experience to do the job well. 

One of the biggest issues with traditional workforce models is the lack of clear visibility into employee 

skills. Without a way to accurately map what skills employees have, or which ones the business actually 

needs, companies struggle to align talent with goals. This creates inefficiencies, missed opportunities for 

growth, and internal roadblocks. It also makes workforce planning and mobility more difficult. Leaders 

can’t identify internal talent for new roles, so they hire externally or leave positions unfilled. Meanwhile, 

employees feel stuck, not knowing how to advance within the company. 

Outdated models can hold back people and progress. To stay competitive, companies need a more 

dynamic and transparent approach. They must prioritize skills over titles and enable a workforce that can 

grow, shift, and adapt to the business. 

4. How Workday Enables Skills-First Transformation 

Shifting to a skills-first workforce strategy requires the right tools, and Workday helps businesses to do 

it. Designed to support modern HR and talent strategies, Workday offers a suite of features that help 

organizations understand, manage, and grow the skills within their workforce. 

4.1 Skills Cloud 

At the heart of this transformation is Workday’s Skills Cloud. It’s a system that automatically identifies, 

categorizes, and organizes skills across your workforce. Rather than relying on employees to self-report 

or managers to keep outdated spreadsheets, Workday uses AI to keep skill profiles up to date so that you 

always know what your people can do. 

4.2 Talent Marketplace 

The Talent Marketplace builds on this by helping match people with opportunities inside the 

organization. Whether it’s a new role, a temporary project, or a development program, employees can 

discover paths that align with their skills and interests. It’s a win-win: employees feel supported in their 

growth, and companies fill roles faster by using the talent they already have. 
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4.3 AI and Machine Learning 

One powerful aspect of Workday is its use of AI and machine learning. These technologies help identify 

hidden skills, recommend learning paths, and suggest internal candidates for open positions. They also 

track emerging skill trends, giving businesses a real-time view of where they might have gaps, or where 

they’re ahead of the curve. 

These features of Workday create a clear, living map of your workforce’s capabilities. That means better 

hiring decisions, stronger internal mobility, and more strategic planning. By making skills visible and 

actionable, Workday turns the idea of a skills-first strategy into a practical, scalable reality. 

5. Building an Agile Workforce with Workday 

Businesses must shift quickly, take on new challenges, and fill talent gaps without delay. Workday 

makes this possible by giving organizations the tools to align hiring, development, and workforce 

planning around skills, not job titles or roles. 

5.1 Skill-based Hiring 

Workday allows hiring teams to focus on skills. Instead of filtering candidates by degrees or previous 

job titles, recruiters can search for specific capabilities that match the organization’s current needs. This 

approach opens doors to more diverse candidates, faster hiring, and better-fit employees who are ready 

to make an impact from day one. 

5.2 Internal mobility and reskilling 

One of Workday’s biggest advantages is how it supports the internal talent movement. The platform 

identifies employees who already have the skills needed for open roles, or who are just a short learning 

curve away. This makes it easier to promote from within, offer development opportunities, and retain top 

talent. Reskilling becomes a natural, ongoing part of workforce growth. 

5.3 Workforce planning 

Workday gives leaders a clear view of the skills they have today and the ones they’ll need tomorrow. 

Whether planning a new product launch, expanding into a new market, or navigating a shift in strategy, 

teams can be built and adjusted based on real-time skill data. This level of insight leads to building 

smarter teams that will perform as needed. 
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6. Integrating Skill Data Across the Employee Lifecycle 

An agile, skills-first workforce needs more than one-time assessments or occasional training sessions. It 

requires a system that connects skills to every part of the employee journey, from hiring to development 

and beyond. Workday helps to weave skill data into the entire employee lifecycle, giving HR and 

business leaders a clear, continuous view of talent. 

6.1 From Recruitment to Development 

Workday doesn’t treat hiring and development as separate processes. When a candidate is hired, their 

skills profile doesn’t get lost; it follows them into the organization. As they take on new projects, 

complete training, or gain experience, their skill set updates in real-time. This unified view helps 

managers make better decisions and gives employees a sense of direction and growth. 

6.2 Continuous Learning and Upskilling  

Workday supports ongoing learning by connecting employees to relevant training based on their current 

skills and future goals. If an employee wants to grow into a new role or fill a gap in their team, they can 

find courses and development paths. Learning becomes part of everyday work, not a separate task that’s 

hard to track or apply. 

6.3 Real-time Insights for HR and Business Leaders 

With all this skill data flowing through the system, HR and business leaders don’t have to guess where 

their teams stand. They get real-time insights into skill strengths, gaps, and trends. This helps with 
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everything from succession planning to team restructuring, allowing organizations to respond quickly to 

changing business needs. 

7. Best Practices for Organizations Moving Toward Skills-First 

Shifting to a skills-first approach is a significant change. To make this transition successful, 

organizations should follow a few key best practices. 

7.1 Start with a Skills Inventory 

The first step in building a skills-first workforce is to understand what skills your team already has. 

Begin by creating a skills inventory, which captures both the technical and soft skills present across your 

organization. Workday’s Skills Cloud can help you map and track these skills automatically. You can 

get a clear picture of current capabilities and identify areas for growth. A comprehensive inventory 

provides a solid foundation for informed decision-making, whether hiring, reskilling, or planning for the 

future. 

7.2 Empower Leaders and Managers with Data 

Managers are at the heart of building an agile workforce. They need the right data to make informed 

decisions about team composition, development opportunities, and succession planning. Empower your 

leaders by providing real-time insights into their teams, and tools to identify gaps and growth 

opportunities. With Workday, managers can easily track individual skill progress and spot patterns 

influencing performance and future potential. 

7.3 Foster a Culture of Continuous Learning 

A skills-first approach thrives in a culture where continuous learning is valued. Encourage employees to 

take ownership of their growth by providing access to development resources and learning paths. Create 

an environment where upskilling is part of the daily routine. With Workday, employees can track their 

learning progress and see clear paths for advancement, making it easier to integrate learning into 

everyday work. 

By following these best practices, organizations can smoothly transition to a skills-first model, setting 

themselves up for long-term success and resilience. 

8. Preparing for the Future 

As the workforce continues to evolve, organizations must be prepared for emerging technologies. They 

must adapt to new ways of working and ensure that business goals remain in sync with workforce 

capabilities. Integrating these practices can help businesses to future-proof their talent strategies and stay 

competitive. 
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8.1 Adapting to Emerging Technologies and New Ways of Working 

The rapid pace of technological innovation is reshaping industries and job roles. From AI and 

automation to remote work and flexible teams, the way organizations work is changing fast. To stay 

relevant, businesses need to be agile and adapt their workforce strategies to these shifts. Workday 

provides the tools to track emerging skills. This will allow businesses to stay on top of new technologies 

and ensure their teams have the right skills. 

8.2 Continuous Alignment Between Business Goals and Workforce Capabilities 

As business objectives shift, whether in response to market demands, new product launches, or strategic 

pivots, organizations must align their workforce skills accordingly. This ongoing alignment helps 

businesses remain agile and responsive. Workday’s real-time insights into employee skills make it easier 

to assess and adjust the talent pool. By maintaining a dynamic view of your team’s capabilities, you can 

ensure that your workforce is always ready to meet the current and future needs of the business. 

8.3 Future-Proofing Talent Strategies with Workday 

Companies must embrace a forward-thinking approach to future-proof talent strategies. Workday helps 

organizations anticipate and respond to workforce needs, allowing leaders to make data-driven decisions 

that position their teams for long-term success. The platform’s ability to track skill growth, identify gaps, 

and integrate learning opportunities creates a sustainable talent pipeline that adapts to future challenges. 

With a skills-first approach, organizations can be ready for whatever comes next, with a workforce 

equipped to handle change and seize new opportunities. 

9. Embracing the Future of Work with Workday 

The workforce landscape is changing at an unprecedented rate. The traditional models of managing 

talent are not enough with rapid advancements in technology, shifting employee expectations, and the 

increasing need for organizations to remain agile. The future of work requires a more dynamic and 

flexible approach, one that focuses on skills and adaptability. 

Today’s workforce is more diverse and tech-savvy than ever before. Employees seek roles that offer 

growth opportunities, flexibility, and alignment with their personal skills and interests. At the same time, 

businesses must remain agile and responsive to new challenges. Traditional hiring practices and rigid job 

titles can’t keep up with the demands of this new era. Organizations must find ways to continuously 

assess, nurture, and leverage the skills within their teams to stay competitive. 

The urgency for adopting a skills-first approach has never been clearer. Organizations that can quickly 

adapt to changing business needs, identify skill gaps, and realign talent will survive, others may struggle 

to keep pace. With the rise of automation, AI, and digital transformation, skills are the key 

differentiators between success and stagnation. By focusing on skills over job titles, businesses can 

become more responsive, resourceful, and resilient. Now is the time for companies to embrace this agile 

mindset before it becomes a necessity rather than an advantage. 
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Workday serves as a powerful ally in this transformation. It provides a unified platform to manage and 

analyze skills and helps organizations unlock the potential of their workforce. With its tools for skill 

tracking, internal mobility, and talent development, Workday enables businesses to create a more agile, 

responsive, and future-ready workforce. As organizations move toward a skills-first model, Workday 

can become a strategic partner in shaping the future of work. 

Embracing the future of work with Workday means being prepared for what comes next, with a 

workforce ready to grow and excel. 
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