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Executive Summary

For decades, companies have continued to underinvest in providing their employees the opportunity to develop and grow their skills. This has 

driven a skills gap in foundational and digital skills across the U.S. economy, hindering system-wide productivity and employee career development. 

Employer-based upskilling programs seek to close this gap, providing continuous learning opportunities to expand worker competencies and 

serving as critical talent retention tools.

The Education Design Lab aims to bridge the gap between education and employment, and catalyze a transformation toward a skills-based 

economy. Through interviews with employers, thought leaders, and Lab employees, our team has identified best practices and challenges in 

upskilling for the Lab to consider in its strategy design. Effective upskilling programs incorporate comprehensive offerings, employee-centered 

design, and continuous monitoring. However, limited resources, lack of guidance, and difficulty in generating buy-in may hinder employers' 

upskilling efforts.

To support employers in improving upskilling practices, we offer the Lab five priority recommendations, including focusing on the needs of small to 

medium-sized employers, building diverse partnerships, centering employees' needs, supporting communities of practice, and offering 

comprehensive services tailored to employers. By implementing these recommendations, the Lab can support employers with upskilling initiatives 

for employees, fostering a more skilled and adaptable workforce.

Background

Upskilling

https://www.pw.hks.harvard.edu/get-updates
https://www.linkedin.com/company/project-on-workforce


The U.S. labor landscape is changing. Since 2015, skill sets for jobs have changed by ~25%. By 2027, this is expected to double.[1] Technological 

advancements, including digital innovations stemming from the COVID-era and the rise of artificial intelligence, are major driving forces behind this 

transformation. To stay competitive in this rapidly evolving environment, companies must invest in providing their employees with opportunities to 

acquire new skills.

For the purpose of this report, we will define upskilling as: “promoting continuous learning by offering training and development opportunities to 

expand the skills, knowledge, and competencies of your current employees”.[2]

Unfortunately, there has been a systematic lack of historical investment in upskilling workers, which has resulted in an "invisible drag" on the U.S. 

economy.[3] Workers are forced to develop “costly coping mechanisms” to compensate for their skills gaps.[3] Many U.S. workers lack basic skills 

such as literacy and numeracy, and an estimated 31% have limited to no digital skills.[3] Providing workers with opportunities to gain new skills 

would increase productivity both at the company level and system-wide.

Upskilling programs also serve as valuable retention tools for companies, particularly in tight and uncertain labor markets. According to LinkedIn’s 

2023 Workplace Learning Report, 93% of companies are concerned about employee attrition.[4] For employees, career development is the number 

one reason why they choose to stay with a company.[5] Upskilling initiatives, by offering employees chances to learn and advance in their careers, 

serve as critical career development and, thus, retention, tools. Training employees for upward or lateral moves also benefits companies, as external 

hires cost 20% more than internal hires and tend to underperform during their first two years.[5]

There's a lot of 'we can't find the right talent' and it's interesting 

because you can also see that there are a lot of companies who aren't 

willing to invest in teaching people. — Learning & Development 

Consultant

Recognizing these advantages, many companies have begun implementing upskilling initiatives for their workforce.[6][7][8][9][10] However, progress 

has been slow, as the majority of employees still report a lack of growth opportunities (see Chart 1), and some companies continue to prioritize 

external hiring.[4][11]

Chart 1: Employee Growth Opportunities
Source: 2023 LinkedIn Workplace Learning Report

Education Design Lab
Education Design Lab (the Lab) is a nonprofit organization based in Washington, D.C., dedicated to driving a transformative shift toward an 

equitable, skills-based economy. Historically, the Lab has collaborated with higher education institutions to create, test, and implement programs 

aimed at advancing economic mobility for the “new majority”: nontraditional students and workers for whom these systems were not designed.

 



From an employer perspective, our goal is to make life easier for them 

by utilizing the ecosystem, partners, and services that are available in 

their communities to enhance their business practices.  — Senior 

Education Designer, Education Design Lab

 

As part of its strategic vision, the Lab is exploring opportunities to bring its human- and equity-centered design process, which has transformed 

how its institutional partners respond to learners' needs, to employers. During our research partnership with the Lab, we sought to understand how 

the Lab can best position itself in facilitating employer progress toward equitable upskilling practices and engaging employers in a meaningful way 

that leverages the Lab’s unique co-design approach.

Methodology

To inform the findings of this project and guide our recommendations to the Lab, we conducted a total of 25 interviews, encompassing various 

stakeholders:

These interviews were instrumental in gaining valuable insights into the current skills-based talent landscape and identifying best practices and 

various stakeholder perspectives to inform how the Lab can best support employers.

During the employer interviews, our discussions were centered around the upskilling opportunities offered by the employers, the key challenges 

they faced in initiating and sustaining such programs, and where they could have benefited from external support. We primarily engaged with 

senior Human Resources and/or Learning and Development representatives from these organizations. For the thought leaders, we focused on 

gathering best practices across upskilling initiatives, understanding employer sentiment towards upskilling across industries, and identifying gaps in 

the current organizations serving employers in this market. In addition to the external interviews, we also conducted internal Lab interviews to 

gather employer insights from the Lab's existing employer relationships through its community college projects. Furthermore, we sought Lab 

employee recommendations on how the Lab should most effectively support employers.

In addition to these interviews, we conducted a literature review of articles, essays, and papers by experts in the skills-based talent and workforce 

field, with a specific focus on employer-based upskilling initiatives. 

Lastly, we would like to acknowledge a significant limitation of our research. As noted above, we primarily interviewed senior HR leaders and skills-

based talent experts to draw our conclusions. However, we understand that the voice of the individual employee is critical in understanding 

upskilling best practices and designing human-centered solutions, and our research lacks this representation. As a result, we recommend that the 

Lab undertakes further research to incorporate the employee perspective and make necessary adjustments to our findings accordingly.

Key Findings

Based on our analysis of qualitative research interviews and existing publications, we have identified best practices for upskilling programs and key 

challenges employers face when developing and running them. 

Best Practices
Our research finds that an ideal upskilling program, defined as one that effectively and equitably trains employees in the desired areas, incorporates 

the following elements:

13 employers from a diverse set of industries, representing different workforce sizes and stages of progress around upskilling initiatives.

5 thought leaders in the skills-based talent ecosystem.

7 Lab employees from different departments.

Comprehensive Program Offerings: The upskilling program should provide instructor-led training covering both technical and foundational 

skills at various competency levels.[5][12] Training sessions should include opportunities for intentional skills practice and regular assessment 

and feedback for trainees.[5][13]



It does take a significant business investment. And needless to say, 

business leaders really want to understand:  for this level of investment, 

what am I going to get?”  

— Learning & Development Director, Multinational Employer

These best practices can support employers in establishing effective and inclusive upskilling programs that benefit both the employees and the 

business.

Engagement Barriers
Through our literature review and interviews with employers, we gained key insights into the challenges employers face when attempting to 

implement upskilling initiatives. These barriers include:

These pain points can make employers cautious about investing in upskilling. However, these challenges also underscore the need for additional 

support and guidance to encourage employers to recognize the benefits of upskilling their workforce.

Capacity, capacity, capacity… That's the number one thing that we hear 

from participants: ‘We are so busy. We cannot possibly make the time.’           

— Learning & Development Manager, Multinational Employer

Recommendations

Utilizing its human-centered design approach, the Lab is uniquely positioned to support employers’ efforts to improve upskilling practices, 

effectively addressing both worker interests and employer needs. Below are five priority recommendations outlining how the Lab can best leverage 

its strengths to support employers with upskilling initiatives. 

Employee-Centered Design: A crucial aspect of the program design is placing the employee perspective at the core. Recognizing that 

employee needs may vary across employers, this can involve measures such as offering pre-committance to specific career advancements 

upon completion of training, providing wrap-around services like transportation and childcare support, and eliminating costs for employees 

through program reimbursement and compensation for time spent in training.[3][5][13][14]

Continued Monitoring and Adjustment: Continuous assessment of trainees' skills is essential. This evaluation should occur before, during, 

and after the program to measure skills progression and demonstrate the return on investment in training.[5][13] To showcase the business 

impact of the training, assessments should include relevant employee performance metrics. Based on assessment results, the program 

should be adjusted and refined accordingly.

Limited resources: Allocating sufficient time, staff capacity, and funds can be a substantial obstacle for employers, especially amidst the 

need to maintain existing operations.

A lack of implementation guidance: Many employers struggle with understanding what skills gaps exist, what resources are at their 

disposal, and how to consistently implement new practices. This uncertainty and lack of clarity can make the journey to upskill employees 

seem too daunting to begin.

Difficulty shifting mindsets to create buy-in: Persuading key stakeholders to embrace change can be a significant challenge. This is 

especially true when managers and executives believe that the status quo is adequate and doubt employees are interested and/or capable 

of acquiring new skills. This may hinder interest in adopting new practices. 



By implementing these recommendations, the Lab will be poised to effectively assist employers with their upskilling efforts, ultimately contributing 

to a more skilled and adaptable workforce.

Conclusion

Upskilling plays a crucial role in both an employee's career development and an employer's overall growth. It ensures that workers are equipped 

with the necessary knowledge and skills to perform their roles effectively while enabling employers to have a highly efficient workforce. However, 

for many employers, acknowledging the need to improve current upskilling practices and knowing where to begin can be a daunting task.

With Education Design Lab's existing relationship with employers and training/learning providers, combined with their human-centered design 

approach, they have a unique opportunity to expand its role in supporting employers - and, by extension, workers - in revitalizing upskilling 

initiatives throughout their organizations.

In addition to the previously mentioned recommendations, we strongly suggest that the Lab actively engage with and interview employees to gain 

valuable insights into their firsthand experiences with upskilling practices. By understanding employee perspectives, the Lab can identify additional 

areas for enhancing learning opportunities and promoting upward career mobility.
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