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The future skills gap

For decades, workforce planning followed a predictable model. Organizations defined roles, hired 
employees into those roles, and provided training aligned with job requirements. Career progression 
followed structured ladders that remained stable for years.

That model no longer reflects the reality of modern work.

Why traditional workforce planning is failing

Today, new technologies emerge faster than traditional job 

frameworks can adapt. Roles evolve rapidly. Entire skill 

categories appear and disappear within just a few years.

At the same time, employees expect more mobility, more 

development opportunities, and more transparency about their 

career paths. When organizations fail to provide these 

opportunities internally, employees often 

seek them elsewhere.

This dynamic can produce a costly paradox. Companies struggle 

to fill open roles with employees in their early career while 

experienced employees leave the organization in search of 

growth opportunities.

Why disconnected systems make the 
problem worse

One of the central challenges is visibility. Many leaders simply 

do not have a clear picture of the skills that exist within their 

workforce. Employee capabilities are typically scattered across 

disconnected HR systems like recruiting platforms 

and learning systems.

This fragmented data makes it nearly impossible for HR leaders 

to determine gaps in skills for their organization. Consequently, 

without unified visibility into skills, workforce planning becomes 

reactive rather than strategic.
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Connecting skills data across recruiting, learning and training, 

and performance is now essential—and a modern HCM suite 

like SAP SuccessFactors can help. When organizations can 

clearly assess the skills they have or don’t have, they can plan 

proactively, deploy talent more effectively, and create 

development pathways that keep people growing 

instead of leaving.

Creating a single skills foundation
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How skills intelligence can power your workforce

A skills-first enterprise treats skills not as a static HR dataset but as strategic infrastructure for workforce 
decision-making. At the center of this approach is skills intelligence—the ability to continuously 
understand, analyze, and act on workforce capabilities.

From basic HR data to dynamic 
workforce intelligence

Skills intelligence connects recruiting signals, employee skills 

profiles, learning progress, career movement, and performance 

outcomes within a unified HCM foundation. All of this info is 

pulled together into a skills graph which models relationships 

between roles, skills, learning pathways, and career 

opportunities across the HCM suite. A skills graph turns 

fragmented data into actionable insight and becomes the basis 

for understanding how work gets done—and how people grow.

AI turns skills into action

Skills data alone does not drive impact. When connected to 

recruiting, learning, and performance and structured, it becomes 

the foundation for AI to interpret, predict, and act. AI can analyze 

patterns across the workforce, identify emerging skill gaps, and 

recommend where talent should be deployed 

or developed next.

This transforms workforce management from static planning into 

a continuous, intelligence-driven system. Decisions about hiring, 

development, and mobility no longer rely on periodic reviews—

they evolve in real time, guided by AI that learns from the 

organization’s data and continuously improves how 

work gets done.
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Rethinking the talent entry point
Early career talent plays a critical role in overall workforce 

efficacy. When organizations provide clear development 

pathways, early career employees can become productive 

faster, stay longer, and grow into future leaders.

Skills intelligence supports employees early in their careers by 

connecting them with opportunities based on their capabilities 

and potential—not just their current role or past experience.

The following approaches can help organizations take advantage 

of skills intelligence to encourage early career mobility and drive 

more effective workforce outcomes.

Skills-based hiring

Organizations define roles in terms of the skills required to 

succeed, not just credentials or prior titles. Hiring decisions 

center on demonstrated capabilities, adjacent skills, and the 

ability to learn. This approach expands access to talent, surfaces 

nontraditional candidates, and aligns hiring with future workforce 

needs rather than past role definitions.

AI matching

AI analyzes skills profiles, job requirements, and career 

trajectories to connect candidates and roles with greater 

precision. SAP SuccessFactors HCM enhances this with AI 

trained on workforce and talent data—enabling smarter 

matches across the lifecycle. This improves quality of hire, 

accelerates early career productivity, and ensures candidates 

enter roles where they can grow quickly.

Bias mitigation

A skills-first approach reduces reliance on signals that often 

introduce bias, such as pedigree or brand-name experience. AI 

systems can standardize evaluation criteria, highlight relevant 

capabilities, and increase transparency in how decisions are 

made. With the right governance, organizations can create more 

consistent, equitable hiring processes that widen access to 

opportunity and set early career employees up for long-term 

success through development in learning, performance, 

and mobility.

Turning recruiting and early career mobility into  
a growth engine
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Turning skills insight into workforce capability
Skills intelligence reveals what capabilities an organization 

needs. Learning, development, and training programs can help 

the organization build those skills. However, their impact 

depends on how effectively they support business priorities 

such as increasing productivity, improving workforce agility, and 

strengthening internal pipelines—especially for early career 

talent who benefit from targeted development.

Traditional learning models are often designed with fixed 

curricula, scheduled training, and limited connection to real-time 

business needs. In a skills-first enterprise, that model breaks 

down. Learning must become dynamic, continuous, and directly 

tied to the skills the organization needs now and next. 

The following strategies are examples of new approaches to 

training that help organizations turn skills insight into workforce 

capability at scale.

Personalized pathways

AI-driven learning systems create development pathways 

tailored to each employee’s skills, career goals, and the 

organization’s evolving needs. Within a unified HCM foundation, 

employees receive targeted recommendations that help them 

build relevant capabilities faster and with greater impact.

Skill validation

As employees develop new capabilities, organizations need 

clear ways to verify and recognize that growth. Skills validation 

across the HCM suite makes capability visible and measurable 

by verifying that employees can actually apply a skill in 

practice—through assessments, project outcomes, manager 

feedback, or recognized credentials. It ensures that 

development efforts connect to recruiting, learning, and 

performance processes and translate into proven, usable skills 

that can be confidently applied across roles and opportunities.

Nurture the skills that keep your business moving
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Continuous development

To keep pace with rapidly evolving skill demands, development 

can no longer rely on periodic training. Learning and training 

must operate as a continuous system. Continuous development 

replaces static training cycles, allowing employees to build skills 

in real time as business needs evolve. This keeps the workforce 

aligned, adaptable, and ready for what’s next.

8 | 16
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From visibility to mobility
Skills visibility creates the conditions for internal mobility, but it 

does not activate it on its own. Organizations need structured 

ways to connect people to opportunities, show how careers can 

evolve, and plan for future leadership needs. For early career 

employees in particular, awareness into their next steps is one of 

the strongest predictors of retention. When employees 

understand where they can go and how their skills translate 

across roles, they are significantly more likely to stay and grow 

internally.

The following approaches are a few ways that organizations can 

turn skills insight into actual movement across the workforce.

Talent marketplaces

Internal talent marketplaces connect employees with roles, 

projects, and short-term assignments aligned with their skills 

and interests. They make opportunities visible, reduce friction in 

finding talent, and allow organizations to deploy capabilities 

where they are needed most—faster and with greater precision.

Career path transparency

Clear, skills-based career paths show employees how they can 

grow within the organization. By mapping roles to the specific 

skills required to move between roles—rather than relying on 

unclear or informal progression paths—organizations help 

employees see where their skills are the strongest match and 

where they can apply them next, instead of remaining siloed 

within a single role. This makes development more purposeful 

and mobility more achievable.

Succession planning

Organizations often face disruption when key employees leave, 

exposing gaps in leadership readiness and continuity. Skills-

based succession planning identifies future leaders based on 

capability, not just tenure or title—and highlights early career 

talent with accelerated growth potential. By continuously 

assessing readiness and development needs, organizations can 

build stronger leadership pipelines and ensure continuity in 

critical roles as business needs evolve.

Help talent flow to where it’s most effective
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Measuring and optimizing skills impact

Skills visibility and mobility don’t just create movement across the workforce. They 
also enable organizations to connect skills data to business impact so they can 
measure, refine, and continuously improve how work gets done.

Skills-based performance insights

Skills-based performance insights reveal how capabilities contribute to outcomes 
at both the individual and organizational level. Instead of evaluating performance 
only within the context of a role, organizations can assess how specific skills drive 
productivity, quality, and results. This provides a clearer view of which capabilities 
matter most—and where to invest in development.

Workforce agility metrics

Workforce agility metrics track how effectively an organization can adapt to 
changing demands across the HCM suite. These include indicators such as growth 
in critical skills, internal mobility rates, time-to-productivity, and alignment 
between skills supply and demand. The embedded AI in SAP SuccessFactors 
HCM continuously analyzes these patterns, surfacing insights and 
recommendations that help organizations refine strategies in real time and 
maintain a workforce that’s ready for what comes next.

See what’s really working
Within a unified HCM foundation, 
this approach connects workforce 
capability to measurable business 
impact—and turns performance 
into a continuous feedback loop for 
skills development and 
workforce strategy.

Take a tour of SAP SuccessFactors 
for talent management

https://www.sap.com/products/hcm/talent-management/product-tour.html
https://www.sap.com/products/hcm/talent-management/product-tour.html
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To move from strategy to execution, organizations need practical 

models that translate skills-first principles into action. The 

following frameworks provide structured ways to assess 

maturity, activate early career mobility, and implement skills-

based transformation across the workforce.

Evaluation and planning 
tools for skills-first 
transformation

11 | 16
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Building your  
skills-first enterprise

The future of work is being reshaped by the rapid acceleration of 

advanced technologies—most notably AI. As organizations 

embed AI into daily operations, they’re also moving away from 

traditional, task-based jobs and toward cognitive, knowledge-

driven roles.

This shift is driving a sustained rise in demand for new skills like 

critical thinking, problem solving, creativity, and complex 

decision making. For businesses seeking ways to remain 

competitive, building an adaptable workforce with continuously 

evolving skill sets is now crucial. 

The capabilities highlighted in this report—skills intelligence, 

AI-driven matching, continuous development, and internal 

mobility—reflect this transformation. Fortunately, that’s exactly 

what SAP SuccessFactors HCM provides. By unifying recruiting, 

learning, performance, and mobility onto a single skills 

foundation, it allows organizations to align workforce capabilities 

with changing business priorities.
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What sets the suite apart is its ability to extend AI across the 

entire enterprise—not just within HR. Through SAP Business 

Technology Platform, SAP’s AI operates with enterprise-wide 

context across HR, finance, and operational systems—context 

competitors can’t match.

Joule, SAP’s AI solution, strengthens this advantage by drawing 

from real business processes rather than isolated models or bolt 

on tools. This results in more accurate, context aware 

recommendations.

Together, these insights and capabilities reflect broader future of 

work trends, equipping organizations not just to respond to 

change, but to shape their workforce strategies proactively as 

the next decade unfolds.

Explore SAP SuccessFactors HCM
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