
 

 

  

 
 

#ESJsurvey INSIGHTS 
 

 page 1 of 5

 

 
 
 

Skills Utilisation = Skills Formation 

@Cedefop research shows that in 2014 about 39% of EU employees believed that their skills 
were not being fully used by their jobs and 27% also did not have potential to further grow their 
skills in what are dead end jobs. Cedefop expert G.Russo notes that “increasing skills utilization 
and formation is linked to creation of value added and competitiveness and should be at the core 
of EU polices aimed at promoting economic growth through investment in skills”. 

1.1. Design jobs to utilise skills 

Skills formation is one of the main pillars of the European strategy for economic growth, EU2020. 

However, skills per se are not a source of growth; abundant and better skills can help the EU 

recovery and sustain growth only if they are put to work. Skills are embodied in people. They 

manifest into productivity and innovation when they are deployed by workers in the execution of 

tasks. It follows that reaping the benefits of states’, businesses’ and individuals’ investment in 

skills can only be realised when people are in jobs that make good use of their skills; when this 

happens, skills can be the root of economic growth.  

Put differently, if skills are a necessary condition for growth, they are not sufficient by themselves. 

The next step is to create and design jobs that make the most of workers’ skills. 

Organizations have a tremendously important role to play when it comes to skills utilisation 

because they command the way in which tasks are grouped together into jobs and define the 

autonomy or discretion workers have in their execution. Tasks have varying degree of difficulty 

and may put varying degree of strain on workers’ skills. 

Complex jobs (jobs consisting of complex tasks) put high demand on workers’ skills for a variety of 

reasons: because of the number of decisions to be made (problem solving), because of the 

uncertainty surrounding the expected outcomes from choices, because of the number of 

alternative courses of action, because of the large amount of information needed to be processed 

to reach satisfactory outcomes in complex situations and because of the need to use and 

integrate information from many different sources. The list goes on.  

Cedefop analysis based on OECD PIAAC data show that more complex jobs indeed command high 

levels of literacy and numeracy.1 Similar results are obtained using the Cedefop European skills 

and jobs (ESJ) survey:2 within a same occupation workers in complex jobs require a larger set of 

individual skills as part of their jobs. The tenet that increasingly complex jobs put strain on 

workers’ skills is found to apply for every ISCO level 1 occupation – in managerial occupations as 

well as for workers in elementary occupations – and it is found to hold across European 

countries.3 
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Jobs requiring workers to perform complex operations, to find solution to problems, and which 

confronts them with unusual/unfamiliar situations need to be manned by highly skilled 

individuals.  

1.2. Skills Develop…and Jobs Change 

This is not the end of the story, however, given that workers may experience a varying degree of 

skill utilization during their working life. Matched workers are close to having the skills needed to 

perform in their job and workers perceive that their skills are adequate to ensure successful task 

completion. If workers have more skills than those required by their jobs, their skills are under-

utilized. But workers’ skills can also be below the level demanded by their job. 

However, these situations are not fixed in time. The ESJ survey clearly shows that workers move 

between the various states. Table 1 details that most workers entering organizations in jobs in 

which they are underskilled achieve a better match between their jobs and skills (64%) over time 

or can even become overskilled (20.8%). Only 15.3% of those initially underskilled remained so4.  

TABLE 1: Degree of skills utilization since the time workers first joined the organization they 
are currently employed, 2014, EU28 

Beginning/Current Overskilled Matched Underskilled Total 

Overskilled 80% 18% 2% 100 
Matched 26% 70% 4% 100 
Underskilled 21% 64% 15% 100 

NB: Self-reported skills utilization at two points in time: when hired (Beginning) and at the time 
of the survey (Current). 
Source: Cedefop European Skills and Jobs (ESJ) survey, 

http://www.cedefop.europa.eu/en/publications-and-resources/publications/8088
 
 

 

Transitions between states are a result of the relative speed at which jobs become more or less 

difficult and complex and the speed at which workers’ skills develop – through learning and 

training – or depreciate through the process of skills obsolescence. For workers who joined the 

organizations in jobs for which they were underskilled and currently report that their skills match 

job requirements, skills formation must have outstripped the increase in job requirements 

(alternatively jobs requirements may have decreased and skills could have remained stable).  

Change is characteristic of the experience of matched workers too; about 8 in 10 EU workers in 

the survey who started in a matched position and remained in such a state over time experienced 

both an improvement in their skills and an increase in the complexity/difficulty of their jobs. So, 

to remain in a prolonged matched situation requires that skills develop in conjunction with 

changes in job requirements.  

 

http://www.cedefop.europa.eu/en/publications-and-resources/publications/8088
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1.3. Jobs becoming Increasingly Complex and Skills Development 

Complex jobs may very well put strain on workers’ skills but, at the same time, they provide 

learning opportunities. Complex jobs confront incumbent workers with difficult choices and hard-

to-solve problems nudging them out of their professional comfort zone and, by so doing, induce 

learning and skills development. In fact, Figure 1 shows the relationship between changes in job 

requirements and the degree of skills development across countries. It is clear that countries in 

which the skill intensity of jobs has increased the most are also those in which workers reported 

the largest degree of skills development. This relationship is stable, it is also valid at the micro 

level. For example, more complex jobs are found to be associated with stronger skills 

developments in jobs within each occupation (1 digit ISCO). 

FIGURE 1: Changes in job complexity and degree of skills development  

 
NB: Both scales measured on a 0 to 10 scale whereby 0 denotes “decreased a lot” and 10 
denotes “increased a lot”. 
Source: Cedefop European Skills and Jobs (ESJ) survey, 

http://www.cedefop.europa.eu/en/publications-and-resources/publications/8088  

The ESJ data also corroborates that skills underutilization is detrimental to skills development. For 

instance, Table 1 shows that about 80% of those joining their organizations in jobs for which they 

were overskilled, have not succeeded in making the transition to a situation in which their skills 

are used to a fuller extent. The ESJ data also shows that individuals that started their jobs as 

overskilled also have a lower degree of skills development. Figure 2 clearly shows this relationship 

at the county level: on average, a high incidence of skills underutilization (overskilling) tends to be 

accompanied by a low degree of skills development among employees. 
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1.4. Sustaining Skills Utilization and Skills Development 

Naturally, organizations have a crucial role to play in this process and they have an interest in 

maintaining the balance between changing jobs’ requirements and workers’ skills. Providing 

training – perhaps in cooperation with training providers – and supporting on-the-job learning are 

effective means that organizations can use to ensure the desired balance when jobs become 

increasingly complex.  

Changes in the degree of job complexity/difficulty are intrinsically linked to organizations’ 

operations: the introduction of new products, the adoption of new production processes and of 

new technologies, as well as organizational changes.   

Being able to make full use of workers’ skills impinges on organizations’ ability to compete 

successfully in product markets and to contribute to their innovation potential. Therefore, 

supporting organisations to design jobs that increase skills utilization and formation is linked to 

creation of value added and competitiveness and should be at the core of EU polices aimed at 

promoting economic growth through investment in skills. 

 

FIGURE 2: Degree of skills utilization and degree of skills development among EU countries 

 
NB: Skills Development is measured on a 0 to 10 scale whereby 0 denotes “decreased a lot” 
and 10 denotes “increased a lot”.  

Source: European Skills and Jobs (ESJ) survey, http://www.cedefop.europa.eu/en/publications-
and-resources/publications/8088 
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Further reading: 

Cedefop (2015a). Skill shortages and gaps in European enterprises: Striking a balance between 

VET and the labour market. Cedefop reference series, No. 102.  

http://dx.doi.org/10.2801/042499. 

Cedefop (2015b), Matching skills and jobs in Europe: Insights from Cedefop’s European skills and 

jobs survey http://www.cedefop.europa.eu/en/publications-and-resources/publications/8088  

Pouliakas, K. and Russo, G. (2015), Heterogeneity of skill needs and job complexity: Evidence from 

the OECD PIAAC survey, IZA DP. No. 9392 

 

Enter the debate on the policy implications of the ESJ survey at: 
http://twitter.com/cedefop #ESJsurvey or http://www.facebook.com/Cedefop/ 

For further information about the survey: Konstantinos.Pouliakas@cedefop.europa.eu  

 

 

 
 

 

                                                
1
 Cedefop (2015a); Pouliakas and Russo (2015)  

2
 The ESJ is a new European survey, carried out in 2014 in all 28 EU Member States, which collected 

information on the match of the skills of about 49,000 EU workers (adults aged 24–65) with the skill needs 

of their jobs. For more information, see http://www.cedefop.europa.eu/en/events-and-

projects/projects/analysing-skill-mismatch  
3
 Cedefop (2015b) 

4
 This is an overly positive picture as the workers whose match did not improve from underskilling have 

probably left the organization and have not been able to answer the question (which was asked 

retrospectively). 
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