REPORT:

THE STATE OF
UPSKILLING
Study uncovers misalignments between leaders and teams

[ KEY INSIGHTS ]

The state
of upskilling
Continual improvement is more critical than

Without alignment between leaders and

ever for organizations seeking to maintain

team members within your organization

a competitive edge. It’s not just products

on how to best tackle technology skill

and services that need to be ever evolving,

development, you won’t benefit as

though—leaders and employees alike must

drastically and efficiently as you could, and

implement a technology skill development

risk losing ground in a competitive market.

strategy to keep pace with technology
change and deliver faster and more
innovative solutions.
We surveyed more than 1,500 technology
executives and practitioners across eight
countries to understand the state of
upskilling today, so you can make better
decisions for your organization’s future. Our
research revealed key disparities between
the upskilling needs of employees and the
approaches leaders are taking.

In this report, dive deeper into the state
of technology skill development to see
where employee needs can better align
with organizational strategies and how to
maximize the impact of aligning tech skill

3 barriers to
technology skill
development
Leaders are still using
one-size-fits-all training methods.
While customized skill development is the most
impactful, leaders are still allocating resources to
one-size-fits-all approaches.

Organizations are creating
roadblocks that prevent employees
from upskilling.

development to your company’s initiatives.
Technology leaders are taking action to develop
employees, but team members report upskilling is
stunted by major organizational roadblocks.

Leaders are trying to hire their way
out of skills gaps.
Leaders default to trying to hire their way out of skills
gaps, while their existing workforce is hungry for the
opportunity to learn and grow with the company.
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[ PART ONE ]

PERSPECTIVES
ON
UPSKILLING
Identifying areas for improvement begins with indexing the current state

of affairs. We compared the perspectives on upskilling of both leaders and
technologists worldwide to discover where priorities and approaches are
aligned (or not) and what each group reports they need out of a technology
skill development strategy.

What matters
for leaders

What matters
for employees

Leaders understand that continual improvement is
critical for organizations to keep up with industry
changes. They overwhelmingly understand that
they need to:

Technologists feel the need to improve, whether they are
entry-level or executives themselves.

• Recruit and hire technologists with expert-level skills

will have three years from now. Those with more experience have

• Match technologists to projects that suit their skills

witnessed drastic shifts in technology, so they may feel the most

• Provide robust upskilling opportunities to technologists in-house

Reported priorities

Employees with more than 10 years of on-the-job experience are the
least confident that their tech skills will be sufficient for the job they

uneasy about keeping pace with impending changes.

Skill confidence

To keep up with the pace of change, tech
leaders recognize the importance of…

Confidence for
job in 3 years

Confidence for
current job

Recruiting or hiring technologists with expert-level skills
31% Extremely important

█

41% Very important

Assigning technologists with the right skills to the right
projects
█
█

31% Extremely important
39% Very important

Providing robust upskilling opportunities for
technologists
█
█

86%
CONFIDENCE IN SKILL TO MASTER
CURRENT JOB AND FUTURE JOB

█

88%
86%

81%
79%
77%

74%

30% Extremely important
39% Very important
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51% of newer
technologists
know just
one or no
programming
languages

Should you be
worried?
More than half of technologists with three or fewer years of job
experience know only one language or are still planning to learn their
first. For newer technologists, continual skill development is expected.
They know they need to develop their skills and are ready and willing
to align their upskilling efforts to their role in your organization.
And this need and expectation for development pervades the tech
industry, regardless of experience. Only 12% of technologists have
reached proficiency in four or more languages; 70% know two or
fewer languages.
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Online tech courses completed
in the past 12 months
The burn to learn

11-15 COURSES
0 COURSES

1-5 COURSES

2%

61%

Good news—technologists of all
levels are primed to learn mission-

6-10 COURSES

25%

> 15 COURSES

8%

4%

critical skills. But their paces and
preferences vary across experience
levels and age. The youngest
employees are more likely to
complete 6 or more courses in a
year, while those aged 55 years and
higher are more likely to emphasize

6 or more courses
completed, by age

self-paced, online courses.

49%

43%
28%
15%

<24 years
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25-39 years

40-54 years

55+ years
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Tech skill proficiency before and after
using online skill development tools
BEFORE

Adv. Beginner

AFTER

11%
7%
48%

Competent

28%
28%

Proficient

Expert

40%
13%
25%

Even better news—proactive skill development has a proven effect on
skill proficiency. In our survey, only 41% of technologists reported levels
of proficiency or expertise before using online skill development tools.
That number leaps to 65% after using such tools.
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94% of employees
report that their
companies provide some
opportunity to develop
critical technology skills
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That’s good news,
right?
The need for tech skill development is clear. And 94%
of technologists say their companies facilitate that
development to some extent. But when it comes to
achieving proficiency in skills that are aligned to key
business outcomes, leaders and employees find too often
that their approaches are misaligned.
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[ PART TWO]

MISALIGNMENTS
AND
OPPORTUNITIES
Leaders are overwhelmingly taking strides to provide upskilling
opportunities for their workforce. They seem to understand that remaining
relevant in their respective industries depends on it. But employees report
some misalignments in the approaches to upskilling they need versus the
approaches their companies are taking. We identified key opportunities to
refine organizational tech skill development strategies to impact efficiency
and outcomes, including ditching broad-stroke training and fighting the urge
to hire for the skills you need.

What matters
for leaders

What matters
for employees

Companies tend to provide broad-stroke training options…

…but technologists prefer a custom learning experience.

About half of leaders report their companies offer broad-based education

Employees benefit from a range of methods, but custom learning

opportunities. Think online training courses, instructor-led training,

is lacking. Only 23% of leaders report that their technology skill

conferences, bootcamps and learning management systems.

development practices are tailored to the needs of each technologist.

Closer to a third of companies provide books, manuals or training guides.
And one in four or fewer provide blogs, message boards and other usergenerated content.

An overwhelming number of companies are missing this opportunity.
Half of all technologists surveyed prefer self-paced, online courses, yet
only half of organizations offer such programs.
Technologists under age 25 are more likely to turn to online coding

Upskilling programs
provided
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53%

Conferences or bootcamps

50%

In-person or online courses

46%

Learning management system

labs, mobile learning and written content than those over 25 years of
age. But only a third of companies offer these resources.

Preferred
learning method
50%

Online self-paced courses

46%

Online, Instructor-led training

29%

Online coding labs

37% <24 years | 58% 25-39 years

39% <24 years | 51% 55-75 years

44%

Dedicated weekly time for upskilling

37%

Books, manuals or training guides

29%

Message boards

27%

Mobile learnings

20%

Blogs

26%

Written content (books, blogs, etc)

23%

Technology skill development is tailored to
the needs of each technologist

35% <24 years | 15-31% others

31% <24 years | 13-30% others

33% <24 years | 23-36% others
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Companies strive to recruit and develop for the skills they
need…

…while in-house technologists report roadblocks to
learning.

Leaders understand that their teams need to continue leveling up

Technologists report that their desire to develop new skills is stunted

their tech skills. They anticipate keeping pace with technological

by organizational blocks.

change by:

Technology skill development requires an actual investment from
employers, as well as a sense of investment. It must be a priority

• Recruiting and hiring technologists with expert-level skills

within the company and the team. But employees report that other

• Assigning technologists with the right skills to the right projects

work demands, lack of support from their employers and budget

• Providing robust upskilling opportunities to their technologists

constraints prevent their learning.

• Measuring and cataloguing their technologists’ skills

Technologists even cite an organizational emphasis on hiring new
talent rather than upskilling existing talent as a barrier to tech skill
development.

Barriers to tech skill development
38%

learning)

21%

Lack of support from employer

Not enough offerings (e.g., courses) fit schedule

32%

Budget constraints

21%

24%

Distracting work environment

20% Inability to access necessary tools/training

23%
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Too busy (other demands prevent

Emphasis on hiring rather than
upskilling existing talent

14%

Not sure what resources to use
PLURALSIGHT

Key takeaway
Organizations can save themselves the cost and hassle of hiring
new talent, simply by unblocking and enabling the driven talent that
already resides in-house.
Leaders often want or expect technologists to already have the right
skills to slot right into projects. Technologists already on the team are
willing to learn those skills. They simply lack opportunities.
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[ PART THREE]

MAXIMIZING
IMPACT
Our study revealed a few additional keys to maximizing business impact

through your technology skill development strategy. They include making
personalization a priority, showing support in new ways, making time during
work hours for upskilling, rewarding and recognizing technologists, and
incentivizing your best talent with technology skill development.

1. Personalization
is critical
Personalized skill development and deep technology expertise
are essential to company growth. Companies need training that is
strategically aligned with organizational needs, and technologists
require an educational approach that suits their learning styles.
The average technologist wants to learn 2-3 new tech skills in the
next 12 months. The most desired skills, each one reported by 25%
or more of those surveyed, include
• Cloud management

• Data management

• Security management

• Analytics/business intelligence

• Coding and programming

• Project management

Leaders cannot address each technologist’s growth with a blanket
approach. Customized learning approaches, including a la carte

Technologies employees want to learn

Cloud computing

44%

Artificial intelligence (AI)

43%

Internet of things (IOT)

37%

Machine learning

36%

Data analytics

35%

Blockchain

27%

Robotics

24%

offerings, help match each employee’s motivations and skill sets
with the organization’s needs.
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3D printing

21%
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Learning style personas
*Participants could choose 2 options

2. Support
looks different
than you
might think
To get technologists working at their best, orgs need to

<24
years

25-39
years

40-54
years

55-75
years

Skilling-up learner

Aims to grow career by expanding tech skillset

47%

47%

43%

57%

46%

Project-specific learner

Continual learning to complete a project

35%

47%

42%

36%

43%

enable tech skill development in ways that speak to them.
Employees need customized company support, just as
they need customized skill development.

Certification learner

Preparing for an exam or certification

Blanket, one-size-fits-all training programs are easy
to implement, but they are not the most effective.

25%

27%

27%

21%

Employees require leadership support in terms of time,

26%

resources, space, and a demonstrated commitment
from the company that it values their advancement and
alignment with organizational strategies. Which brings us
to our next point...

Micro-learner

Short bursts of learning for an immediate need

27%

27%

23%

11%

24%

Conversational learner

Learns just enough to speak knowledgeably about a topic

20%
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22%

22%

26%

22%
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3. Upskilling
must happen
during work
hours
Improvement is part of a technologist’s job. So skill
development belongs during work hours. While
employers in the U.S. encourage team members to

When employees upskill
U.S. versus EMEA

WEEKENDS

BEFORE/AFTER WORK
HOURS

DURING WORK HOURS

25%

26%

49%

spend more work time on it (45% of companies,
compared to just 36% in EMEA), U.S. employees actually
spend less time at work on tech skill development than
their overseas counterparts. 60% of U.S. technologists

US
29%
EMEA 22%

US
31%
EMEA 21%

US
40%
EMEA 57%

report their skill development happens on the weekends
and before/after work hours.

16 | Maximizing impact

PLURALSIGHT

How employees use online
tools to learn new skills
Frequency & length

Leaders can close this disconnect by offering tech skill
development opportunities that work in short, frequent
bursts. The median length of online program usage is 3
hours, and the mean is 6 hours. Most employees do not
have such large blocks of time to dedicate on a daily

21%

52%

DAILY

20%

WEEKLY

MONTHLY

or weekly basis. And all technologists under age 55 are
2x more likely than those over 55 to undertake microlearning—short bursts of learning for an immediate
need. This contrasts with the organizational emphasis
on online courses, bootcamps and instructor-led classes
that best serve the more experienced populations.

6%

QUARTERLY
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1%

YEARLY

3 HOURS

6 HOURS

MEDIAN LENGTH OF USE

MEAN LENGTH OF USE
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4. Rewards and
recognition
amplify
engagement

Salary increase as a result of
acquiring new skills
Change in income (past 12 months)
1%-5% INCREASE

6%-10%

11%-20%

31%

23%

16%

21%-40%

11%

GREATER THAN 40%

17%
2% HAD PAY DECREASE

Most companies tie compensation to responsibilities and
expectations. So it’s natural for leaders and practitioners alike
to correlate skill development with an increase in salary.
• 44% of technologists experienced an increase in income
greater than 10% in the last year
• 23% of technologists experienced an increase of 6-10%
The reality actually exceeds practitioners’ expectations: Only

Expected salary change
because of upskilling

19% of employees expect more than a 10% increase in annual
income, and 35% of that group completed more than 10

NO INCREASE

1%-2%

11%

9%

3%-5%

6%-10%

GREATER THAN 11%

courses in the previous year.
Continual learning helps employees demonstrate value to

26%

35%

19%

their organizations. The current trend of increasing income
tied to tech skill development will only continue in companies
that remain competitive.
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5. Tech skill
development
incentivizes your
best talent to
stick with your
organization
Leaders commonly fear that the technologists they develop will then
leave for other companies. While this happens, employees report that it is
not the norm:
• 73% of technologists are extremely or very satisfied with their current
job
• 20% are actively looking for a new job

Employee job satisfaction

73%

Extremely or very satisfied
with their current job

20%

Actively looking for
a new job

However, 67% are not actively looking for a new job, but remain open to
new opportunities. Companies can retain these employees by appealing
to their primary job considerations:
• Continual and relevant tech skill development addresses personal
growth and learning (51%). It also makes employees feel progressive
and motivated (55% each), rewarded (42%), and collaborative (40%)
and minimizes negative feelings of micromanagement (11%), frustration

67%

Not actively looking but open
to new opportunities

(7%), disengagement, and being siloed (6% each).
• Competitive compensation and benefits (50%), as covered above.
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The bottom line
CIOs and CTOs are responsible for maximizing their
technologists to create a competitive advantage.
This can only be done with a mature technology skill
development strategy. Leaders and employees must be
aligned on the most efficient way to build and deploy
new technology skills.

We developed the Tech Skills Maturity Matrix to help you evaluate
your upskilling strategy and get tips for improvement that will put you
on the path to success. Use our interactive assessment tool to identify
where your org stands today and how to progress.
Learn more: plrsig.ht/matrix

