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Skills for future knowledge workers
What are our next steps?
What does ‘future-ready’ mean for businesses in an

participate in the workforce and to create a future

environment that has been drastically and rapidly

that benefits all? And how can we work to better equip

changed as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic?

them with these skills?
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Responding to disruption and advancing interdisciplinary
The devasting effect that the COVID-19 crisis has had

business lens, degrees and programs that are

on the world’s economy requires significant rethinking

interdisciplinary can provide a broader understanding of

of how we respond to the major threats that may

the environment within which businesses operate and

impact global prosperity in 2020 and over the next

develop creative and innovative ways of thinking.

Table 1. Checklist of critical skills
Core business skills

Self-discipline

Critical thinking

Leadership

Problem solving

Formal communication skills

Decision manageemnt

Performance

Political skills

Organisational skills

Working with others

Environmental awareness

Oral communication

Professional awareness

business needs. While it’s safe to say that thinking is a

Personal ethics

Professional responsbility

Educator and entrepreneur Raya Bidshahn draws

proper job (Howkins, 2011), graduate thinking needs

Confidence

Work ethic

attention to the fact that the world is far more

to shift from a jobs and careers focus to one that

interrelated than what we’ve traditionally portrayed

prioritises addressing challenges and problems from a

Self-awareness

Innovation

to students, and only a collection of disciplines

variety of different viewpoints.

decade. No single discipline can adequately describe
and resolve the multifaceted challenges facing our

An interdisciplinary focus is second to none for

economies and societies, which include geopolitical

developing the ‘defining human skills’ required of

instability, strained health systems, and critical

graduates to apply problem-solving strategies in a

environmental concerns such as climate response and

range of business settings and developing critical-

loss of biodiversity.

thinking skills essential for responding to future

(interdisciplinary learning) can work to face and solve

Figure 1. Critical skills as building blocks to create change

these complex challenges. Through an enterprising

Critical skills for solving wicked problems
According to the World Economic Forum’s The Future

have the ability to ask questions, analyse problems,

of Jobs Report 2018, by 2022 employers will require

build relationships and networks, and draw upon a

‘big picture’ people who are not only proficient with

varied skill set (e.g. time management, communication,

new technologies, but demonstrate skills that include

project planning, pitching ideas, and teamwork) when

creativity, emotional intelligence and critical thinking.

undertaking work-related tasks (see Table 1).

EMPOWERMENT

FACILITATING SKILLS

IMPACT & INFLUENCE

Personal ethics

Working with others

Critical thinking

Confidence

Oral communication

Problem solving

Self awareness

Formal communication skills

Decision making

Self discipline

Organisational skills

Political skills

Professional awareness

Work ethic

Innovation

Professional responsibility

Environmental awareness

The report also found that more than half of all existing
workers will require significant reskilling and upskilling

Taking an impact-focus approach to solving challenges,

to meet the demands of the changing labour market.

we’ve regrouped the well-established skill set that is
desired among graduates into three board categories
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Recent discussions we have engaged in with employers

of skills that are personally and professionally

and industry echo these findings and highlight that

empowering, facilitate day-to-day work, and are

future knowledge workers (i.e., students) will need to

transformative for impact and influence (see Figure 1).
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The labour landscape

The importance of internships for future knowledge workers

While talk of reskilling and upskilling at speed and scale

The social and psychological toll of joblessness

Work Integrated Learning (WIL) – commonly known as

Ushering in a new paradigm for a ‘skilled’ and

is promising, the new reality is confronting. The latest

and disrupted ways of working will be widely felt.

internships – provides a platform for students to bring

knowledge workforce, the student experience in an

data released from the Australian Bureau of Statistics

Moreover, while a new wave of workplace experiences

together and apply the knowledge and skills gained in

internship capacity is now focused on transitions to

– measures of ‘underutilisation’ combining data on

and sentiment is being advanced, there is no plan for

a degree to workplace settings. Importantly, they also

workplaces faced with challenges never experienced

unemployment, underemployment, active and inactive

a ‘rapid’ return to work across a range of industries,

further students’ education and help them to develop

before. As one workplace supervisor explained in

job-seekers – show that, as a result of the COVID-19

or an end to work-from-home arrangements in the

a sense of belonging, autonomy, competence and

a recent review we conducted of the COVID-19

pandemic, a million people are now working reduced

immediate future. It is also unclear when or whether

purpose, as well as the confidence to contribute to the

response to internships:

hours and whole industries have been affected. The

knowledge workers will return to their offices.

workplace and affect change.

economy will take time to recover and, as a result, one
So how do we set the stage for future knowledge

themselves today (underemployment) and hundreds of

workers (i.e. students and graduates) to build the skills

thousands are at risk of unemployment.

and awareness they need to navigate these unknowns
– skills that enable creative, transformative thinking

Furthermore, as businesses and organisations re-open

about the challenges businesses face in the context

doors, they will need to abide by social distancing

of dramatic change that has intersected with global

regulations and offer staggered workplace hours

political, legal and social environments.

“

When [the student] started, she had a clear direction, but then businesses started
crashing all around us. I had to say to [the student] I’m sorry, but this week we need
to go this direction. She was great and adapted very quickly. There are going to be
times in your business when you just don’t anticipate what’s going to happen.
– Workplace supervisor from RACQ LifeFlight Rescue

“

in four Australians don’t have enough work to support

and reconfigured office spaces. While many workers
are opting to keep a part-time and remote working
schedule post-lockdown, others have no option
otherwise.

Internships are being redesigned and processed

courses, such as WIL, in impact-oriented workplaces

differently in partnership with industry. To achieve

give students access to experiences with organisations

this, more interaction between universities and the

that hold social impact at its core where students

workplace to facilitate workplace learning has been

engage with business strategies that work to achieve

recognised as critical for students’ development.

social, economic, cultural and environmental impacts.

For example, universities are collaborating with

These types of learning experiences are innovative and

host-organisations to develop student experiences

work to develop knowledge workers who can operate

(internships and projects) that contribute to the

effectively in transformed labour markets like health

common good and help to rebuild civil society.

(e.g., in procurement), export-oriented industries like

This reflects a shift in mindset from offering an

tourism, and the manufacturing industry.

‘employability-based experience’ to an experiential
learning opportunity with a competitive advantage in
the form of social impact.
The overall goal is to ensure that students have
meaningful experiences that not only facilitate their
transition to the workplace (employment) but also
develop lifelong skills to maximise their contribution
to civil society. Dedicated work integrated learning
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Practicalities and the ‘how-to’

For the first time for many host organisation

we need to recognise that student’s experience of

supervisors, interns and team members will co-exist in

mentoring, decision-making and leadership will also be

Draw on ancillary lessons to inform interactions

a learning workplace environment – learning about new

very different. On another note, and in lieu of intern

many business schools are planning for internships

with industry partners (such as simplifying the

approaches, expectations, roles and standards. This

experience in face-to-face workplace interactions

characterised by high quality hybrid models of learning

technology touch-point overload and providing

may also entail increasing awareness and support of

when being physically co-located mattered, a future

and teaching. Such hybrid models involve seamless

support and resources to guide internships at

workers social, emotional and mental health.

conversation may consider how to teach future

transitions between face-to-face and online learning

home)

In response to workplace disruptions in 2020,

•

knowledge workers to interact in the hallway and hold

Rapidly create resources for staff to guide

How student interns unpack and identify with the

cafeteria discussions, meet new people, and perform

multi-mode offerings. Student interns will likely

prospective interns on how to work from home

redrawing of floor plans and a shift in expectations

in impromptu meetings. As one workplace supervisor

experience a mix of remote working and face-to-face

effectively (including how to conduct virtual

about how to work will be telling. In the absence

explained:

experiences characterised by staggered shifts and

workplace meetings, employ online business

of closeness and cohesion that co-location affords,

physical distancing in reconfigured office spaces.

etiquette and project manage in on-line

“

environments).
For example, at the beginning of Trimester 1 2020,
the Griffith Business School had no offerings of virtual

The learning curve is equally relevant to all three

WIL experiences. In a matter of two weeks, it had

partners in this process:

moved 76 internships to online during the middle of

•

Academics, who are driving design and delivery of

The disadvantage of the online internship is that the students miss out on learning
about the general office. Not that it’s super hard to learn, but we usually teach the
intern some general office admin. He did learn a bit from the few days he had in the
office. … General relationship building doesn’t usually occur in an online setting.

the trimester. In Trimester 2 2020, plans are in place

a new internship experience and framework for

Over the years, I have developed friendships with many of the interns, which goes

for significant numbers of virtual internships to coincide

experiential learning

beyond the internship. I feel the element is missing on the online format because

with the delivery of 12 online WIL courses in the

•

Griffith Business School.

there’s much less interaction. In terms of the work quality, it is still great.

Students, who are engaging in virtual office
spaces for the first time and navigating new ways
of working with potential employers in on-line

While some of the heightened activity around
reimagining internship delivery has been reactive

– Workplace supervisor from the Office of Kevin Rudd

environments
•

Industry partners, who are adapting processes to

(i.e. rapid shifts to virtual WIL in response to social

open up communication and information flows and

distancing), proactive approaches are now in play,

support remote working.

including academic-led initiatives to:
•

“

and teaching and offer an increase in blended and

•

For now, we turn to the pipeline of talent emerging

(and will be more prominently) desired in transformed

from innovative business degrees like the one we are

workplaces and required to face a highly (and

running at Griffith University, where graduates are

increasingly) competitive job market.

showcasing the skills and digital competencies that are

Amplify the upskilling and training of business
students to handle the new workplace environment

around setting up the project [to] aim for this goal, and here are some ideas as to
how you might get there. Students work a lot more independently, whereas face-toface they are sitting right next to you and you can feed off each other and provide
opportunities as they come up rather than having to formally organise a project.

“

“

In the virtual world, it’s more about outcomes rather than activities. It was more

– Workplace supervisor from Tennis Queensland
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Conclusion
As city office lights switch back on, future knowledge workers will need to be better equipped to handle future
disruptions and economic downturns through an appreciation of the world around them. As Jennifer Westacott,
CEO of Business Council of Australia, so aptly expressed in The Australian on 30 May 2020, ‘we can’t afford to fail
because the people we’ll be letting down are the young people who think they’ll never get a job, the older people
who are worried they’ll never get back into the workforce, and the small business people who are seeing their life’s
work fade away’.
What do the challenges presented by COVID-19 mean for the future of work, employment and society? Moving
forward, we can resume the status quo or look for innovative ways to transform businesses and make them
sustainable in the face of rapid change. Interdisciplinary study and integrated internships will allow students to
adapt to and innovate with future workplaces, and to help create economies and societies that work better for
everyone.
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