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Most organisations believe they understand their 
workforce. They know headcount, org structure, 
and salary bands. What they cannot tell you, 
with any real precision, is what their people can 
actually do.

That gap has always existed. What has changed 
is the cost of it. As AI reshapes work faster than 
job descriptions can track, the distance between 
the label on a role and the capability it requires 
is widening. And in that gap, organisations are 
making expensive mistakes: hiring wrong, paying 
inconsistently, and struggling to answer the board 
questions that now define whether a People 
function is strategic or administrative.

The US Department of Labor estimates that a 
bad hire costs at least 30% of first-year salary. 
SHRM puts the replacement cost at between 
50% and 200% of annual salary depending on 
seniority. These are not fringe cases. They are 
the predictable outcome of making capability 
decisions with title-level data.

	 The workforce data 
most organisations rely on 
was built for a world that 
no longer exists.”
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1. Why Job Titles Are No Longer Enough
Job titles describe structure. They do not describe capability. They tell you where someone sits in a 
hierarchy. They do not tell you what that person does, or what skills that work requires.

The World Economic Forum’s Future of Jobs Report 2025 projects that 39% of workers’ core skills will 
be transformed or become outdated by 2030. McKinsey estimates that up to 30% of hours worked 
across the US economy could be automated by that same date, accelerated by generative AI. These 
are not long-range forecasts. They describe changes already underway in finance, legal, software 
development, and customer operations, where AI tools have fundamentally altered the task composition 
of roles that look identical on an org chart to what they were in 2022.

The job title has not changed. The required capability has. And most organisations have no mechanism 
to track that shift. Their skills data, if it exists at all, reflects what the role looked like when the framework 
was built, not what it looks like today.

Job titles were designed to describe hierarchy and manage payroll. Using them as a proxy for capability 
is a category error. Most organisations know this. The question is what to do instead.
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2. The Skills Layer: What It Unlocks
A skills layer does not replace job architecture. It illuminates it. Think of it as an X-ray: you look through 
the titles and the org chart to see the actual capability that exists across your organisation, role by role, 
level by level.

When that data exists and is reliable, several conversations that currently rely on assumption become 
data-driven:

•	 Compensation becomes defensible. You can explain what a role actually requires and what those 
specific skills cost in the market, not just what the title has historically paid.

•	 Performance management becomes directional. Progression is defined by specific skills at 
specific proficiency levels, not subjective assessment or time served.

•	 Hiring becomes precise. Vacancies are defined by skills the organisation has actually agreed it 
needs, not descriptions written years ago.

•	 Internal mobility becomes visible. You can identify who has the capability for a different role before 
the need becomes urgent. Gartner finds that one in three employees believes they could have 
greater impact in another role in their organisation. Most organisations cannot act on that because 
they lack the data to see it.

•	 AI readiness becomes measurable. You can answer, with data, which parts of your workforce are 
ready for augmentation, which need reskilling, and where the gaps are largest.

Only 8% of organisations have reliable 
data on the skills their workforce 
currently possesses.
(Gartner, 2024)
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3. The Credibility Problem: Why Tasks Are the Answer
The honest objection to skills-based approaches is a fair one. Skills are easy to claim and hard to verify. 
Self-reported skills reflect aspiration as much as demonstrated capability. Frameworks built on surveys decay 
quickly and lose credibility with the business leaders who need to act on them.

This is why most skills initiatives stall after the initial build. The data looks comprehensive at launch and 
becomes questionable within twelve months. HR loses confidence in it. Business leaders stop using it.  
The project is shelved.

The answer is not to abandon skills. It is to get to skills via tasks.

Tasks are observable and specific. They are the unit of work that skills produce. If you can demonstrate a 
task, you have evidenced the underlying skill. The task is the proof. The skill is the inference. This shifts the 
basis of the data from opinion to observation, and that shift is what makes it credible to the finance and 
operations leaders who need to trust it before they will act on it.

It also changes how frameworks are maintained. When roles evolve, the tasks that define them change first. 
A task-based framework can be updated when the work changes, not on an annual review cycle. That is the 
difference between a living system and a document with an expiry date.

4. What This Looks Like in Practice
A CHRO walks into a board meeting. The question on the table: how AI-ready is our workforce, and where are 
the biggest capability gaps?

Without a skills layer, she has headcount data and job titles. She can describe how many people sit in 
each function and what their grades are. She cannot say which roles are most exposed to AI-driven task 
substitution, where reskilling investment would generate the highest return, or whether the organisation has 
the capability to execute its strategic plan. The answer to the board’s question is: we do not know.

That answer is becoming untenable. Workforce capability is now directly connected to capital allocation 
decisions, and boards are treating it that way.

With a skills layer, the same conversation looks different. She can show which functions have the skills 
required for AI augmentation and which do not. She can identify the roles most exposed to task substitution 
in the next two years and quantify what reskilling would require. She can demonstrate where internal mobility 
could address gaps without external hiring. The board has data to act on, not a discussion to defer.

The difference between those two conversations is not technology. It is data. Specifically, it is data that is 
current, task-derived, and connected to the systems where decisions are made.
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5. Why Traditional Approaches 
Have Failed
The standard route for organisations that have tried to build 
skills frameworks has been consultancy-led: six to twelve 
months of interviews and analysis, delivered in a spreadsheet, 
at significant cost.

The structural problems are familiar to anyone who has been 
through it:

•	 By the time the framework is delivered, it is already 
partially obsolete.

•	 A spreadsheet has no mechanism for updating as roles 
evolve. It is a snapshot, not a system.

•	 Data held outside the HRIS cannot automatically populate 
the systems where decisions are actually made.

•	 The investment is difficult to justify to a CFO who cannot 
see a clear return. A skills framework in a spreadsheet 
does not feel like infrastructure. It feels like an HR project.

These are not implementation failures. They are design 
failures. The consultancy model produces a deliverable. It 
does not maintain a living data asset.

The organisations making genuine progress are treating 
skills infrastructure the way they treat financial reporting 
infrastructure: as something that needs to be current, 
auditable, and connected to the systems where decisions  
are made.

	 A skills framework in  
a spreadsheet is not infrastructure. 
It is a deliverable with an  
expiry date.”

From Job Titles to Skills
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The Question Worth Asking
The case for skills-based workforce design is no longer seriously 
in dispute. The question is no longer whether to build a skills 
foundation. It is how to build one that is credible, current, and 
connected to the systems where it needs to work.

Most organisations have the infrastructure. They have the HRIS. 
They have the platform investment. The gap is the data. And that 
gap is widening as AI makes the distance between yesterday’s job 
title and tomorrow’s required capability bigger by the quarter.

	 The CHRO who can answer the 
AI readiness question with data, not 
opinion, has a different conversation 
with the board. That conversation 
starts with skills.”
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