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Fourth Industrial Revolution

Touted as the Fourth Industrial Revolution, the fusion of technologies is creating a mash-up
of digital and physical products and services in a “phygital” world – think drone logistics or
3D-printed organs. Consequently, many existing jobs become obsolete and new jobs
requiring different sets of skills start to emerge.

To prepare for the future, various forward-looking groups operating at the international,
national, and organizational levels have offered suggestions on the types of skills required
to stay ahead of the game. For example, the Future of Jobs report has listed complex
problem solving, critical thinking, creativity, people management, and coordinating with
others among the top ten skills in 2020 (World Economic Forum, 2016). The Singapore
Government’s Committee for Future Economy has recommended building strong digital
capabilities in skills such as data analytics and cybersecurity (Committee for Future
Economy, 2017). At the National University of Singapore, nine domains of soft skills such as
adaptability, curiosity, emotional sensing, empathy, and entrepreneurial thinking have been
identified for students to help unlock their fullest potential (Centre for Future Ready
Graduates, 2017).

Human resources challenges

Given the disruptive nature of digital technologies, how should senior human resources
practitioners manage organizational capabilities and develop talents to be equipped with
future skills? Besides simply achieving productivity gains and value-adding, the ultimate
goal must be to enable professionals, managers, and executives (PMEs) to develop the
skills that create value through innovations.

The purpose of this article is to propose a holistic set of thinking skills for PMEs to stay
relevant in a digital economy. The viewpoint is based on more than 20 years of experience
gained working with multinational companies and public sector organizations across
various industries in Asia.

Holistic thinking skills in a digital context

Skills may broadly be categorized into technical or hard skills, people or soft skills, and
thinking or cognitive skills. Briefly, technical skills are the abilities to perform specialized
tasks. People skills are the abilities to interact with others. Lastly, thinking skills are the
mental abilities to analyze and synthesize information. Technical skills are generally domain
specific and dependent on market demand and business needs during a particular period
of time. Thus, it is a major challenge to be able to anticipate what types of technical skills
are required in a future economy. Nonetheless, given that digital technologies are rapidly
changing the way societies do things (Lanvin and Evans, 2016), it should be a very safe bet
to focus on digital-related technical skills such as mobile-application development and
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Internet of Things. In terms of people skills such as communication and teamwork, these
skills should be taken as a “given” set of abilities for anyone who wishes to thrive in a social
setting. PMEs must continue to hone people skills because these are “prerequisites” for all
human interactions at the workplace.

Beyond technical and people skills, there are also thinking skills which are very important
and should not be overlooked. Anecdotally, many managers frequently lament that their
co-workers “do not think” deeply into issues but simply execute whatever that they have
told to do. Of course, this may not be entirely true. Individuals and teams may have tried
very hard to think but lack the tools and techniques to guide the thinking process.

In a time when there is a relentless quest for new ways of framing issues, a relook at some
of the “older” thinking skills that have proven to be useful but have fallen out of fashion may
offer a way forward. This list of cognitive skills which comes with specific tools and
techniques refined over the years include design thinking, process thinking, systems
thinking, futures thinking, and creative thinking.

The main argument for the development of these thinking skills in a digital economy is as
follows: Design thinking is about putting the external customers’ needs first and creating
solutions to fulfil these needs. Sounds simple but it is not so easy to implement because an
organization’s internal processes may not be aligned to the service-design blueprint. To
overcome come this challenge, process thinking helps by rearranging organizational
activities with the aid of “as-is” and “to-be” process maps to create outcomes that exceed
customers’ expectations. Digital technologies could then be introduced to reduce manual
activities. Next, what happens then when there are contradictions in achieving external and
internal outcomes? Systems thinking using causal loop diagrams could be applied for
complex problem-solving involving inter-related parts within the operating environment.
With the current issues being taken care of, futures thinking could be used to look at
longer-term trends and time horizons. It is an attempt to visualize plausible scenarios that
may play out in the future. Finally, underpinning all these cognitive skills, there is a need for
creative thinking. Using tools such as metaphors to connect ideas, more new ideas could
be generated to offer a fresh look at age-old problems.

On its own, these five thinking skills seem to offer nothing new. However, as a holistic set
of thinking skills that complements technical and people skills, they may help to put PMEs
on a firmer footing to face future challenges. In order to deliver a dramatic impact at the
workplace, the application of these thinking skills must be done holistically and not in
isolation.

Conclusion

To stay relevant in a digital economy, there is a need to develop a holistic set of cognitive
skills such as design thinking, process thinking, systems thinking, futures thinking, and
creative thinking that complements technical and people skills.
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