
 

ISSN 2732-3781                                                       DOI: https://doi.org/10.52398/gjsd.2023.v3.i2.pp34-52  
 

 
 34 GJSD Vol. 3 No. 2 (2023) 

 

GiLE Journal of Skills Development 

 
 

Upskilling and Reskilling for a VUCA World: 

Organizational Sense-Response Framework 

 

Philip Mong’are Achoki 
Refined Research Global, Kenya 

 ORC ID: https://orcid.org/0000-0002-5038-671X 

 

Abstract 

Organisations operate in a Volatile, Uncertain, Complex, and Ambiguous (VUCA) world 

punctuated by volatility, uncertainty, complexity, and ambiguity. Recent technological 

developments have given rise to new jobs, demands, products, processes, work arrangements, 

and methods of service delivery, thus significantly disrupting workplaces and creating a need 

for new workplace skills. There is a growing anticipation of “new normals” characterised by 

skills revolutions, among other factors. Such a context poses serious challenges to human 

resource management in regard to developing and maintaining a competitive advantage amidst 

volatility, uncertainty, complexity, and ambiguity. This theoretical study aimed to assess the 

need for upskilling and reskilling and propose an organisational sense-response framework for 

upskilling and reskilling in a VUCA business world. The findings show that for any 

organisation to ensure sustainability in the VUCA world, it must focus on its most valuable 

asset— its people. Organisations need to develop employees’ skills based on organisational 

objectives strategically. In such a dynamic world, people require competencies in different 

skills, including but not limited to technological skills, self-management skills, social and cross-

cultural skills, cognitive skills, entrepreneurial skills, and mastery of 21st-century inter-

disciplinary themes to exhibit good performance. Therefore, the future of work will likely focus 

on continuous upskilling and reskilling people to thrive amidst constant disruptions. The 

proposed framework shows that organisations need sensing and response capabilities to thrive 

amidst rapid change, especially in the external environment. The sensing capability ensures that 

organisations continually maintain awareness of external threats or opportunities. The response 

capability, on the other hand, ensures that organisations can determine how best they can adapt 

to changes after assessing the relevance of those changes to their organisations’ current 

situations and long-term strategic objectives, as well as the possible benefits and threats of those 

changes. 
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1. Introduction 

Current business environments are characterised by VUCA (Volatility, Uncertainty, 

Complexity, and Ambiguity). This term denotes the association of the “rapidly changing 

environments, diverse employees’ needs, and almost unpredictable customer expectations” 

(Hamid, 2019, p. 1). The VUCA context has unique implications for human resource 

management (HRM). For instance, managers must deal with the volatility related to 

technological advancement and customer needs, uncertainty related to the unpredictable nature 

of using new frameworks, complexity related to the requirement of working with diverse 

employees, and ambiguity related to the mandated focus on innovation (Saridakis et al., 2017). 

Because of this, it is difficult for human resource (HR) managers to help an organisation 

develop a sustainable competitive edge in a VUCA environment (Codreanu, 2016). Any 

company that wishes to thrive in the VUCA environment must focus on its most valuable 

asset— its people. Talent development – strategically developing employees’ skills based on 

organisational objectives – is the foundation of an organisation’s sustainability (Taylor, 2022). 

Recent technological developments have resulted in new jobs, demands, products, processes, 

and methods of service delivery, thus significantly disrupting workplaces and creating a need 

for new workplace skills to recover from the potential obsolescence of some job tasks (Bennett, 

2018). Some scholars such as Cukier, Mccallum, Egbunonu, and Bates (2021) have argued that 

there will be no return to normal; hence, the world should anticipate a “new normals” 

characterised by skills revolution (Pedron, 2018) among other factors. In addition, Frankiewicz 

and Chamorro-Premuzic (2020) maintain that the future of work is likely to focus on upskilling 

and reskilling people to thrive amidst constant disruptions.  

The world of work is undergoing fundamental workforce evolution and epochal transition 

(Brasher, 2021; Illanes et al., 2018). A recent report by McKinsey Global Institute projects that 

by 2030, up to approximately 14 per cent of workers worldwide may be required to change 

occupational classifications because of automation, digitisation, and technology disruptions in 

the labour market (Manyika et al., 2017). A World Economic Forum (2017) study forecasted 

that by 2022, roughly 42% of the core skills needed in various occupations would revolve, and 

more than 133 million new jobs would emerge (Zahidi, 2020). Such technological disruptions 

have also led to skills mismatch (Mgiba, 2019) as demand for present-day skills relevant to 

thriving in new work environments increases (Chakma & Chaijinda, 2020). In order to meet 

the job demands of the VUCA environment and close the widening skills gap, collaborative 

efforts and initiatives are needed to equip current and future employees with relevant skills for 

the VUCA world. 

This study contributes to addressing an existing research gap. The full spectrum of skills 

required to thrive beyond the recent disruptions remains under-explored (Cukier et al., 2021). 

More studies are also needed to explore adequate skill needs across different sectors (Jaiswal 

et al., 2021). In adopting new technologies in organisations, HR managers are required to have 

full commitment and adequate understanding toward providing employees with adequate 

training and development opportunities and support (Ng et al., 2021). Therefore, there is a need 

for a framework to determine the existing capabilities of professionals and the needs related to 

upskilling initiatives (Lacity & Willcocks, 2021). Finding out what kinds of skills and 

competencies will be required in the future and ways of managing and developing them in 

organisations sustainably are top concerns for both organisations and researchers (Hancock et 
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al., 2020; Schlegel & Kraus, 2023). In addition, Hirschi (2018) recommends continued 

conversations among researchers and practitioners regarding the implications of the increasing 

digitisation and automation of work in the workforce and how research and practice can address 

these emerging trends. Therefore, this study aimed to assess the need for upskilling and 

reskilling and propose a comprehensive organisational sense-response framework for upskilling 

and reskilling in a VUCA business world that seems to be missing in the existing literature. The 

study can be beneficial to HRM practitioners, policymakers, and scholars. 

2. Literature Review 

2.1. VUCA Business World 

The United States Army coined the term VUCA to characterise the dynamic, unpredictable, 

and unfavourable environment following the Cold War’s conclusion (Sinha & Sinha, 2020). It 

was thereafter embraced by leaders and organisations all across the world. The term VUCA 

gained traction in corporate circles in the late 1990s and became a widespread acronym in the 

private sector with the advent of the 2008-09 financial crisis (Clegg et al., 2019). This is a 

continuing phenomenon; all predictions indicate that VUCA will be with us in the future (Sinha 

& Sinha, 2020). This fast-paced and ever-changing business environment is the new normal. 

This has compelled businesses and industry sectors globally to redesign their HR strategies in 

order to survive the VUCA era. 

VUCA, which denotes volatility, uncertainty, complexity, and ambiguity, describes how 

organisations perceive themselves in the present and how they can prepare for the future (Sinha 

& Sinha, 2020). Organisations now need to plan strategically and transform VUCA challenges 

into opportunities (Clegg et al., 2019). VUCA has four dimensions, according to Bennett and 

Lemoine (2014) and Schoemaker, Heaton, and Teece (2018): 

1. Volatility: Volatility is defined as an unknowable shift with a generally unsteady 

course. 

2. Uncertainty: Although cause and effect links may be known, uncertainty is described 

as the lack of predictability of occurrences, making it challenging to examine potential 

future consequences. 

3. Complexity: Complexity is viewed as a phenomenon or scenario with numerous 

interrelated variables that overwhelm an information network. 

4. Ambiguity: Ambiguity is a situation in which there is uncertainty regarding the nature 

of a relationship, particularly its cause-and-effect dynamic. The uncertainty that might 

arise while attempting to make judgments in a novel scenario and the novelty of the 

situation itself can sometimes be the reason for this ambiguity. 

2.2. Fourth Industrial Revolution 

The world has been undergoing industrial revolutions. We are now in the fourth industrial 

revolution (4IR), also referred to as Industry 4.0 (Schwab, 2016). This revolution era follows 

the earlier three revolutions: mechanical production in the 1800s, mass industrial production in 

the late 19th century, and personal computers and the Internet in the 1960s (Frey & Osborne, 

2013). The 4IR is characterised by major technologies, including “genetics, artificial 

intelligence, cloud computing, nanotechnology, biotechnology, and 3-D printing” (Hirschi, 

2018, p. 2), among many others. Although there are similarities between Industry 4.0 and earlier 
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revolutions, Brynjolfsson and McAfee (2014) argue that besides aiming at replacing physical 

work and augmenting human workers, one main difference is that the technologies in the 4IR 

are aimed more at replacing cognitive work and human workers as well. Ford (2015) posits that 

this view raises the fear that artificial intelligence (AI) will gradually take over most jobs where 

humans are currently needed.  

The 4IR has often been referred to as comprising accelerated digitisation and automation of 

work (Schwab, 2016). Several scholars consider it the most significant societal and economic 

trend in the globe that will significantly alter work dynamics, business, and society going 

forward (Arntz et al., 2016; Frey & Osborne, 2013; Hirschi, 2018). Current researchers also 

project that the disruptions of the 4IR may result in the disappearance of several jobs and 

significant changes in many other current jobs (Hirschi, 2018). On the other side, scholars 

maintain that the 4IR is also likely to result in new jobs, industries, and work arrangements 

(Brynjolfsson & McAfee, 2014). Therefore, based on these projections, digitisation and 

automation are the forces that are likely to shape the future of work and careers. 

Although some scholars project that the 4IR technologies, such as AI, will lead to mass 

unemployment and dehumanisation of work, some other scholars criticise this view. For 

instance, Autor (2015) argues that jobs entail several tasks, many of which might not be easily 

automated. Thus, AI does affect some tasks but is unlikely to eliminate entire jobs (Hirschi, 

2018). Another key criticism is that although previous revolutions also brought fears of mass 

job loss, these fears have not materialised (Hirschi, 2018). Consequently, labour economists 

generally agree that mass job loss is a highly unlikely scenario in the coming years (Arntz et 

al., 2016; Autor, 2015; Furman, 2016). However, Hirschi (2018) maintains that the world of 

work will experience major structural changes.  

Acemoglu and Restrepo (2019) argue that AI potentially creates countervailing effects. On one 

side, it could create a significant displacement effect by taking over human tasks, thus reducing 

labour demand and employment (Brynjolfsson & McAfee, 2014; Ford, 2015). On the other 

side, automation could expand the economy, thus increasing demand for labour and sectors 

(Autor, 2015). Nevertheless, Acemoglu and Restrepo (2019) also argue that a greater force that 

could increase the demand for labour is “the creation of new tasks, functions, and activities in 

which labour has a comparative advantage relative to machines” (p. 198). The two scholars 

posit that such a scenario would potentially create a mismatch between the emerging 

technological demands of emerging tasks and the skills of workers. 

2.3.The Changing Skills Landscape 

As the disruptions of the 4IR transform workplaces, job profiles are likely to change, thus 

requiring employees to be upskilled and reskilled in a variety of competencies (Chakma & 

Chaijinda, 2020). According to the World Economic Forum’s (2020) Future of Jobs Report, 

approximately “50% of all employees will need reskilling by 2025, as adoption of technology 

increases” (para. 1). Some of the skills believed to increase in prominence include critical 

thinking, complex problem-solving, and self-management (such as active learning, resilience, 

stress tolerance, and flexibility). Moreover, “The Forum estimates that by 2025, 85 million jobs 

may be displaced by a shift in the division of labour between humans and machines. But even 

more jobs – 97 million – may emerge that are more adapted to the new division of labour 
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between humans, machines, and algorithms” (World Economic Forum, 2020, para. 6). Figure 

1 below shows the Forum’s projected Top 10 Skills of 2025. 

FIGURE 1. TOP 10 SKILLS OF 2025 

 

Source: Future of Jobs Report 2020, World Economic Forum, 2020. 

 

Cukier et al. (2021) argue that innovation, adaptation, and resilience skills are increasingly 

becoming critical when facing challenges and change. The Future of Jobs Report 2020 by the 

World Economic Forum (2020) shows that the top skills required in the labour market have 

shifted in response to recent disruptions. A comparison of the 2020 report with the 2018 report 

by the same organisation showed that skills related to innovation and entrepreneurship 

dominate. Moreover, skills associated with technology use, technology design and 

programming, monitoring and control, flexibility, stress tolerance, and resilience seem to have 

risen on the list. This trend reflects a “rapid advancement of digitisation and the need to adapt 

to the changing work and a changing world” (Cukier et al., 2021, p. 19). On the other hand, 

skills such as attention to detail, time management, emotional intelligence, trustworthiness, and 

co-ordination seem to have dropped off the list. 
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Moreover, Kiers and Van Der Werff (2019) argue that the skills employees may need to acquire 

amidst digitisation, automation, and robotisation may not be limited to technological 

proficiency, active learning, and analytical thinking.  

The two scholars maintain that employees will need other skills such as “creativity, originality 

and initiative, critical thinking, persuasion and negotiation, and attention to detail, resilience, 

flexibility, and complex problem-solving” (pp. 1-2). Chakma and Chaijinda (2020) maintain 

that future skills ecosystems will include “flexibility, accountability, social and cross-cultural 

skills” (p. 5). Brasher (2021) also suggests that enhancing employees’ soft skills is as critical 

as technical skills. In addition, Chakma and Chaijinda (2020) posit that besides the basic 

subjects, continuous upskilling and reskilling also require mastery of “21st-century inter-

disciplinary themes such as global awareness, financial, economic, business, and 

entrepreneurial literacy, civic literacy, health literacy, environmental literacy” (p. 5).  

Notably, in whichever work environment, entrepreneurial skills seem to be highly valuable. 

Such skills include developing new ways of identifying opportunities, creating new 

combinations, and acquiring the necessary resources to implement the required solutions 

(Cukier et al., 2021). For instance, some countries such as China and Singapore have given 

priority to developing entrepreneurial skills in their formal education systems (United Nations 

Conference on Trade and Development, 2012).  

The European Commission (2019) adopted a framework of eight competencies for lifelong 

learning. “The reference framework presents successful ways to promote competence 

development through innovative learning approaches, assessment methods, or support” (p. 4).  

The recommended “key competencies are a combination of knowledge, skills, and attitudes” 

(p. 5). These competencies include digital competence, literacy competence, cultural awareness 

and expression competence, multilingual competence, entrepreneurship competence, 

mathematical competence and competence in science, technology, and engineering, citizenship 

competence, and personal, social, and learning competence. The European Commission (2019) 

maintains that these eight competencies are needed nowadays and will be needed in the future. 

Therefore, organisations need to continually develop these human resources competencies, 

especially in a volatile, uncertain, complex, and ambiguous environment.  

Human resources are the most important organisational assets. Frankiewicz and Chamorro-

Premuzic (2020) argue that “digital transformation is more about people rather than technology, 

(hence) the key technological skills are soft skills rather than hard skills” (p. 4). Moreover, the 

World Economic Forum (2017) has predicted that future occupations will likely focus more on 

human skills, enabling value-creating activities for firms.  

Nevertheless, a study by Jaiswal et al. (2021) revealed that although social skills such as 

communication, leadership, and interpersonal are evergreen skills, they require less upskilling 

than technological and cognitive skills. On the other hand, routine skills, including project 

management and basic statistics, are likely to decline in the future and hence need no upskilling. 

Table 1 summarises the skills increasing and declining demand. 
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TABLE 1. SUMMARY OF CHANGING SKILLS LANDSCAPE 

Increasing Demand Based On Declining Demand Based On 

Technological skills: 

Technology use, technology 

design and programming, 

monitoring and control, data 

analysis, and digital skills 

Cukier et al. (2021); 

European Commission, 

(2019); Jaiswal et al. 

(2021); World Economic 

Forum (2020) 

Hard skills in 

general 

Brasher 

(2021); 

Frankiewicz & 

Chamorro-

Premuzic 

(2020)  

Soft skills: curiosity, 

flexibility, adaptability, 

stress tolerance, resilience, 

accountability, social and 

cross-cultural skills 

Chakma & Chaijinda 

(2020); Cukier et al. 

(2021); European 

Commission, (2019); 

Frankiewicz  & Chamorro-

Premuzic (2020); World 

Economic Forum (2020) 

Routine skills: 

project management, 

accounting, and 

basic statistics, 

Office 

administration and 

production, etc. 

Jaiswal et al. 

(2021) 

 

Cognitive skills: continuous 

learning, decision-making, 

creativity, originality and 

initiative, critical thinking 

European Commission, 

(2019); Jaiswal et al. 

(2021); Kiers & Van Der 

Werff  (2019) 

Attention to detail, 

time management, 

emotional 

intelligence, 

trustworthiness, and 

co-ordination. 

Cukier et al. 

(2021); World 

Economic 

Forum (2020) 

Entrepreneurial skills 

andinnovation 

Cukier et al. (2021); 

United Nations 

Conference on Trade and 

Development, 2012), 

World Economic Forum 

(2020) 

 

 

Mastery of 21st century 

inter-disciplinary themes: 

global awareness, financial, 

economic, business and 

entrepreneurial literacy, 

civic literacy, health literacy, 

environmental literacy 

Chakma & Chaijinda 

(2020); European 

Commission, (2019) 

 

 

Source: Own compilation 

2.4. Theoretical Frameworks 

The following three theories, namely, the dynamic skill theory, neo-human capital theory 

(NHCT), and the theory of AI job replacement, illustrate the need for human resources 

development during rapid technological advancements in the VUCA world.  

2.4.1.   Neo-Human Capital Theory 

The NHCT highlights a rising demand for technology-induced skills as well as the need to 

develop human capital during rapid technological change (Pereira & Malik, 2015). Bartel and 

Lichtenberg’s (1987) posit that individuals with greater human capital competency in terms of 

education, training, experience, exploration, and openness to learning have a higher probability 

of adopting technological changes and developing new skills. Previous scholars (Jaiswal, Arun, 

& Varma, 2021; Pereira & Malik, 2015) have indicated that technological knowledge will not 

cause a decline in the need for workers’ training. Therefore, the adoption of AI technologies is 

highly likely to increase the demand for new skill sets and higher human competencies. 
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2.4.2.   Dynamic Skill Theory 

The dynamic skill theory (Fischer & Bidell, 1998) considers skill development as web activities 

taking place in particular contexts. These interconnected activities are also outcome-oriented 

(Kunnen & Bosma, 2003). In addition to this web of skills, this theory also highlights the 

complexity of skills in different contexts (Fischer, Yan, & Stewart, 2003). For instance, in a 

dynamic world, people require competencies in different skills, including “social, emotional, 

technological and physical skills to exhibit good performance or demonstrate appropriate 

behaviour” (Jaiswal et al., p. 6) according to the relevant context. Therefore, this theory can be 

used to investigate the concept of the changing nature of work and skills.  

2.4.3.   AI Job Replacement 

The unfolding of the potential of AI has also raised fears of job displacement. However, the 

theory of AI job replacement (Huang & Rust, 2018) narrows down displacement by AI to the 

task level and not the job level. In particular, the changing nature of work significantly affects 

easy and routine tasks that entail mechanical intelligence before it can affect tasks that require 

analytical intelligence (Jaiswal et al., 2021). Hence, soft skills will be critical for humans in the 

AI dispensation. The future workforce will require higher job complexity intelligence, such as 

intuitive intelligence and empathetic intelligence (Jaiswal et al., 2021). Although AI will 

replace some human tasks, Huang and Rust (2018) maintain that skills such as communication, 

empathy, problem-solving, sense-making, relationship-building, and reasoning cannot be easily 

displaced by AI. Therefore, in a VUCA world, current and future employees must continually 

upskill and reskill to remain relevant.  

2.5.   Upskilling and Reskilling 

2.5.1.   Role of Upskilling and Reskilling 

Upskilling refers to augmenting existing skills with new or significantly enhanced knowledge 

or skills to enable individuals to continue and succeed in the same profession or field of work, 

whereas reskilling implies helping individuals gain new knowledge or skills to enable them to 

perform new jobs or enter new professions (Brinegar & Masino, 2021). The disruptions of the 

4IR developments continue to reshape the type of skills required in the digital labour markets. 

Some scholars maintain that industries experiencing such disruptions are likely to develop skills 

initiatives as a classic response (Bajpai & Biberman, 2019).  

Considering the need for employees to be equipped to thrive during technological disruptions 

(Van Deursen & Van Dijk, 2014), organisations need to invest more in training their workers 

to help them acquire knowledge and skills to perform new tasks with long-term career 

opportunities during the 4IR (Ecless & Serafein, 2017). Similarly, Mgiba (2019) highlights “a 

need to augment existing skills with new or significantly enhanced knowledge or skills to enable 

individuals to continue and succeed in the same profession or field of work or to move on to 

new positions” (p. 5). Therefore, upskilling and reskilling are critical initiatives for 

sustainability and continuity during the 4IR. 

Work during the 4IR is knowledge-intensive and heavily depends on the interaction between 

AI-enabled technologies and employees (Bondarouk, Parry, & Furtmueller, 2017). Although 

technology enables organisational deliverables, Jaiswal et al. (2021) argue that employees are 

the key drivers of value creation and sustainable competitive advantage. The scholars thus 
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suggest that besides organisations developing physical and organisational capital, they should 

also develop human capital which is critical to success and sustainability.  

Upskilling and reskilling have numerous benefits. For instance, lifelong learning can help 

mitigate the negative effects of the 4IR (Mokyr, 2015; Penprase, 2018). Hence, for future 

employees to thrive in the new normal, they will need to update and acquire new skills (Hirschi, 

2018; Pedron, 2018). In addition, Brasher (2021) argues that upskilling and reskilling can help 

employees grow as well as have a feeling of progress and being valued in the organisation. Such 

a practice can thus help retain talent within the organisation by minimising the need for 

redundancies and outsourcing. This can help build an organisation’s resiliency and agility. In 

this regard, Brasher (2021) recommends continuous upskilling and reskilling. Therefore, 

organisations should continually identify the need to upskill and reskill and encourage their 

employees to develop new skills.  

2.5.2.   Upskilling and Reskilling in the Post-pandemic Era 

HRM transformed due to the COVID-19 pandemic. The pandemic accelerated the adoption of 

technology, such as artificial intelligence (AI), and caused a change in working arrangements 

(Mer & Virdi, 2023), such as remote working that required variant skills in employees (Durai 

& Jose, 2022). Mer and Virdi (2023) posit that the pandemic also “led to a paradigm shift in 

HRM practices. AI-enabled HRM practices are now centred around remote and contingent 

workforce management, mindfulness, social capital, increasing employee engagement, 

reskilling, and upskilling towards new competencies, etc.” (p. 1). Such a paradigm shift has 

forced various organisations to think of new ways of organisational learning (Durai & Jose, 

2022). There is a need for HR practitioners to develop employees who can adapt quickly to the 

world of work changes.  

One challenge HR practitioners faced during and after the pandemic was upskilling and 

reskilling the workforce to thrive in the new context of remote working (Durai & Jose, 2022). 

Since the onset of the pandemic, organisations have not been able to depend on the skillset they 

relied on in the past years. Organisations have had to find ways of continually developing their 

workforce by equipping them with in-demand skills. Durai and Jose (2022) posit that the shift 

of learning and development in the post-pandemic era entails aspects such as a liquid workforce, 

optimal learning, remote working, hybrid learning, social learning, virtual learning, and life-

long learning. Therefore, in the post-pandemic era, continuous upskilling and reskilling are key 

to surviving and thriving amidst constant and uncertain changes. Moreover, Raimi (2021) 

suggested that career reinvention in the post-pandemic era requires collaborative efforts from 

key stakeholders (such as governments, employees, and business organisations). 

2.6.   Collaborative Response of Governments, Educators, and Industry 

The revolutionary changes of the 4IR require collaborative efforts to find both short-term and 

long-term solutions. Some scholars, such as Kiers and Van Der Werff (2019), have suggested 

that educational institutions, the industry, governments, and the wider community should 

collaborate to maximise the efficiency of upskilling and reskilling during the 4IR. Although 

organisations can carry out upskilling and reskilling independently, this may be costly and 

unequally implemented. However, Kiers and Van Der Werff (2019) recognise the risk of these 

sectors waiting upon each other to take the first initiative.  
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Besides impacting organisations, the 4IR technologies, such as AI, have initiated the process of 

developing a “learning and feeling economy” (Jaiswal et al., 2021, p. 21). A learning economy 

denotes a workforce that continually learns, upskills, and reskills as a result of innovation and 

technological advancements (Bughin et al., 2018). In a feeling economy, employment is based 

more on feeling tasks, including empathy and interpersonal, than mechanical and thinking tasks 

(Huang, Rust & Maksimovic, 2019). Therefore, managers have the task of restructuring their 

jobs to be “more people-oriented, feeling-conscious and emotionally intelligent” (Jaiswal et al., 

2021, p. 21) by developing workforce on people skills as well as feeling intelligence.  

Governments have a major role to play. Kiers and Van Der Werff (2019) suggest that 

governments can be instrumental in facilitating the process of upskilling and reskilling as it 

happens in Denmark. The Danish Government recognises the significance of world-class 

lifelong learning and the existence of good opportunities for the continuous upgrading of skills 

for the future (Danish Government, 2019). Another example is the Singapore government, 

which provides every employee with an amount for upskilling, hence promoting lifelong 

learning (Singapore Government, 2018). In addition, the Singapore government encourages 

employers, private training providers, higher institutions of learning, and society to support 

lifelong learning.  

Learning institutions are also instrumental. Some scholars have suggested that education 

ecosystems should be designed to meet the future needs of the industry (Nordin & Norman, 

2018). Nordin and Norman (2018) posit that to combat the impact of AI and robots, institutions 

of learning should design curriculums that integrate the 4IR technologies in teaching and 

learning so that learners are familiar with the potential of such technologies from early 

childhood. Moreover, Zahidi (2020) has proposed that higher institutions of learning can help 

by making skills visible and collaborating with the industry to develop a relevant taxonomy of 

skills. 

With the prediction that AI will potentially create new tasks, functions, and activities, new skills 

will also be required to execute these tasks (Acemoglu & Restrepo, 2019). In cases where the 

workforce lacks those skills, an adjustment to new realities might be hindered. In particular, the 

failure of the educational systems to identify and provide these skills will be a great blow to 

any adjustment during the AI revolution. Considering the rising concerns of several employers 

being unable to find suitable employees (having the right skills) for their jobs (AfriBlocks, 

2021; Deloitte and The Manufacturing Institute, 2011), educational systems need to be 

reviewed and revised accordingly. The European Investment Bank (as cited in Kiers & Van Der 

Werff, 2019), recognises the importance of a coherent and progressive strategy for human 

resources and skills as one of the solutions to the challenge of skills shortage.  

2.7. Organisational Sense-response Framework 

The sensing and response dimensions heavily affect the change process (Žitkienė & Deksnys, 

2018). A driver for organisational change often occurs from the external environment. For 

instance, a shift in customer preferences, competitive conduct, or industry developments can 

impact a firm externally. To capitalise on these changes and turn them into opportunities, 

companies must first identify and acknowledge them. This capacity or act of recognising 

heavily relies on an organisation’s capabilities, people skills, experience, and expertise. The 

sense-response framework (Figure 2), proposed by Žitkienė and Deksnys (2018), lists the 
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sensing ability (sub-process) as the first phase. Once external threats or opportunities have been 

identified, the organisation must determine how well it can adapt to these changes, including 

whether they are relevant to its current situation and long-term strategic objectives, whether 

they could be advantageous to it, and whether it is capable of taking action to address them. 

A second sub-process in the sense-response framework is the capacity to use organisational 

resources (capabilities and enablers) from both inside and outside the organisation in response 

to environmental changes (Žitkienė & Deksnys, 2018). The capabilities and enablers of the 

organisation heavily influence its reaction or response. An organisation uses its capabilities and 

enablers to respond to the opportunity or threat after choosing to act in response to an external 

change. Based on the sense-response framework, the foundation of a successful organisation is 

this intricate process of evaluating and taking appropriate action in response to external 

changes. Although this framework has been used to study organisational agility, it can be 

adapted to studies on upskilling and reskilling for a VUCA world characterised by rapid, 

unpredictable changes in the external environment (such as technology, competition, customer 

needs and wants, labour market, and employee needs, etc.) that require organisations to 

constantly sense and keep track of changes and respond to them accordingly.  

FIGURE 2. ORIGINAL SENSE-RESPONSE FRAMEWORK 

 

Source: Žitkienė & Deksnys, 2018, p. 122. 

 

2.7.1.   Upskilling and Reskilling Drivers 

Researchers have predicted that technological advancements of the 4IR will be the key drivers 

of opportunities for new growth and the need for upskilling and reskilling. The Future of Jobs 

Report 2018 (World Economic Forum, 2018) shows that automation, AI, ubiquitous high-speed 

mobile internet, cloud technology, and widespread adoption of big data analytics will dominate 

as positive drivers of business growth. Hall (2023) maintains that “as market circumstances, 

technologies, and organisational requirements evolve, in-demand skills will do the same. 

Throughout history, forces such as globalisation have reshaped most employees’ jobs. 

Technology, including AI, stands to revolutionise those positions even more” (para. 1). Hall 

(2023) also posits that shifts in talent needs amidst rapid changes drive organisations to upskill 

and reskill their employees to be able to handle fast-happening developments. Moreover, the 

current business environment’s volatility, uncertainty, complexity, and ambiguity force 

organisations to adopt various upskilling and reskilling strategies to survive or thrive in the 

present and prepare for the future (Sinha & Sinha, 2020). 
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2.7.2.   Upskilling and Reskilling Enablers 

As stated earlier, people are the most essential assets of an organisation. Hence, for any 

upskilling and reskilling initiative to be successful, organisations need a skilled and empowered 

workforce (Vroman & Danko, 2022). Low, the vice president of human resources at Cengage 

Group (as cited in Vroman & Danko, 2022), maintained that “employees want to understand 

future career opportunities, and what skills, competencies, and capabilities they need to get 

there” (para. 3). Therefore, empowered employees can be critical enablers of the upskilling and 

reskilling initiatives as they will own such programs for their career development. Besides an 

empowered workforce, internal networks (connections) and policies are fundamental for 

upskilling and reskilling (Schad, 2020).  

According to a study by the Center for Creative Leadership, The 70-20-10 Rule for Leadership 

Development, “most learning happens through challenging experiences and assignments” (para. 

2). Hence, ensuring a culture of learning and growth through favourable internal networks and 

policies can enable employees to upskill and reskill continually. Besides internal networks, 

strategic external partnerships with resourceful organisations are equally beneficial (Hammer, 

2022). Moreover, using technology can enable stronger internal and external networks for 

learning and development (Hammer, 2022).  

2.7.3.   Upskilling and Reskilling Capabilities 

According to Žitkienė and Deksnys (2018), organisations need sensing and response 

capabilities to thrive amidst rapid change, especially in the external environment. The sensing 

capability ensures that organisations continually maintain awareness of external threats or 

opportunities. Identifying these drivers is key to finding relevant ways of addressing them. The 

response capability, on the other hand, ensures that organisations can determine how best they 

can adapt to changes after assessing the relevance of those changes to their organisations’ 

current situations and long-term strategic objectives, as well as the possible benefits and threats 

of those changes. Organisations can enhance these capabilities by reconfiguring talent and 

skills, learning, co-ordination, and cooperation of various entities within the organisation 

(Rogers, 2020).  

2.7.4.   Upskilling and Reskilling Practices 

The Institute of Innovation and Professional Development (2023) suggested that some 

upskilling and reskilling practices include providing employee learning opportunities, creating 

a culture of learning within their organisation, offering incentives, and supporting career 

development. “This can include offering training programs, workshops, and courses related to 

their field or industry. Employers can also provide access to online learning platforms and 

educational resources to help their employees expand their skill sets” (para. 2). Organisations 

can also achieve this by enhancing employee empowerment through knowledge and skills 

sharing initiatives such as inter-departmental alliances, rotational programs, and partnering with 

external training providers such as universities, colleges, vocational schools, online education 

providers, and private trainers (Abu-Rumman, 2021, Hammer, 2022). 

Organisations should also ensure continuous assessment of skills needs and solutions and 

continually measure the results of their upskilling and reskilling initiatives to keep improving 

them (Agarwal et al., 2022). Figure 3 shows the proposed organisational sense-response 

framework for upskilling and reskilling in a VUCA world. 
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FIGURE 3. PROPOSED ORGANISATIONAL SENSE-RESPONSE FRAMEWORK FOR UPSKILLING AND 

RESKILLING IN A VUCA WORLD 

 

Source: own compilation based on Abu-Rumman, 2021; Agarwal et al., 2022; Hall, 2023; Hammer, 2022; Rogers, 2020; 

Schad, 2020; Sinha & Sinha, 2020; The Institute of Innovation and Professional Development, 2023; Vroman & Danko, 

2022; World Economic Forum, 2018; Žitkienė and Deksnys, 2018 

 

3. Conclusion 

Although organisations operate in a VUCA environment characterised by volatility, 

uncertainty, complexity, and ambiguity, they need o plan strategically and transform VUCA 

challenges into opportunities. Any company that wishes to survive and/or thrive in the VUCA 

environment must focus on its most valuable asset— its people. Talent development – 

strategically developing employees’ skills based on organisational objectives – is the 

foundation of an organisation’s sustainability during the ongoing 4IR. Digital transformation is 

more about people rather than just technology. As disruptions of the 4IR transform workplaces, 

employees are to be upskilled and reskilled in various competencies. Continually developing 

people by combining the dual focus on the potential of soft skills and knowledge of hard skills 

is essential in ensuring organisations respond accordingly to the changes in the external 

environment. Besides organisational efforts, employees should be willing to take personal 

initiatives to learn new skills despite their many years in their existing roles.  

The disruptive changes of the 4IR require collaborative efforts to find both short-term and long-

term solutions. As various scholars have suggested, various entities such as educational 

institutions, industry, governments, and the wider community should collaborate to maximise 

the efficiency of upskilling and reskilling during the 4IR. Such collaborative efforts can help 

make relevant skills visible and enable the development of a relevant taxonomy of skills. This 
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will ensure that the skills shortage problem is addressed gradually and there is a constant supply 

of relevant talent to meet the labour demand. Moreover, it will ensure that employees are 

prepared for the unpredictable future due to their attained flexibility, agility, and resilience. 

With the fear that advanced technologies will take over people’s jobs, thus rendering them 

obsolete, organisations can do well to continually upskill and reskill their employees to remain 

relevant despite rapid disruptions. Such efforts will ensure that employees are empowered to 

continue and succeed in the same professions or field of work, perform new jobs, or enter 

emerging professions. 

Although the sense-response framework has been used to study organisational agility, in this 

study, I propose that it can be adapted to studies on upskilling and reskilling for a VUCA world 

characterised by rapid, unpredictable changes in the external environment (such as technology, 

competition, customer needs and wants, labour market, and employee needs, etc.) that require 

organisations to constantly sense and keep track of changes and respond to them accordingly. 

Organisations need to enhance both the sensing and response capabilities to ensure that they 

continually maintain awareness of their external threats or opportunities and can determine how 

best they can adapt to these disruptions after assessing the relevance of those changes to their 

organisations’ current situations and long-term strategic objectives, as well as the possible 

benefits and threats of those changes. In the end, upskilling and reskilling will benefit both 

employees and, organisations and society at large. 
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