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Introduction

Knowing which skills employers want is crucial for

many players in the economy, be they individuals,

schools, economic development agencies, or workforce
development groups—especially given rising interest in
skills-based hiring. The Occupational Mobility Explorer
(OME), originally released by the Federal Reserve Banks
of Cleveland and Philadelphia, provides an opportunity to
investigate the market demand for over 2,300 skills across
more than 600 occupations. Data from the OME can help
people determine how to use skills that they already have
to find new career paths while strengthening the broader
economy in the process. Awareness of underlying data
can also help put into context the frequent news stories
about labor market trends. For example, recent headlines
have focused on the tremendous growth in the demand
for Al-related skills. And while it is true that the share of
job postings for Al-related skills has increased, these skills
were found in just 1.6 percent of job ads posted in 2023

Thus, in this report, using data from the OME, I answer
the following questions: Which skills are most in demand
by employers? How does demand for skills vary across
Fourth District states? How does demand for skills vary
across the wage distribution? And which skills should be
invested in to promote economic mobility?

Key findings include the following:

e Avariety of “social and soft” skills make up the most
requested skills by employers. The most requested
skill 1s “communication”; over a third of all job ads
include this skill. There is not too much variation in
the top-requested skills when comparing the nation
and Fourth District states, but there is some notable
variation among Fourth District states.

e Commonly requested skills are similar across wage
quartiles.

*  “Social and soft” skills are important for economic
mobility.

While not discounting the role of technical education or
specific training necessary for some occupations, these
findings align with the notion that “social and soft”

skills, sometimes referred to as “twenty-first century,”
“noncognitive,” “interpersonal,” or “people” skills,

are imperative for success in today’s labor market.?
Additionally, a LinkedIn survey found that 90 percent

of international business executives believe that “soft
skills” are more important than ever.” Moreover, social
skills-intensive occupations have experienced faster
employment and wage growth than other occupations
since 1980, while the economic returns for social skills

in the labor market increased from the 1990s to the
2000s.* Technological change is thought to be one reason
for the increased importance of social interaction in

the labor market. While routine tasks have been and
continue to be automated, there is currently no way for
technology to automate nonroutine or higher-order tasks
that require social interaction.” The 2021 Occupational
Requirements Survey estimates that roughly 60 percent
of US employment requires more advanced people
skills, with many higher-wage occupational groups (legal,
business and financial operations, education, computer
and mathematical, healthcare, and architecture and
engineering) requiring more advanced people skills for
greater than 90 percent of employment.°®



Data

This analysis uses data from the OME, which includes
2,326 unique skills extracted from over 124 million online
job ads from 2021 through 2023. The included skills are
“scraped” by Lightcast from job descriptions across over
600 occupations; the OME uses the top 25 most requested
skills for each occupation. The data do not indicate a

level of mastery or proficiency required, but, rather, only
that the skill is requested by the employer. As a result, the
primary metric in this analysis is the share of job ads that
request a particular skill. One caveat to this approach is

Findings

Table 1 lists the 15 most requested skills in online job

ads by employers across Kentucky, Ohio, Pennsylvania,
West Virginia, and the United States. A variety of “social
and soft” skills are at or near the top of this list. Overall,
the most requested skill is “communication,” which

was specified by employers in over a third of all job ads
nationally. “Customer service” and “management” are
the next most in-demand skills, mentioned in 26.9 and
23.0 percent of job ads, respectively. “Sales,” “operations,”
and “leadership” skills are next, with each requested by

that it tends to highlight skills that are common across
occupations. Job ads are aggregated across occupations

for the national- and state-level portions of this analysis.
Based on the BLS’s 2023 Occupational Employment and
Wage Statistics, occupations are placed into four equally
sized groups (total employment for each wage quartile is
approximately 37 million) based on national median hourly
wages to examine how demand for skills varies across the
wage distribution.

employers in roughly 15 percent of job ads. Rounding
out the top 10 are “detail-oriented,” “problem-solving,”
“writing,” and “planning” skills, specified in about 1 of
every 10 job ads. Notably, employers have similar levels
of demand for physical labor and digital skills. Roughly
8 percent of job ads request “lifting ability,” “Microsoft
Excel,” and “Microsoft Office” skills.

Table 1. Top Employer-requested Skills Nationally and in Fourth District States, 2021-2023

% of % of % of % of % of
Skill job ads Skill job ads Skill job ads Skill job ads Skill job ads
Communication 34.2%  Communication 32.8%  Communication 32.9%  Communication 33.2%  Communication 29.3%

Customer service 26.9%  Customer service  27.7%  Customer service 26.5%  Customer service 24.1%  Customer service 25.0%

Management 23.0%  Management 21.7%  Management 21.2%  Management 22.3%  Management 21.2%
Sales 16.6%  Sales 15.0%  Sales 15.3%  Sales 14.1%  Sales 15.3%
Operations 15.8%  Operations 14.0%  Operations 13.3%  Operations 13.6%  Operations 14.1%
Leadership 14.6%  Leadership 12.4%  Leadership 12.3%  Leadership 12.5%  Leadership 13.2%
Detail-oriented 12.5%  Detail-oriented 10.7%  Detail-oriented 10.8%  Detail-oriented 10.4%  Merchandising 9.3%
Problem-solving 11.3%  Problem-solving 8.1%  Problem-solving 9.4%  Problem-solving 9.4%  Nursing 9.2%
Writing 10.4% Lifting ability 7.9%  Writing 6.9%  Planning 7.1%  Planning 7.5%
Planning 9.7%  Nursing 7.3% Lifting ability 6.7%  Writing 7.0%  Problem-solving 6.4%
merpersonal 0% Witing 68%  Nursing 65%  Nursing 7.0%  Witing 6.3%
Lifting ability 7.9%  Planning 6.4%  Planning 6.5% Lifting ability 5.6% Lifting ability 5.8%
Microsoft Excel 7.9%  Merchandising 6.2%  Microsoft Office 5.8%  Microsoft Excel 5.6%  Detail-oriented 5.7%
Microsoft Office 7.7%  Microsoft Office 5.2%  Microsoft Excel 5.5%  Microsoft Office 5.6%  Coordinating 5.0%
Multitasking 7.2%  Microsoft Excel 51%  Merchandising 52%  Merchandising 5.2%  Cash register 4.7%

Source: Occupational Mobility Explorer



There is not too much variation in the top-requested

skills when comparing the nation and Fourth District
states, but there is some notable variation among Fourth
District states. The top eight most requested skills are

the same across Kentucky, Ohio, Pennsylvania, and the
nation. Meanwhile, West Virginia’s top six skills are the
same as those for the other Fourth District states and the
nation. Employers have a comparable level of demand for
physical labor and digital skills in Ohio and Pennsylvania,
just as they do nationally, while demand for “lifting ability’
well outpaces demand for “Microsoft Excel” or “Microsoft
Ofhice” in Kentucky and West Virginia. Notably, there is
stronger demand for “merchandising” and “nursing” skills
among employers in Fourth District states than nationally.
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Before discussing which skills are important for economic
mobility, it is useful to understand how skills demand
varies across the wage distribution. Returning to national
data, I place occupations into four equally sized groups
based on their median hourly wage. The first quartile
consists of the lowest-wage occupations including home
health and personal care aides, retail salespersons, fast
food and counter workers, and cashiers. At the other

end of the wage distribution, the fourth quartile is made
up of the highest-wage occupations such as registered
nurses, accountants, software developers, and various
management roles. Table 1 in the Appendix lists the
largest occupations in each wage quartile.

The top 15 employer-requested skills in job ads for
cach wage quartile are shown in Table 2. Interestingly,
the most requested skills are markedly similar across
the groups. Six of the top 10 requested skills for the
lowest-wage occupations, namely “customer service,”
“communication,” “sales,” “management,” “detail-
oriented,” and “operations” skills (shaded in gray in
Table 2) are also commonly requested for higher-
paying occupations. Additionally, some skills such

as “communication,” “management,” “operations,”
“problem-solving,” “leadership,” “planning,” and
“writing” (italicized and bolded in Table 2) are
requested more frequently as wages increase. Similarly,
digital skills are more likely to be requested as wages
increase. Alternatively, skills like “customer service,”
“merchandising,” and “lifting ability” are requested less
frequently as wages increase.

99 <

9 ¢

Table 2. Top Employer-requested Skills by Wage Quartile, 2021-2023

First quartile Second quartile Third quartile Fourth quartile
Average hourly wage: $15.87 Average hourly wage: $19.74 Average hourly wage: $28.21 Average hourly wage: $50.91

% of % of % of % of
Skill job ads Skill job ads Skill job ads Skill job ads

Customer service 40.4% Customer service 36.6% Communication 35.5% Communication 37.6%
Communication 29.1% Communication 33.3% Customer service 26.8% Management 29.3%
Sales 22.6% Management 19.3% Management 20.9% Leadership 21.2%
Management 17.3% Sales 15.1% Sales 16.4% Operations 17.0%
Merchandising 16.0% Operations 14.6% Operations 14.8% Customer service 15.0%
Lifting ability 14.5% Detail-oriented 13.8% Detail-oriented 12.3% Problem-solving 14.8%
Cleanliness 12.6% Lifting ability 11.0% Leadership 10.9% Planning 14.1%
Restaurant operation 11.8% Warehousing 10.3% Problem-solving 10.2% Writing 11.5%
Detail-oriented 10.6% Merchandising 8.6% Writing 9.8% Project management 10.7%
Operations 8.1% Computer literacy 8.6% Microsoft Office 7.9% Nursing 10.6%
Sanitation 8.0% Problem-solving 8.2% Microsoft Excel 6.9% Sales 10.1%
Housekeeping 7.4% Leadership 7.9% Marketing 5.8% Detail-oriented 9.7%
Selling techniques 7.0% English language 7.2% Multitasking 5.7% Microsoft Excel 8.3%
Multitasking 6.8% Multitasking 6.0% Planning 5.6% Research 7.8%
Cash register 5.9% Forklift truck 5.5% Troubleshooting 5.2% Microsoft Office 6.9%

Source: Occupational Mobility Explorer; Occupational Employment and Wage Statistics, 2023
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By going one step further, I can identify which skills

can help promote economic mobility. To receive this
classification, a skill must meet two criteria. First, the share
of total job ads that are present for the typical occupation
that requests this skill must increase across three consecutive
wage quartiles (and the skill must be associated with at least
10 percent of wage quartile employment). Second, the skill
must be associated with occupations that account for at
least 20 percent of total employment in the OME.

Table 3 presents the 11 skills identified as supportive

of an individual’s economic mobility. The five core
economic mobility skills (shaded in gray) are requested
for occupations that are associated with more than

50 percent of total OME employment. The five core
skills, “communication,” “management,” “operations,”
“problem-solving,” and “leadership,” are all indeed “social
and soft” skills. “Communication” and “management”
skills are increasingly requested by employers for higher-
wage occupations and are requested in almost all jobs

in the OME. The remainder of the identified economic
mobility skills include additional “social and soft” skills,
namely “writing,” “planning,” “organizational skills,” and
“time management,” and a pair of skills related to one’s
ability to process information: “Microsoft Excel” and
“research.”
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Conclusion

The OME provides an opportunity to better understand
the overall market demand for various skills. In this report,
I find that employers have strong demand for “social

and soft” skills and that many of these skills could help

to promote individual economic mobility. Prioritizing

the development of these skills in curricula and training
programs could provide individuals with a set of
transferable skills that are applicable to a wide swath of
job opportunities. Relatedly, the development of industry-
recognized credentials for “social and soft” skills presents
an opportunity to equip individuals with a portable set of
skills that are widely in demand. While technical education
or specific training may be required for most occupations,
the strong demand for “social and soft” skills signals their
importance in the overall labor market and aligns with

the perspective that “developing a balanced portfolio of
technical and noncognitive skills appears to be the key to
finding and retaining family-sustaining employment.”’

Table 3. Skills That Are Important for Economic Mobility, 2021-2023

Share of OME
employment associated
with skill
Communication 100%
Management 97%
Operations 78%
Problem-solving 60%
Leadership 52%
Writing 48%
Planning 35%
Microsoft Excel 30%
Organizational skills 25%
Research 23%
Time management 22%

Source: Occupational Mobility Explorer; Occupational Employment and Wage Statistics, 2023



Appendix

Table A1. Largest Occupations in Each Wage Quartile

First quartile

Average hourly wage:

$15.87

Second quartile

Average hourly wage:

$19.74

Third quartile

Average hourly wage:

$28.21

Fourth quartile
Average hourly wage:
$50.91

Home health and personal care aides

Retail salespersons

Fast food and counterworkers

Cashiers

Stockers and order fillers

Waiters and waitresses

Janitors and cleaners, except maids and housekeeping cleaners
Cooks, restaurant

Teaching assistants, except postsecondary

Receptionists and information clerks

Laborers and freight, stock, and material movers, hand
Customer service representatives

Office clerks, general

Secretaries and administrative assistants, except legal, medical, and executive
Maintenance and repair workers, general

Miscellaneous assemblers and fabricators

Nursing assistants

Security guards

First-line supervisors of food preparation and serving workers
First-line supervisors of retail sales workers

Heavy and tractor-trailer truck drivers

First-line supervisors of office and administrative support workers
Bookkeeping, accounting, and auditing clerks

Elementary school teachers, except special education

Sales representatives, wholesale and manufacturing, except technical and scientific products
Sales representatives of services, except advertising, insurance, financial services, and travel

Secondary school teachers, except special and career/technical education
Human resources specialists

Electricians

Carpenters

General and operations managers

Registered nurses

Software developers

Accountants and auditors

Business operations specialists, all other

Project management specialists

Market research analysts and marketing specialists

Management analysts

Financial managers

First-line supervisors of construction trades and extraction workers

Source: Occupational Mobility Explorer; Occupational Employment and Wage Statistics, 2023

Number of jobs
3,689,350
3,684,740
3,676,580
3,298,660
2,872,680
2,237,850
2,172,500
1,412,350
1,337,320
1,003,820
3,008,300
2,858,710
2,496,370
1,785,430
1,503,150
1,489,280
1,351,760
1,202,940
1,176,540
1,087,890
2,044,400
1,504,570
1,501,910
1,410,070
1,288,920
1,142,020
1,045,170

895,970
712,580
700,290
3,507,810
3,175,390
1,656,880
1,435,770
1,103,440
947,630
846,370
838,140
787,340
777,420
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