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Abstract

The 21st-century economy is converging with existing technologies such as software, the Internet, robotics, and the
Cloud with emerging technologies such as artificial intelligence (Al), machine learning, 10T, nanotechnology, and
biotechnology. As we collect, curate, and process vast quantities of information at breakneck speeds, the
boundaries between humans and machines are blurring. A consequence of this technological revolution is an
economy that is changing faster than ever, and organizations, along with today’s workforce, must learn how to
adapt.

Today’s economy requires it workforce to acquire two types of skills: hard skills or job-related knowledge and
abilities to help us perform specific job responsibilities effectively, and soft skills or personal qualities that help us
thrive in the workplace. So, what are examples of hard skills? Examples of hard skills include SAS and Python
programming, data analysis, project management, and market research. Soft skills on the other hand are not
always measurable and consist of non-technical skills that describe the characteristics, attributes, and traits that are
associated with one’s personality. Soft skills enable effective and harmonious interaction with others in the
workplace and are acquired from the roles and/or experiences one has had. The good news is that soft skills can be
learned and, more importantly, provide one with a competitive edge in today’s demanding and evolving workplace.

Introduction

The objectives of this paper and e-poster is to present information about the types of soft skills that are beneficial
to gaining a competitive edge (or advantage) in the 21 century job market. Topics include understanding the
difference between hard skills and soft skills, examples of soft skills for career growth, the importance of acquiring
soft skills, and ways to acquire and/or hone soft skills for competitive advantage.

Hard Skills versus Soft Skills

Hard skills represent a person’s technical skill set and ability to perform various functional tasks. These types of
skills are associated with what has been learned and/or gained through education, specific training, or on the job.
In contrast, soft skills are referred to as character traits, people skills, life skills, and interpersonal skills. They are
applicable across job titles and industries and are generally associated with how well one interacts with others. The
good news is that soft skills can be acquired and can be improved.

You may be wondering what some examples of soft skills are. Soft skills can be categorized by the following
characteristics, attributes, and traits:

=  Communication — the ability to speak and write clearly and concidely.

= Critical Thinking — the ability to analyze problems and make informed decisions.

= Leadership — the ability to manage difficult situations and people.

= Teamwork - the ability to effectively work well with others.

=  Work Ethic — the ability to manage time, complete tasks, be organized, be focused, and perform job
responsibilities.

=  Attitude —the ability to bring a positive attitude to the workplace.
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Category Soft Skill Category Soft Skill

Communication Speaking Teamwork Collaboration
Reading comprehension Diversity awareness
Writing Empathy
Listening Interpersonal skills
Conflict resolution Networking
Negotiating Persuasion
Social skills
Critical Thinking Creativity Team building
Curiosity
Innovation Work Ethic Attentiveness
Logical thinking Dedication
Problem solving Dependability
Resourcefulness Meeting deadlines
Thinking outside the box Multitasking
Willingness to learn Perseverance
Reliability
Leadership Decision-making )
Results-oriented
Delegation

Staying on task

Dispute resolution X
Time management

Inspiring people

Trainable
Managing teams
Mentoring and coaching Attitude Confident
Motivating others Cooperative
Supervising Courteous

Enthusiastic
Friendly
Patient

Respectful
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Acquiring Soft Skills

Because soft skills are somewhat difficult to teach, employers want to be certain that their job applicants already
possess the soft skills they will need to be successful performing the duties of their job. If job applicants are lacking
in one or more of these soft skills, then as was mentioned earlier — soft skills can be acquired and can be improved.
The following table presents each of the main soft skills along with ways to acquire and/or hone their skills.

Soft Skill Ways to Acquire and/or Hone a Soft Skill

To be an effective communicator, learn and practice a combination of techniques
including non-verbal such as body language and tone of voice; verbal techniques

Communication such as public speaking and presentation; and written techniques such as writing
papers and storytelling to describe complex scenarios, problems, and their
solutions, along with alternatives, to different audiences.

Delegate and distribute duties and responsibilities with stakeholders, team
Teamwork members, and others while respecting another person’s point of view and
professional experience even during disagreement.

Problem solving skills encompass the development of critical thinking, curiosity, and
creativity abilities. Using logical reasoning, rational approaches, and brainstorming

Problem solving strategies along with curiosity and an open-mindedness helps to identify the pros
and cons of any situation or problem, with the hope of improved decision-making
opportunities.

A leader possesses specific qualities which help them stand out, including the ability
Leadership to inspire, motivate, instill confidence, problem solve, listen, coach, and mentor to
align a group, employees, and others to move in the same or a positive direction.

Identify role models you can learn from, build a network of relationships, and
Learn from others observe the traits of others to acquire vital skills to help you successfully interact
with others to improve your professional skills.

Conclusion

This paper and e-poster presents information about the types of soft skills that are beneficial for gaining a
competitive edge (or advantage) in the 215 century job market. Specific topics include understanding the difference
between hard skills and soft skills, examples of soft skills for career growth, the importance of acquiring soft skills,
and ways to acquire and/or hone soft skills for competitive advantage.

Acknowledgments

The author thanks the WUSS 2023 Conference Committee, particularly the e-Poster Section Chair and Coordinator,
Louise Hadden, for accepting my abstract and paper; the WUSS 2023 Academic Chair, Lida Gharibvand, and the
Operations Chair, Julie Kilburn, for organizing and supporting a great “live” conference event; SAS Institute Inc. for
providing SAS users with wonderful software; and SAS users everywhere for being the nicest people anywhere!

Trademark Citations

SAS and all other SAS Institute Inc. product or service names are registered trademarks or trademarks of SAS
Institute Inc. in the USA and other countries. ® indicates USA registration. Other brands and product names are
trademarks of their respective companies.



Soft Skills to Gain a Competitive Edge in the 21t Century Job Market, continued

About the Author

Kirk Paul Lafler is an educator, developer, programmer, consultant, and data analyst; currently working as a lecturer
and adjunct professor at San Diego State University and the University of California San Diego Extension; and
teaching SAS, SQL, Python, Excel, and cloud-based technology courses to users around the world. Kirk has decades
of programming experience and specializes in SAS software, SQL, RDBMS technologies (Oracle, SQL-Server,
Teradata, DB2), Python, and other languages and productivity tools. Kirk is the author of the popular PROC SQL:
Beyond the Basics Using SAS, Third Edition (SAS Press. 2019) and is actively involved with SAS, SQL, Python, R, ML,
and cloud-computing user groups, conferences, and blogs as an Invited speaker, educator, keynote, and leader; and
is the recipient of 27 “Best” contributed paper, hands-on workshop (HOW), and poster awards.

Comments and suggestions can be sent to:

Kirk Paul Lafler, sasNerd
SAS® /SQL / RDBMS / Python / Cloud-based Consultant, Developer, Programmer,
Data Analyst, Educator and Author
E-mail: KirkLafler@cs.com
LinkedIn: https://www.linkedin.com/in/KirkPaulLafler/
Twitter: @sasNerd



mailto:KirkLafler@cs.com
https://www.linkedin.com/in/KirkPaulLafler/

