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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The global hiring landscape is undergoing its most significant structural
shift in decades. Across industries and geographies, employers are
abandoning the long-held assumption that a university degree is the
most reliable proxy for talent. Instead, they are asking a more direct
question: Can this person do the job?

In 2026, skills-based hiring is no longer an experiment — it is rapidly
becoming the dominant model. 70% of employers now use skill-based
hiring for entry-level roles, up from 65% in 2025 (NACE, 2026). Between
2014 and 2023, the number of roles eliminating degree requirements
surged fourfold. Companies such as Google, IBM, Apple, Delta Air Lines,
and Bank of America have formally dropped the four-year degree
requirement for a majority of their positions.

The drivers are clear: a widening skills gap, rapid technological change,
a post-pandemic re-evaluation of work, and growing evidence that
skills — not credentials — better predict job performance. McKinsey
research shows that hiring for skills is five times more predictive of job
performance than hiring for education alone.

This whitepaper examines the forces reshaping hiring in 2026, the data
behind the movement, and how HR leaders can operationalise skills-
first hiring — with uKnowva HRMS as a strategic enabler.
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70%

of employers now use skills-
based hiring for entry-level roles

SOURCE: NACE JOB OUTLOOK
2026

more predictive: skills vs. degree
in job performance

SOURCE: MCKINSEY &
COMPANY
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4%

increase in roles dropping
degree requirements
(2014-2023)

SOURCE: BURNING GLASS /
SHRM

63%

of employers cite skills gaps as
their primary challenge

SOURCE: WEF FUTURE OF JOBS
2025



PROBLEM STATEMENT

The Degree Filter Is Failing Us

For decades, the bachelor's degree functioned as a simple, universally
understood hiring filter. Employers trusted it as a signal of cognitive
ability, discipline, and a minimum threshold of knowledge. It worked —
until it didn't.

Today, the gap between what universities produce and what employers
actually need has never been wider. The World Economic Forum's
Future of Jobs Report 2025, based on data from over 1,000 companies,
found that nearly 40% of job skills are expected to change and that 63%
of employers cite the skills gap as their primary barrier to business
transformation. As WEF's Till Leopold put it: 'Skill gaps are categorically
seen as the biggest barrier to business transformation — not
investment capital, not regulations — it is really skill gaps.’

92 million jobs

will be displaced globally by 2030, while 170 million new roles will emerge — creating a
net positive of 78 million jobs that require entirely new skill sets.

Source. World Economic Forum, Fufure of Jobs Report 2025
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The Cost of Credential-First Thinking

The over-reliance on degrees creates multiple compounding problems
for organisations:

Talent pool restriction: By filtering on degree rather than
demonstrated ability, companies exclude millions of highly capable
professionals — particularly those from non-traditional
backgrounds, career-switchers, and self-taught practitioners.

Slower hiring cycles: Degree-based screening adds friction without
adding predictive value, contributing to longer time-to-fill and
higher cost-per-hire.

Retention risk: Employees hired for credentials but mismatched in
skills under perform and leave faster, inflating turnover costs.

Equity gaps: Degree requirements disproportionately screen out
candidates from lower socio-economic backgrounds, women
returning to the workforce, and candidates from developing
economies — creating legal and ethical exposure for HR leaders.

14

‘About 80% of U.S. employers said they would rather hire a person
with relevant experience than a college graduate.” — Poll of 800
U.S. employers, iMocha / SHRM (2025)
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The Acceleration Factor: Al and Rapid Skill
Obsolescence

The problem is being intensified by the pace of technological change.
The World Economic Forum estimates that 50% of all employees wiill
need reskilling by 2025 due to the accelerating adoption of technology
— particularly Al. A degree earned in 2020 may now be partially
obsolete, while a bootcamp graduate with a current Al certification
may be far more job-ready.

LinkedIn's 2026 Labour Market Report reveals that only 1-2% of SMBs
have employees with Al skills, compared to large enterprises — and this
gap is set to widen if hiring practices do not adapt. Meanwhile, 94% of
C-suite leaders report facing Al-critical skill shortages, with one in three
reporting gaps of 40% or more (WEF, 2026).

The conclusion is inescapable: the traditional degree-first hiring model
is not just inefficient — it is actively daomaging organisations’ ability to
compete.
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THE SHIFT IN NUMBERS:
A MOVEMENT, NOT A TREND

64.8%

of companies now apply skills-
based hiring consistently or most
of the time

Source: iMocha, 2026

N%

of companies using skills-based
hiring report reduced time-to-
hire

Source: TestGorilla Research
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What was once a niche practice championed by Silicon Valley
disruptors has become mainstream. The data tells a definitive story.

of organisations stopped
requiring a bachelor's degree for
some roles in 2024 alone

reported a decrease in time-to-
hire of over 25%



Industries Leading the Charge

The shift began in technology but has rapidly expanded. In 2026, skills-
based hiring is now being adopted across finance, aviation, healthcare,
logistics, and manufacturing. Companies including IBM (its pioneering
'New Collar programme), Google, Apple, Bank of America, and Delta Air
Lines have formally eliminated four-year degree requirements for a
large number of roles.

A company from the hospitality sector that adopted Al-assisted skills
matching reported a staggering 126% growth in candidates accepting
their first job match, with a simultaneous reduction in drop-out during
the hiring process (iMocha, 2026).

14

‘Up to 60% of new jobs may not require a traditional university
degree by 2030." — SOFTSWISS-Pentasia iGaming Talent Trends
Report, March 2026

The Rise of Alternative Credentials

As degree requirements fall, new credential systems are rising to
replace them. AlImost one-third of employers already acknowledge the
use of digital badges and micro-credentials in the hiring process — and
this number is expected to rise significantly as credential standards
improve (iMocha, 2026).
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. Professional certifications (Google, AWS, Microsoft, CompTIA)

P  Coding bootcamp certificates and portfolio-based assessments

P Digital badges and micro-credentials from platforms like Coursera,
edX, and LinkedIn Learning

P Work samples, project portfolios, and live skill assessments

P  Apprenticeship completions and vocational qualifications
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WHY SKILLS-BASED HIRING WORKS:
THE EVIDENCE

Better Prediction of Performance

The most compelling argument for skills-based hiring is the simplest: it
works better. McKinsey & Company's research establishes that skills-
based assessments are five times more predictive of job performance
than educational credentials. When employers test for the actual
competencies a role requires — rather than using a degree as a proxy
— they hire people who perform better, stay longer, and integrate
faster.

5x more predictive

Hiring for skills is five times more predictive of job performance than
hiring based on education alone.

Source: McKinsey & Company

Faster Hiring and Reduced Costs

The operational benefits are equally strong. TestGorilla research found
that 91% of companies implementing skills-based hiring experienced a
reduction in total time-to-hire. For HR teams under constant pressure
to reduce cost-per-hire and fill vacancies faster, this is a decisive
advantage.
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Skill assessments used during screening — particularly Al-powered
tools — eliminate the time wasted reviewing CVs for credentials that
don't predict success. The result: leaner funnels, faster decisions, and
higher offer acceptance rates.

Improved Retention and Engagement

The skills match problem is also a retention problem. Employees who
are genuinely well-matched to the skills required in their role report
higher engagement and stay longer. Linkedin's 2020 Workplace
Learning Report found that 94% of employees would stay at a company
longer if it invested in their learning and development — and skills-
based organisations are precisely the ones building these pathways.

Breaking Down Talent Barriers

Skills-based hiring is also a powerful tool for building more diverse and
inclusive workplaces. By removing degree filters, organisations access
talent from broader socio-economic, geographic, and demographic
pools. A study by Burning Glass Technologies found that jobs requiring
a mix of skills (e.g., marketing combined with data analysis) grew twice
as fast as single-discipline roles — indicating that multi-skilled
candidates who may never have fitted a single-degree mould are in
high demand.

HRMS

uKnowva



WHAT'S HOLDING COMPANIES BACK?

Despite the compelling evidence, adoption of skills-based hiring is
uneven. Research from The Interview Guys (2026) revealed a telling
paradox: 85% of companies claim to practise skills-based hiring, yet
only 1in 700 hires is actually affected. So what is getting in the way?

Legacy Systems and ATS Bias

Most Applicant Tracking Systems (ATS) were built around degree-
based filters. Keyword searches default to scanning for institutional
names, degree types, and years of formal education. Changing hiring
outcomes requires changing the infrastructure — and that demands
investment in modern HR technology.

Lack of Standardised Skills Frameworks

Without a shared taxonomy of skills, it is difficult to compare
candidates fairly. Organisations struggle to define exactly what skills
are needed for a role, assess candidates against those skills
consistently, and map existing employee skills to future requirements.

Hiring Manager Comfort with Degrees

Degrees provide a convenient shorthand. Many hiring managers —
particularly in traditional industries — continue to use degree qualifications
as a default filter because it is familiar, defensible, and requires less effort
than designing skills assessments. Changing this requires top-down
leadership commitment and supported change management.
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Assessment Quality Concerns

Some organisations have tried rudimentary skills tests and found them
unreliable or easy to game. Building robust, validated, role-specific
assessments — especially for knowledge-intensive roles — requires HR
expertise and technology investment that not all organisations have
made.

66

'63% of employers cite the skills gap as their primary challenge to
business transformation — and yet most hiring processes remain
structurally blind to it." — WEF Future of Jobs Report 2025
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UKNOWVA HRMS: BUILT FOR THE
SKILLS-FIRST ERA

Transitioning to skills-based hiring is not simply a policy decision — it
requires the right infrastructure. uKnowva HRMS is built to help Indian
and global organisations operationalise skills-first talent strategies
end-to-end, from job description creation to skills mapping, candidate
assessment, and workforce planning.

Why Technology Is the Bridge

The gap between intentions and outcomes in skills-based hiring is
largely a technology gap. Without the right tools, HR teams fall back on
degree-based filtering because it is the path of least resistance.
ukKnowva closes this gap by embedding skills intelligence throughout
the talent lifecycle.
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Smart Skills Profiling

Build and maintain a live skills inventory for every
employee and candidate, mapped to a standardised
competency framework. No more guessing what skills
exist within your organisation.

Al-Powered JD Builder

Generate skills-first job descriptions that focus on
competencies and outcomes rather than educational
requirements — reducing bias at the source.

Assessment Integration

Integrate third-party skill assessment tools directly
into the hiring workflow. Automatically score and rank
candidates based on demonstrated ability, not
credentials.

Learning & Development
Pathways

Identify individual skill gaps and auto-assign learning
modules to close them — enabling internal mobility
and reducing external hiring costs.

Talent Analytics Dashboard

Track skills demand vs. supply in real time across
departments. Spot gaps before they become
vacancies and make data-driven workforce planning
decisions.

Internal Talent Marketplace

Match open roles with internal candidates based on
skills compatibility — not just job title history. Promote
from within based on what employees can do.

Onboarding Skills Mapping
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From day one, map new hires to role-specific skill
benchmarks and create personalised 30-60-90 day
learning journeys.



The Business Case for uKnowva

Organisations that deploy uKnowva HRMS as their skills-first
infrastructure gain a measurable competitive advantage:

Reduced time-to-fill by eliminating low-value credential screening
stages

Higher quality of hire, measured by performance scores and
manager satisfaction

Improved employee retention through visible skills development
pathways

Greater internal mobility, reducing dependency on external hiring

Enhanced D&l outcomes by opening roles to a broader, skills-
verified talent pool

Compliance-ready: structured, documented hiring decisions that
withstand legal scrutiny

14

ukKnowva HRMS transforms skills-based hiring from an aspiration
into an operational reality — giving HR leaders the tools to
assess, track, and develop talent based on what people can do,
not where they studied.
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AN ACTION PLAN FOR HR LEADERS

Ready to make the shift? Here is a practical five-step roadmap to move
from credential-first to skills-first hiring — with uKnowva HRMS as the
enabling platform.

Audit your current JDs

Review every active job description. Flag roles where a degree requirement
cannot be directly linked to job performance. In most cases, you will find this
is the majority.

Build your Skills Taxonomy

Work with department heads to define the 5-10 core competencies for each
role family. Use uKnowvdad's Skills Profiling module to standardise this across
the organisation.

Redesign the Screening Process

Replace or supplement CV keyword searches with validated skills
assessments. Integrate these into uknowva's ATS workflow to score
candidates automatically.

Train Hiring Managers

Run structured sessions to help managers evaluate skills-based interviews,
interpret assessment scores, and make defensible hiring decisions without
credential proxies.

Measure and Iterate

Track hiring quality metrics: performance scores at 90 days, offer
acceptance rates, time-to-fill, and retention at 12 months. Use uKnowva's
Talent Analytics Dashboard to identify what is working.
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WHAT'S NEXT

The Skills-First Workplace of Tomorrow

The shift from credentials to competencies is not a destination —itis a
direction. The organisations that will win the talent wars of the next
decade are not those who simply drop degree requirements; they are
those who build systematic, technology-enabled capability to
understand, develop, and deploy human skills at scale.

Al Will Deepen the Skills Lens

Artificial intelligence will increasingly power skills evaluation. Predictive
skills analysis — matching a candidate’s current skills against the likely
trajectory of role requirements — will become a standard feature of
sophisticated HRMS platforms. As Gartner predicted, Al is already a
critical part of 75% of commmercial enterprise applications; its role in
talent acquisition will only grow.

ukKnowva HRMS is investing in Al-enhanced skills intelligence that allows
HR teams to anticipate skill needs before they become urgent
vacancies — turning reactive hiring into proactive workforce planning.
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Continuous Learning Becomes Non-Negotiable

With 50% of employees needing reskilling by 2025 and the shelf-life of
skills shrinking, the most critical infrastructure any organisation can
build is a continuous learning architecture. Skills-based organisations
don't just hire for today's competencies — they build the mechanisms
to develop tomorrow's. The 94% of employees who say they would stay
longer at a company that invests in their development are waiting for
this.

Skills Passports and Portable Credentials

The coming years will see the formalisation of digital skills passports —
verified, portable records of competencies that candidates own and
carry across employers. Early movers who build internal skills-tracking
infrastructure now will find it easier to integrate with these emerging
standards and attract talent that expects this level of transparency.

The Regulatory Horizon

As skills-based hiring gains traction, it is attracting policy attention.
Multiple state governments in the US have already dropped degree
requirements for public sector roles. Regulatory frameworks that
mandate structured, skills-validated hiring processes — particularly in
financial services and healthcare — are likely to emerge. Organisations
that build robust skills-assessment infrastructure today will be ahead of
tomorrow's compliance curve.
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The organisations that lead the next decade of talent acquisition
will not be those who had the best recruiters — they will be those
who built the best skills intelligence. That journey starts with the
tools you choose today.
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CONTACT US
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