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Abstract

This paper explores requirements of employability competency in the new normal; an era
expected post- the COVID-19 pandemic. The research conceptualises and integrates
approaches that would address how to prepare individuals for times of uncertainties, changes
and challenges they most probably would face during the new normal.

A framework for employability competency during new normal is proposed, followed by a
toolkit that ensures we stay resilient to meet the variety of demands and the conditions
expected during significant transformation times. This work opens a new line of research for
empirical research that would support employability and competency development planners
in the coming decades.

Keywords: COVID-19, new normal, competency, employability competency, resilient
communities, planning competency

1. Introduction

Since the early days of 2020, the world has seen a series of incredible paradigm shifts in
approximately every line of business, from huge increases in demand in some industries to
total loss of demand in others. The world and the different generations are getting used to
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working from home or managing to deliver products or businesses remotely. This huge
radical shift shows that the future will be different, and we need to prepare ourselves to
another different era that needs a new paradigm and most importantly, different competency.
Buheji (2020a), OECD (2019).

This research paper explores and foresight the competency and the employability competency
required for the post-COVID-19 era, called the 'new normal'. It is an era full of challenges
and instability, where agility, curiosity, risk mitigation, learning by exploring, learning by
doing, but with focus, would be the norm for both survival and competitiveness. Levenson,
(2020).

The researchers try to design the new competency requirements, with focus on the
importance of ‘inquiry-based learning' since it addresses many of the 'new normal’
requirement, i.e. curiosity, learning by exploring, etc.

The literature review will explore the concepts of competency in times of change and the
employability competency in a large complexity world where the rapid technological
advancements and the huge economic problems that are occurring are all indicating the need
for change now.

The type and strength of competency in the new normal, due to the learning from the
COVID-19 crisis, would be much higher. The competency perceived for any employee or
even self-employed entrepreneur would be agile and keep changing, as if we need to program
ourselves as per the conditions of the community emergency or stability status. McArdle et al.
(2007).

Thus, if this competency mismatch is not solved, it would create a crisis. The chances of
unemployment among the post-COVID-19 generation is expected to be twice as the
pre-COVID-19 generation if not more; unless innovative solutions as resilient competency
program are developed for the new normal, and its frequently turbulent market. Buheji
(2020a. 2020c).

The literature review in this paper focuses first in setting the base for what is meant by
employability competency and in the new normal. Then, the employability competency in the
new normal is assessed, followed by exploration for the type of challenges of employability
during the new normal. The challenges expected for the education and training institutes are
explored, then the two-dimensional framework would be proposed to address the needs of
employability competency in the new normal. Levenson (2020), Hillage and Pollard
(1998).

2. Literature Review
2.1 Defining Employability Competency

Employability can be defined as the individual's (perceived) ability to obtain and maintain
employment throughout their career, Cole and Tibby (2013). According to Yorke (2006), the
individual's employability is 'a set of achievements — skills, understandings and personal
attributes — that makes graduates more likely to gain employment and be successful in their
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chosen occupations, which benefits themselves, the workforce, the community and the
economy'. All these competencies variables are controlled by attitudes; thus, it should be
taken into consideration as it dominates the mindset of the employee. Therefore, competency
is a combination of: knowledge (formal and informal education, training, and experience),
skills (practical usage of knowledge) and attitudes (like honesty, loyalty and the styles of
action: a perfectionism and independence).

Attitudes are an essential part of competency, especially during conditions of a sudden
change of environment, as the COVID-19, where the working environment would reshaping
itself constantly, and uncertainty would be the norm. Thus, the educational institutions have a
huge role to play to the creation of the employability competency attitudes that fits this
uncertainty environment. Positive attitudes as proactiveness and preparedness would be
highly expected attitudes of any labour market contender to show the readiness for the new
normal.

Employability competency can be considered as the generic competency, generic capabilities,
key competencies, core competency, key competency, common competency, essential
competency, necessary skill, workplace competency, know-how competency, critical enabling
competency, transferable competency, trans-disciplinary goals, key qualifications,
independent process qualifications and emotional competency. George (2011).

Employability is a very important concept for policymakers and scholars as it focuses on
preparing individuals and even communities for jobs that do not exist yet and even for
solving problems and challenges that cannot be realised so far. Peeters et al. (2019) and
Rdamgens et al. (2019).

The term employability competency in the new normal goes beyond the ability to obtain a job
towards more the ability to maintain that job as well in difficult, challenging times, managing
the challenges of the job in turbulent times. There are two main facets of employability that
educational and training institutes in the new normal need to take into account: the ability of
graduates to get a job and the ability of graduates to tackle the level of work that is being
equipped for the job. Levenson (2020).

The socio-economic reality would emphasis more new approaches that ensure the integration
of both educational and social inputs that would shape the competency. Thus, it is highly
expected that the collection of education, skills, training and experience would be redefined.

Skill is defined as the ability to perform a specific task (DEST, 2006). While employability is
about having the capacity to gain initial employment, maintain employment and obtain new
employment if required (Hillage & Pollard, 1998). This also covers self-employment.

Competency is made from a two-dimensional competence, conceptual and operational. This
includes knowledge and understanding, applied psycho-motor skills, behaviour and attitudes
and the ability to learn how to learn, as mentioned by (Delamare Le Deist and Winterton
2005).

The approaches that are driven by competence also see employability as a multi-dimensional
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process which develops over time. The obtaining and holding on for such competencies help
to both obtain and retain the most suitable job, during highly competitive times in the labour
market. Cole and Tibby (2013); Forrier and Sels (2003); Van der Heijde and Van der Heijden
(2006).

Thus, employability competency can be seen as a set of achievements that develop the
individuals' competency, enhance their understandings and personal attributes and make them
more likely to gain employment and be successful in their chosen occupations, which benefit
themselves, the workforce, the community and the economy. Clarke (2008).

2.2 Defining the New Normal

Oxford dictionary (2020) defines the new normal as an event, or status, or era that previously
was unfamiliar, or atypical situation that has become standard, or usual, or expected.

A covid-19 pandemic is a sudden event, but this new normal can also be a consequence of
broader changes in the modern world (like climate changes, migration, wars, poverty, hunger);
besides the development of the technology. For this reason, the new post-pandemic reality,
the new normal, is going to be a result of all mentioned changes. However, the attitudes and
behaviours we had to follow during COVID-19 pandemic have shaped our life, in a few
months, like no decade before in recent history. With the strive of the countries and the
communities for effective containment of this contagious disease, the world is experiencing a
huge disruption to all the economic activities and social life. The radical changes that people
had to do due to management of risks; i.e. the need to react, to abide by the new regulations
and to be prepared for the worst; have shacked-up the basis of many assumed concepts of life.
Even now, we changed how we perceive doing business and deliver services in the future.
Buheji (2020b), OECD (2019).

Since this pandemic might have a series of outbreaks, it is expected to have different phases
where we need to react, then realise and reflect on the essence of the sudden major life
challenges. As the world would strive to resume its activity towards the better productivity
and progressive growth, it would need to go through fuzziness and would need to reshape
itself to fit the pre-requisites of the next new normal. Levenson (2020), Helyer and Lee
(2014).

The coming of next horizons of the post-COVID-19 era could be characterised as the
‘urgency of the moment' era. Thus, the competency here is about the capacity of not losing
sight of the actions that might be needed for tomorrow. Buheji and Ahmed (2019).

The new normal comes to ensure the community and organisations rapid response and the
efficient adaptation to change. This would ensure that the world would be more ready for its
re-emergence with a stronger position after each shock, or crisis or global challenge. Politico
Magazine (2020).

Buheji (2020a) mentioned that the 'next normal' or the post-COVID-19 era would not be
similar to the pre-COVID-19 years. The pandemic would touch the main issues of life, what
we believe in, how we think, how we visualise our role in life, our next generation essentials,
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how we would react to a coming life crisis. Therefore, we need a new way of establishing and
managing employability competency to meet this challenging era. Levenson (2020).

Meister (2020) noted that in the new normal, we would witness changes in the speed and
quality of training for remote workers. The organisations would have as part of their package,
the care for the worker future wellbeing, in return to high employability competency demand.
Almost all leading organisations would work on re-skilling its employees, or recruit
according to the new normal requirements.

2.3 Assessing the Employability Competency in the New Normal

This literature review signals the urge for employability competency and identifies some of
the frameworks that can be adopted on the international level. RGngens et al. (2019) see that
employability is a dynamic concept, constantly evolving and linked to the ability to learn
from experiences. Robinson and Garton (2009).

Employability, in its simplest forms, means the ability to get a job and remain in that job. The
competency shortage has been signalled in many studies notifying that there is a gap between
the output of the educational and human development systems and what the industry in the
new normal demands. Employability is highly linked to workplace learning; thus, it can be
seen as the continuous fulfilling, acquiring or creating work through the optimal use of
competences. Van der Heijde and Van der Heijden (2006).

Due to the transformation conditions in the new normal, organisations and communities need
to work on counting on dynamic careers in which people need to take responsibility for
self-managing the transitions in positions, or affiliation with multiple organisations and
sectors. Such a dynamic condition and environment require the workers to manage change
continuously.

Hence, organisations need to be more responsible for creating employability competency,
whether before recruitment or after recruitment. The organisation in the new normal would be
more involved in shaping the outcome of special processes as education and training in
collaboration with the concerned educational and training institutes (ETIs) utilising the
technology and conferencing facilities, as zoom and similar e-conferencing apps.

Due to the affordable cost of managing the employees productivity as the technology has
proven during the pandemic, more strategic approaches in shaping the human resources
competency within the organisation would be expected in the new norm. R&mgens et al.
(2019), Thijssen et al. (2008).

Due to the huge role of the higher education sector in the new normal economy,
employability competency is expected to be the top agenda of any country planning to be
stronger and more competitive in the new normal. Producing knowledgeable graduates with
good academic standards will not be the top target, rather the top target would be focused on
competitive graduates that would manage to overcome sudden and expected challenges and
turn them to be a source of development and differentiation. Levenson (2020).

The concept of employability competency is not new, but students, especially generations-
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Alpha and Z, became more aware of attaining these competencies, Buheji (2020a) and DEST
(2006). However, with the new normal, the academic competency will not be not considered
enough as the employers in today's world. The employers would need more dynamic agile
competencies that maybe academic education has helped to establish the seeds.

Employability competency would emerge in the next few years, after the provision of
vaccination to the COVID-19, since the competency shortage would be a problem which
would be signalled in many studies indicating a gap between the output of the educational
systems and what the industry demands. Despite the fact that changes are occurring to
different sectors in the economy, there were some common set of competencies desired in the
new normal. Thus, the level at which employability competency impact the targeted students
should be to the extent that it would affect our "subconscious mind".

2.4 Understanding the Challenges of Employability During New Normal

Ramgens et al. (2019) see that employability can be defined as a multi-dimensional,
competence-based construct in the fields of both pieces of research on higher education and
workplace learning. However, the employability in the new normal can go further more than
the actual attainment of the competency for the job, but rather the ability to focus on grasping
the job itself. Fugate et al. (2004).

The ability to get a job is not affected by what credentials or certificates one carries anymore,
but rather by the competency or collection of competencies that make their way in these
challenging times.

Employability according to DEST (2002) is seen as competency required not only to gain
employment, but also to progress within an enterprise so as to achieve one's potential and
contribute successfully to enterprise strategic directions. Therefore, what is meant by
employability in this paper should prepare graduates to join the society as citizens suitable to
meet the demands of the new normal. Forrier and Sels (2003).

In order to measure employability, general recognition of the need of the new normal as per
the demand of community, organisation or condition would need to be embedded, Harvey
(2001). Therefore, measuring knowledge could be discrete facts, but measuring competency
and abilities to apply knowledge in ambiguous circumstances is what can make the difference
in a post-COVID-19 pandemic era. Clarke (2008).

2.5 Challenges in New Normal Education and Training

Due to the high unemployment that is expected in the new normal, there would be a series of
challenges on both the educational and training institutions (ETIs) to clarify their total
programs and journey towards employability. ETIs are expected to identify the set of
competencies that they target their graduates to possess, as per the cluster, or the
competitiveness of the community or the country and its condition, or phase during the new
normal. ETIs then could adopt those employability competencies as they are or add some that
are reflecting their own identity. The other challenge would be how to integrate learning
program with a very dynamic, repeatedly changing world market and community conditions
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i.e. how to develop employability competency-driven courses and set it within the day to day
teaching. Forrier and Sels (2003).

The other challenge would be the difficulty of contact with the industry as the industry would
be busy with mitigating risks towards restabilising its position or fighting for its survival.
However, if the contact with industry can be optimised through the arrangement of e-learning
meetings with different industry leaders, this can compensate for the gap.

The perceptions of employability competency development, in the new normal, could differ
across countries depending on their socio-economic conditions. Even the education system,
the backbone of this competency development, which might be considered to be of good
quality in one country is not necessarily perceived as such in another country. Buheji (2020b),
Forrier and Sels (2003).

2.6 Challenge of New Normal Skills and Experience

Experience requires domain-specific knowledge, besides understanding the capability of
specific skills. The skills can be generic or discipline or context-based. Regardless of which
skills required, in a turbulent, fuzzy and non-predictive environment, the main competencies
would need to be around imagination, curiosity, creativity, and resilience. Individuals with
transferable generic skills would be of preference to recruit. Buheji (2020c), Helyer and Lee
(2014).

Since many of the organisations are out of staff reserves in the new normal, and in turn, they
are not able to get important competences in a short time; the organisational role and
expectation of skills and experience would be very dynamic and would constantly be
changing.

3. Proposed Two-Dimensional Framework
3.1 Introduction to the Background of the Framework

In order to meet the disruptive, fuzzy and turbulent 'new normal' demands of the
employability competency, a two-dimensional framework is proposed. When we set a
framework, we target to absorb and compensate for the turbulent dynamic era to come. The
first-dimension focuses on the demands of the new normal that would be needed to control
the competency exploitation. While the second-dimension focuses on the type of essential
competencies required in the 'new normal'. The two dimensions complement each other to
create the necessary resilient framework and make the competency employability like an
elastic, resilient system that can absorb the shocks and bounce back. Buheji (2020c), Hillage
and Pollard (1998).

The idea here is to mitigate and eliminate the risks of missing any important competency that
might be needed in the new normal era as the education, training, skills and experience which
for short referred to here as (ETSE). Helyer and Lee (2014) and George (2011).

3.2 Dimension of 5Rs

This first dimension focuses on the demands of the new normal and its frequently repeated
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phases, or trends, where people to be competent and employable, are required to react, realise,
resolve, reshape and be resilient. One could call this approach the 5Rs. Harvey (2001).

Thus, in order to meet the demands of the new normal, we are expected to 'react’ with
reliability. This means we need to ensure that all the activities delivered are safe and do not
lead to further problems, thus ensure that all the different scenarios are taken into account. In
order also to meet the demands of the 'realising' phase, we need to put concepts into reality.
For example, through specifying what and where the challenges are, our realisation would
improve. Then comes the 'resolve' phase, which targets to create communities back to being
healthy and profitable. This would help to prepare the communities to reach the 'resilience’
required to have the tolerance required for the effective transformation of a new flourishing
era. Buheji (2020c).

3.3 Dimension of 5Ps

The employability competencies required are summarised as the 5Ps, represented by the
proactiveness, preparedness, pulling-together, problem-solving, followed by the last
constraint as publishing and publicising. The 'proactiveness competency' contributes to the
capacity to prepare ahead to-, or to deal with- an expected challenge or foresighted possibility,
Buheji and Ahmed (2020). While the 'preparedness competency' focuses on the quality or the
state of being always prepared to different sort of emergencies. Since teamwork needs to be
agile, the third P is represented by 'pull-together' competency. This competency represents the
capacity to process and exchange information between individuals through a common system,
or a behaviour that creates a productive and harmonious environment.

The fourth employability competency focus on the problem-solving. This competency could
be seen in the capacity of the individual in finding the most effective and maybe the most
efficient solutions to difficult or complex issues or challenging conditions. The last
competency focuses on the importance of publishing and publicising the work as soon as
possible in order to share necessary information or knowledge that would help humanity to
overcome certain new normal phase. This competency helps to show ongoing
self-improvement and sharing developments.

3.4 Visualisation of How the Framework Works

Based on the rhythm of the new normal, the working environment expects from all to be
proactive, prepared, and to able to work with people closely (not only in the team, but with
close spirit). Besides, we are expected more than ever to solve problems and share the
knowledge instantly, i.e. publish whatever learned, so that others learn and benefit from and
avoid repeating the same mistakes. This means we need to build up the main pre-requisites
for such new normal environment where we would be able to react, realise, resolve, reshape
and be more resilient.

Figure (1) shows a visualisation of how the gaps in ETSE would be colour coded to represent
a codification and classification of the level of competency achieved. The colours can be
according to the employers' desire, or the demands of the market condition. The circle
represents the fitness of the competency required for the employability and what gauges the
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level of shortages.

These employability competency constructs set the necessary behaviours which contribute to
the overall interchangeably to suit the specific industry needs. Fugate et al. (2004) and
Hillage and Pollard (1998).
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Figure (1). Hlustrates the New Normal 2-D Employability Competency Framework
4. Methodology

Based on the literature review and the synthesis that led to the proposed framework a table
representing the toolkit for the implementation of the proposed 'new normal employability
competency scale' is designed to help manage the conditions of the era. The purpose of the
table is to link between the 2-D framework, the conditions of the new normal, the
four-competency set (ETSE) and the extra speciality requirements, i.e. depending on the
profession, the job or the process assigned.

A scenario of detailed implementation would help to draw both discussion and conclusion in
order to help to encourage further research in the area and generalise a model that suits the
dynamics frequencies coming in the next era.

5. Application of New Normal '*Comprehensive Employability Competency' Toolkit

The following Table (1) was developed as a toolkit for implementing the competency
framework of the new normal. The table sets an opportunity for designing the 'most suitable
employability competency program' in a post-pandemic environment, be it for educational
institute, or human capital department, or even government planners as the ministry of
education. Table (1) links the condition that we might face during the new normal or
transformation stage during and after an emergency situation as the COVID-19 pandemic
with the 2-D employability competency framework, i.e. the 5Rs and 5Ps. Then, link the core
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competency constructs the ETSE with the previous new normal group, shaded in grey,
besides the specific or extra speciality requirements.

Table (1). Toolkit for Planning' Employability Competency Program' for the New Normal

Condition 5Rs 5Ps Education | Skills & | Extra
& Training | Experience | Speciality
Requirements
Stable React Proactive
Unstable Realise Prepared
Lockdown Resolve Pulling
/Emergency Together
Fuzzy Reshape | Problem
Solver
Progressive | Resilient | Publishing
Growth &
Publicising

Further implementation of this framework field tool is given in Figure (2). The figure shows
the 'employability competency planning program' (ECPP) toolkit during the new normal,
where the planner can draw the basis for the plan on the table. For example, and as given
herein Figure (2) if the condition of the country due to the virus outbreak or due to a global
emergency of COVID-19 pandemic stays in lockdown, then we need to link it to specific
competency that is targeted in the individual, or the group, whether it is being available, or
need to be acquired.

The arrow in Figure (2) represents the flow of employability competency required, while the
circle represents what needs to be filled by the employability competency planner. The dotted
circle represents the need for a type of a 'mentorship support', or 'learning by doing' during
the early stages of the recruitment. Thus, the mapping on the toolkit represents the whole
story or say the whole journey expected to have a person have the exact fitness for the
purpose, in a very turbulent era as the new normal.

To show the full illustration in this paper, let us imagine that we were to employ a physician
for the national emergency call centre during the crisis. The first thing, in this case, we need
this physician to be competent enough to realise and accept the situation and tries to be a
competent problem solver. Then, if we decide that we need the targeted physician to have
ET1, given here for illustration to be having engineering mindset with medical education.

If this is successful, then the planner needs to design for this physician the specific training
needs, which is here as an example would be a two weeks crash course on the ‘continuity of
enterprise communication during the emergencies, or the disasters'. Then, we need to decide
which type of skills and experience would be most suitable. Let us say we choose SE3 to be
the most suitable as it represents skills in ‘emotional intelligence’ and a minimum of four
years in 'managing teams'. If we found that the physician needs support in managing team,
the organisation can put a partner to mentor the teams and help facilitate them, in support of
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the physician.

Finally, the 'employability competency planner' might need to modify, or align, or calibrate a
specific profession to a specific assignment during or after the pandemic, or as we start the
transformation to the new normal. Here, we can optimise the physician capacity for the ESR1,
taken here to be a profound knowledge in occupational health and safety, along with the
ESRS5, which is a capacity for dealing with emergency calls, handling 'difficult people' or
‘critical situations'.

Figure (2) Illustrates the Example of the ECPP Toolkit Linking Competency with
Employability required in the New Normal

Condition 5Rs 5Ps Education & |Skills & Extra Speciality
Training Experience | Requirements
Stable React Proactive ET1 N SE1 ESR1
AN
Unstable | Realise Prepared ET2 \ SE2 / ESR2
\ —
Lockdowr}/ Resolv Pulling ET3 \§E3 ( ESR3
/Emergency Together -
Fuzzy Reshape  [Problem’ ET4 SE4 \ ESR4
Solver k==
Progresswe Resilient Publ¥sh1.ng & |ETs SEs5 E\]SR5)
Socio- Publicising et
Economic
Growth
Represents the Flow of -5 Metitorshiin . _—_ Needs to filled by the
e s p Support or ( \ B !
/ Employability Competency Y i /\ Learning by Doing Needed ) Employability Competency

Required — Planner

6. Discussion and Conclusion
6.1 Value of this Research for Future Employability Competency

This research showcases the employability competency that could help to overcome the
challenges in the new normal.

The framework proposed focuses on addressing the requirements of the new normal, the
basic competency to manage the minimal requirements of any job during these challenging
times. Although the realisation for the need of employability competency is not new, the
employability problem in the new normal would need to be resolved by innovative radical
and dynamic approaches to prevent further unemployment. Cole and Tibby (2013).

The researchers call upon doing more research on what barriers would be facing the
employers, or would be the demands of the future's market, so that more seeds and
mechanism of competencies can be developed in the right time. Specifically, this is more
important now as many of the proposed employability competencies depend on the
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engagements and the involvement of the individual and readiness of his mindset. This
means many national strategies need to be changed to fit this foresighted new normal
requirement so that more development opportunities be discovered. Buheji and Ahmed
(2020).

6.2 Implications of This Research

This research can form a source motivation for national employability and competency
planners, educational leaders, human capital and human resources facilitators, department of
labour experts and government economists, so that they choose the appropriate development
teaching and coaching methods that can have an impact on having the country or the
community ready for the new normal competency demands.

Besides higher educational and training institutes, many organisations could benefit from this
paper as they prepare to meet the requirements of the new normal. One could also expect that
the demand for new employability competency with shape a new type of organisations in the
future. However, further research needs to be cover in this area.

The paper presents one of their main complexities associated with the new normal, that is
building individuals and communities competency that would be considered to be unique and
valuable. The researchers managed to expose the need for different competencies that
depends on complex hybrid requirements, as shown in toolkit proposed. This means different
curriculum, teaching and training techniques need to be prepared before even the end of a
global pandemic, similar to the COVID-19. The framework and the toolkit offer a good
opportunity to think positively about the crisis of the COVID-19 and direct spending on
preparing non-perishable assets, that is the human capital that could be prepared more for
future crisis.

6.3 Final Words

Due to this paper being written at the early stages of the pandemic, it carries one main
limitation in that it is not empirically tested. However, this work lays the profound basis for
personal development practices in the new normal which would contribute to bringing in a
generation that would fit the conditions of the era and continuously be resilient to meeting its
demands.

The world seriously needs more work on this area, if we are to see mitigation of the sharply
increasing unemployment due to the COVID-19 pandemic. The reliability of the framework
proposed is its simplicity and its adaptability to being modified and implemented in any
country or community regardless of its socio-economic status, or emergency condition. The
researchers sincerely hope that the paper provides more insights about the new roles and
dynamics of the competencies required for the next critical milestones of our human
civilisation and journey. Buheji (2020Db).
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