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This report is based on a survey of over 
800 business and public sector lead­
ers. When we launched our previous 

Wes Insights report, it was 2021 and we were 
in the midst of a pandemic that would fun­
damentally reshape the labor market. This 
year’s report takes a deep dive into some of 
the most pressing workforce issues of our 
time. How can we satisfy the labor market’s 
huge demand for new skills? How can we 
make better use of the entire pool of skills? 
What is required for us to challenge our own 
assumptions of what the right skills look like? 

The findings from Wes Insights reveal 
something important: many employers are 
not tapping into the wealth of skills, talent 
and potential available out there. Fortunately,  
there are solutions, and they are available 
to the vast majority of us. At the end of this 
report, we share five recommendations for 
owners, boards, and management.

We hope the report will inspire concrete 
actions and new ideas!  

Welcome to Wes Insights 2023

Carolina 
Engström  
CEO, Wes
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Wes Insights 2023  
– The Recruitment Paradox
The findings of Wes Insights 2023 show that 
half of the leaders surveyed almost always or 
often have trouble finding the right skills and 
competencies when recruiting. Specialists 
with extensive experience, mainly in techni­
cal and digital fields, are the most challenging 
to recruit. Most leaders believe that issues 
with finding skills will persist or increase in 
the near future. 

The results of Wes Insights 2023 indicate 
that we should be talking about a waste of 
skills, rather than a skills shortage. Two thirds 
of leaders say they do not sufficiently use the 
entire pool of skills when recruiting. Over two 
thirds also say they are not good enough at 
finding skills from other industries. Many lead­
ers have also been rejected in a recruitment 
process themselves due to lack of industry 
experience. Despite a very high level of interest 
in changing industries, many of them report 
concerns that their experience will not be 
valued in new industries, and that it could be 
difficult to obtain a role with equal seniority. 

Executive summary

The waste of skills also stems from pre­
conceptions about people of various ages. One 
third of leaders believe that seniority can be 
a legitimate reason for rejecting someone in 
a recruitment process, and there are doubts 
about whether people in their 30s have the 
life experience and maturity to take on a 
leadership role. 

These results reveal a recruitment paradox. 
On the one hand, recruitment in “new” age 
groups is considered one of the solutions to 
the issue of finding the right skills, while on 
the other, people are filtered out based on age 
rather than skills. Most leaders believe that 
cross-industry recruitment is one of the most 
effective solutions going forward. However, 
candidates’ lack of experience in the industry 
is considered one of the main problems when 
recruiting. 

The majority of leaders see great benefits in 
broadening their views of skills and endeav­
oring to have more diversity. Respondents 
who state that the employer actively focuses 
on increasing diversity in the organization 
are also more likely than others to feel that 

the organizational culture is characterized 
by openness, responsiveness, learning, and 
a focus on innovation. In the results, we 
identify two underlying dimensions of work 
with diversity: those often referred to in the 
research as surface level diversity (focused 
on increasing diversity with regard to gender, 
age, foreign background, disability and sexual 
orientation), and deep-level diversity (focused 
on increasing diversity with regard to per­
sonalities, opinions, attitudes, competencies, 
skills and experiences). The results show a 
clear pattern: focusing on surface level diver­
sity is a good first step for enhancing attrac­
tiveness, but only when this is combined with 
deep-level diversity do we see really strong 

“On the one hand, recruitment 
in “new” age groups is consid-
ered one of the solutions to the 
issue of finding the right skills, 
while on the other, people are 
filtered out based on age rath-
er than skills.”
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links with positive aspects of culture and 
increased engagement. Deep-level diversity 
requires an open organizational culture and 
inclusive leadership, which in turn empha­
sizes the importance of offering continuous 
leadership development, of which inclusion 
and diversity are a part.

For companies to remain competitive, they 
must actively promote continuous learning 
in their organization. The survey shows that 
employers that actively pursue diversity are 
more likely to conduct educational activities. 
Surface-level diversity is positively corre­
lated with employer learning cultures, but 
deep-level diversity has the strongest correla­
tion with a learning culture. A greater vari­
ety of experiences, skills, and personalities 
expands the number of specialist skills and 
opportunities to learn new things from one 
another.

At the end of this report, we share five 
actionable recommendations for owners, 
boards, and management.  

“The results show a clear  
pattern: focusing on surface 
level diversity is a good first step 
for enhancing attractiveness, 
but only when this is combined 
with deep-level diversity do we 
see really strong links with  
positive aspects of culture and  
increased engagement.” 
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About the study 

This report is based on the results of a 
survey conducted in December 2022 
and January 2023. The survey was 

taken by 802 people. The results are weight­
ed to obtain equal distribution between men 
and women. Three people (0.25%) answered 
“other” when asked about gender. 

Of the 802 survey respondents, 83% hold 
managerial and leadership positions. Twen­
ty-two percent of the leaders are CEOs or 
equivalent; another 31% belong to the com­
pany or organization’s senior management, 
while 29% are managers or leaders reporting 
to senior management, and 17% are managers 
or leaders at another level. As many as 83% 
of respondents work in the private sector, of 
which 25% are in the growth and start-up 
arena. Thirteen percent work in the public 
sector and 4% in an interest group or similar.

Seventy-three percent of respondents are 
employed or hold interim positions, 16% are 
self-employed, and 6% are a combination of 
self-employed and employed. Five percent are 

not currently working, but have been employed 
in the past.

Seventeen percent of respondents have a 
non-Swedish background. We use Statistics 
Sweden’s definition, i.e., being foreign born  
or born in Sweden with two foreign-born  
parents. Ten percent of respondents are 
themselves foreign born. 

The results were compiled by the consult­
ing and analysis company Rasmussen Analys. 

Surface-level diversity and  
deep-level diversity
In this study, we wanted to explore two dif­
ferent dimensions of diversity: those referred 
to in the research as surface-level diversity 
and deep-level diversity. Using the statistical 
method of factor analysis , we investigated 
whether there were underlying dimensions 
to the issues pertaining to employers’ diver­
sity efforts in our study as well. Two primary 
factors emerged: 

– making an active effort to increase diver­

sity in terms of gender, age, foreign back­
ground, disability and sexual orientation. 

– making an active effort to increase diver­
sity in terms of skills, experiences, personali­
ties, attitudes and opinions.

This means that if a respondent answered 
that the employer makes an active effort to 
increase diversity in terms of gender, it is 
highly likely that the employer also makes an 
active effort to increase diversity in terms of 
foreign background and age. Similarly, if a re­
spondent answered that the employer makes 
an active effort to increase diversity in terms 
of personalities, opinions, and attitudes, it is 
highly likely that the employer also makes an 
active effort to increase diversity in terms of 
competencies, skills, and experience. 

When we use the term surface-level di-
versity – or demographic diversity – in this 
report, we are referring to pursuing diversity 
that focuses on increasing diversity in terms 
of gender, age, foreign background, disability, 
and sexual orientation. When we use the term 

1)  Of Sweden’s entire population, 26.3% have a foreign background. Twenty percent are foreign born. (Statistics Sweden 2021).
2) A method for examining the structure of correlations in a series of questions and illustrating underlying structures in data.
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deep-level diversity in this report, we are 
referring to pursuing diversity that focuses on 
increasing diversity in terms of personalities, 
opinions, attitudes, competencies, skills, and 
experiences.

Based on these two factors, we can identify 
four different groups. In the top left corner of 
the model below is a group of employers who 
are above average on work with surface-level 
diversity, but below average on work with 
deep-level diversity. At the bottom right is 
a group that is above average on deep-level 
diversity, but below average on surface-level 
diversity. 

At the bottom left are employers who are 
below average on both factors – in our model, 
this group is referred to as the “worst perform­
ers.” Finally, we see the employers who are 
above average on both factors at the top right. 
In our model, this group is referred to as the 
“best at diversity.” In this report, we will take 
a closer look at how organizational culture, the 
degree of learning culture, and engagement 
vary among the different groups.  

The model’s four different groups are sorted along two  
dimensions: the degree of work with diversity focusing on  
surface- vs. deep-level diversity in organizations. 

Above average  
at surface level  

diversity

Below average at  
deep level diversity

Above average at surface  
level diversity, below average  

at deep level diversity

Worst at diversity

Best at diversity

Above average at  
deep level diversity, below  

average at surface level diversity

Above average at  
deep level diversity

Below average  
at surface level  

diversity
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C H A P T E R  1

High demand for  
experience and skills
It is no secret that many parts of the Swedish labor market are in dire need of skills,  
which the Wes Insights results confirm. How can we satisfy the need for skills on today  
and tomorrow’s labor market? The results of our study show that what leaders identify  
as problems in recruitment are simultaneously described as solutions to the skills shortage. 

WES INSIGHTS 2023
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High demand for tech skills
Nearly half (47%) of leaders state that they 
almost always or often have difficulty finding 
the right skills when recruiting.3) The chal­
lenges are greatest in IT and Engineering, 
where 60% of leaders often or almost always 
have difficulty finding the right skills.

Globally, these difficulties have increased 
enormously in just a few years. According to 
one study based on responses from 40,000 
leaders in 40 countries, the share of employ­
ers struggling to find the right skills when 
filling new positions increased from 36% in 
2014 to 75% in 2022 (1). 

We asked the leaders to describe, in their 
own words, the biggest skills shortages in 
their field and area of the organization.   
Many of them lack candidates with extensive 
experience and people who are specialized 
in a specific field. Many are also in need of 
experienced salespeople and project manag­
ers.  However, the most common response by 
far from managers is related to the need for 
different types of technical expertise. This 
applies to both the public and private sectors. 

Skills as a developer, technician, technical 
skills, IT skills, IT architects, digital skills, 
UX designers, programmers, system devel­
opers, and AI developers are in high demand, 
and together, these areas of expertise form 
the biggest category of all. 

3)  Ninety-seven percent of respondents are or have been  
involved in recruiting new people for their function or area  
of the organization.

WES INSIGHTS 2023
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Leaders feel that candidates  
lack experience
Why is it difficult to find the right skills? The 
leaders say this is not mainly a matter of too 
few candidates applying for the advertised 
positions. Only just under one third say that 
a lack of applicants for a position is one of the 
biggest problems. Instead, half of the leaders 
say that candidates lack the relevant experi­
ence or qualifications. Thus, when recruiting, 
perceiving a lack of experience is more com­
mon than a lack of applicants. 

After that, several problems are ranked at 
about the same level: excessive salary de­
mands, lack of industry experience, and can­
didates lacking the right training. Rarely is 
the problem that candidates are overqualified 
or do not share the organization’s values.

It is not going to get easier in the future
Only 14% of leaders believe that finding the 
right skills will be easier in five years com­
pared with now. The rest believe the situation 
will either remain unchanged or become  
more difficult.  

Leaders’ explanations for why it will be 
harder vary. Many assert that the digital 
transformation will continue to create in­
creasingly fierce competition for advanced 
digital skills. Others say that too few people 
are being trained, or that training is not 
keeping up with developments in the labor 
market. Still others note changing lifestyles, 
with increasing demands for flexibility and 
opportunities to work remotely, which are 
considered difficult to meet. Many also point 

How often do you experience the following problems  
when recruiting?
The chart shows the percentage of people who say this occurs “often” or “almost every time.”

49%

43%

42%

42%

30%

6%

6%

Candidates lack the necessary experience

Candidates have excessive salary demands or other  
requirements that we cannot meet

Candidates lack adequate experience 
 in the industry we operate in

Candidates lack the right qualifications or training

There are no or not enough applicants for the position

Candidates are overqualified

The candidates do not share our values
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out that employers’ views on what constitutes 
relevant skills are too narrow. 

Among the 14% of leaders who believe it 
will be easier to find the right skills in five 
years, there is hope that new approaches in 
the organization will lead to increased attrac­
tiveness as an employer. Rather than looking 
outwards and finding external reasons for 
things becoming more challenging, these 
respondents took a look inwards at their own 
organization. 

“Our focus on diversity and values-driven 
management will be considered attractive.”

“We will focus more on qualities than skills.”

“Our organization has to evolve, or it won’t 
survive. As it develops, becomes more busi-
nesslike and professional, it will be a very 
attractive place to work.”

“We’re getting better at bringing in people 
who aren’t exactly like us. Better at accept-
ing diversity, people with disabilities, people 
from different regions and of different  
ethnicities, etc.”

Managers also mention other reasons why 
recruiting skills will be easier in the future, 
including the emergence of new training pro­
grams that are more labor market-oriented, 
and the coming recession, which will free up 
skills in the workforce. 

Compared to the situation today, do you think it will  
be easier or harder to find the right skills in five years?

The solution: think outside the box
It is telling that the small group that believes 
it will be easier to recruit the right skills in 
the future is looking increasingly at them­
selves to see what they can do to become 
more attractive employers. Because, indeed, 
there are measures that can strengthen the 
ability to find and recruit the right skills in 
the future. 

So which measures do leaders consider the 
most effective? According to the leaders, the 

two most effective measures are to actively 
look for skills outside their industry and to 
actively look for skills in different age groups 
than they usually do. In other words, it is 
about broadening the view of skills and find­
ing new pathways to them. 

Even though four out of ten leaders re­
sponded that lack of industry experience was 
among the biggest problems with candidates 
when recruiting, many seem to question 
whether industry experience should really be 

It will be harder to find the right skills  
in five years than it is today

It will be easier to find the right skills  
in five years than it is today

It will be about as easy or difficult as it is today  
to find the right skills in five years

39%

14%

47%

“The two most effective measures are to actively look for skills 
outside their industry and to actively look for skills in different age 
groups than they usually do. In other words, it is about broadening 
the view of skills and finding new pathways to them.”

KAPITEL 1 – HIGH DEMAND FOR EXPERIENCE AND SKILLS
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equated with skills. And is it really reasonable 
to draw conclusions about individuals based 
on age? 

Twenty-three percent of the leaders state 
that one of the most effective measures could 
be seeking out candidates among groups  
that are underrepresented in organizations  
(such as men/women, foreign background, 
disability). However, female leaders are more 
than twice as likely to choose this aspect 
(32%) compared to male leaders (15%).

What measures do you think are most effective for strengthening the ability of employers 
to find and recruit the right skills in the future? Choose up to three measures that you 
think will have the greatest impact.

Do we dare to break the mold?
The skills shortage is an obvious obstacle for 
Swedish employers. At the same time, many 
leaders are looking for creative solutions and 
are curious about how they can challenge 
recruitment processes and perceptions of 
qualifications. Seeking skills “outside the box” 
is increasingly seen as essential for remain­
ing competitive in tomorrow’s labor market. 
For example, industry experience has long 
been a given in advertised positions, but what 

if we dared to break the mold? Welcoming 
new kinds of experiences and backgrounds 
will also allow a richer diversity of skills to 
cross-fertilize in our organizations. It may 
also become evident that we have long been 
wasting valuable skills that have, in fact,  
been available to us the whole time. 

Actively look for skills outside the industry

Actively seek out skills in other age groups than we usually do

Offer the option of full-time remote work

Lower skill requirements and focus more on potential

Actively seek candidates from groups that are underrepresented in the  
organization (e.g. men/women, foreign background, disabilities, etc.)

Offer customized training programs

Search for skills in other countries

Something else, specifically (free text)

Change language requirements

51%

38%

28%

28%

23%

23%

17%

11%

7%
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C H A P T E R  2

Skills shortage  
or skills waste?
We have now seen that a relatively high proportion of people are struggling to find the right 
skills. After decades of alarming headlines about an acute skills shortage, these findings are 
hardly surprising. But the question is whether the problem might actually be something other 
than a lack of skilled candidates. In fact, the Wes Insights findings show that most of the  
leaders do not feel they are using the entire talent pool when recruiting. And when asked  
to rank the most effective measures to ensure the skills supply, the leaders refer mainly to  
challenging their own perceptions of what form the “right skills” come in – what age they are, 
and what experience counts. Much of our study indicates that we are not taking advantage 
of the wealth of skills, talent, and potential available. Maybe we should be talking about skills 
gone to waste, rather than a skills shortage?



Employers do not use  
the full pool of skills
Thirty-five percent of the leaders feel that 
the employer is good enough at using the full 
talent pool when recruiting new employees. 
Men are more likely to respond this way 
(41%) than women (29%). This means that 
two thirds of leaders feel they could be better 
at recognizing and acknowledging that skills 
can come in many different forms. 

In fact, 68% of leaders believe that an  
employer actively pursuing diversity is an  
effective way to facilitate skills supply. How­
ever, the gender gap is significant here, too: 
81% of female leaders agree with the state­
ment, compared to only 55% of male leaders.

One aspect keeps recurring when it comes 
to broadening the view of skills: the fixation 
on industry experience. Searching for skills 
outside of the industry is ranked as the most 
effective method for securing the skills sup­
ply, but only 30% of leaders think employers 
are good enough at finding skills from indus­
tries outside their own. 

Have you ever not gotten a 
job you applied for because 
you lacked experience in the 
relevant industry?

Can we dare to cross industry borders?
Many seem to agree – cross-industry recruit­
ment is a way forward. But do we practice 
what we preach? 

Several of the survey results indicate that 
many people still cling to industry borders. 
For example, three quarters of leaders say 
they definitely have or think they have been 
denied a job they applied for due to lack of ex­
perience in the specific industry in question. 

Even so, interest in switching industries 
remains high, with as many as 9 out of 10 
considering changing industries (either for 
the first time or again) during their career.  
In other words, many people want to make 
the change, but at the same time, many have 
been denied a job due to a lack of industry 
experience. Let’s take a closer look at what 
candidates themselves describe as barriers  
to changing industries. 

34%  � feel the employer is good enough at using the entire 
pool of skills when recruiting new employees  

30%  � think the employer is good enough at finding skills 
from industries other than their own

68%  � of leaders believe that an employer actively pursuing 
diversity is an effective way to facilitate skills supply

46%

28%

18%

7%

Yes,  
definitely

Yes,  
I think so

No Don’t 
know

CHAPTER 2 – SKILLS SHORTAGE OR SKILLS WASTE?
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What are your obstacles to changing industries? 
You can give multiple answers.

Free-text response to the question:  
“What are your obstacles to changing industries?  
You can give multiple answers.”

“I’m 60, and I think this  
is perceived as a barrier  
to change now.”

“I’m considered too old  
to be new.”

Experience from other industries  
is less valued
Thirty-two percent of respondents do not see 
any obstacles to changing industries. Among 
the others, the risk of not having an equally 
senior role in a new industry prevents them 
from making the change. Just under a third 
are convinced that other industries do not see 
the value of the skills and experience they of­
fer. These two aspects are likely connected – if 
your previous experience in another industry 
is not valued, this will likely lower your chanc­
es of getting a senior role in a new industry. 

Younger candidates see more risks to 

changing industries than older candidates, 
and people in higher management positions 
see fewer risks than those in lower manage­
ment positions. The results also show dif­
ferences between genders. In general, men 
see more risks in changing industries than 
women do, in particular the risk of not having 
an equally high salary in a new industry. 

Among the open-ended answers, another 
barrier to switching industries became clear: 
age. Respondents describe negative attitudes 
toward senior individuals who want to enrich 
a new industry with experience from other 
industries. 

41%
38%

45%

30%
27%

32%

23%

19%

9% 8% 8% 8% 9%
7% 8%

6%
9% 9% 9%

32%

36%

27%

10%

28%

It may be difficult 
to get an equally 

senior role in a new 
industry

I don’t think other 
industries see  
the value of my  

skills or experience

It may be difficult to 
get the same salary 

in a new industry

I don’t have  
the necessary  

training

It feels like a risk 
because I don’t 

know if I will like it

It involves a big  
effort because I 

have to learn a lot  
of new things

Some other  
obstacle,  

specifically  
(free text)

There are no  
obstacles

All respondents Female Male

CHAPTER 2 – SKILLS SHORTAGE OR SKILLS WASTE?
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Imagine you were involved in the recruitment process for a new 
managerial/leadership position. Would you feel any reluctance  
to recruit someone who is in ... ?

Least opposition to candidates  
in their 40s and 50s
The respondents were presented with the 
scenario of recruiting for a new managerial 
role. They were asked if they would feel any 
hesitation to recruit people of different ages. 
The results show that leaders feel the least 
resistance to candidates in their 40s and 50s. 
Just under one in ten said they would have 
doubts about candidates in these age groups. 
However, there was slightly more skepti­
cism about people in their 60s and 30s. Ten 
percent would be very reluctant to recruit 
someone in their 60s for a managerial/leader­
ship position. Another 30 percent would feel 
somewhat or a little reluctant. Eight percent 
would be very reluctant to recruit a manager 
in their 30s. Another 37 percent would be 
somewhat or a little reluctant.

Reluctance to recruit candidates in their 
20s, 70s, and 80s was significantly more com­
mon. Seven out of ten would be very reluctant 
to recruit a managerial candidate in their 
80s. Just over half would feel very reluctant 
about candidates in their 20s, and just under 
half, about candidates in their 70s. 

20s 30s 40s 50s 60s 70s 80s

17%

13%

18%

30%

22%

83%

5%

9%

2%

82%

9%

6%

2%

10%

6%

14%

48%

23%23%

20%

14%

16%

26%

60%

16%

14%

3%

7%

15%

21%

55%

5%

3%

1      No, definitely not 3 42 5      Yes, definitely

CHAPTER 2 – SKILLS SHORTAGE OR SKILLS WASTE?
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Concerns about lack of life experience 
among younger candidates
The survey asked leaders to explain their 
answers in their own words. Reasons for 
hesitating to recruit leaders in their 30s are 
often related to the fact that people in this 
age group have yet to acquire the maturity, 
confidence, or life experience necessary to be 
a good leader. 

“To lead others, I think you 
need some life experience.”

“They don’t have the experi-
ence or self-awareness to lead 
themselves, and therefore lack 
the ability to lead others.”  

“Because it can be hard  
to combine the puzzle of  
life/family with a managerial/ 
leadership role when you’re  
in your 30s.”
Free-text response to: “Please explain your answer” 
Asked of respondents who said they were reluctant to 
recruit someone in their 30s for a management position. 

These quotes highlight a problem that could 
get in the way of the capacity to manage long-
term skills supply. Maturity and experience 
can be linked to age, of course – but not nec­
essarily. In fact, research shows that young 
managers are more appreciated by their 
employees than older managers, including 
an extensive survey by Karolinska Institutet 

using register data covering tens of thousands 
of employees and managers (2). Some studies 
also find that interest in leadership is very 
high among the younger generation (3). 

Given that many leaders experience diffi­
culties recruiting the right skills, one might 
question whether we can really afford to 
filter out individual candidates based on an 
assumption about an entire group. Instead, a 
better idea would be to look inwards and ask 
whether there are good conditions for young 
and often less experienced leaders to develop 
their leadership skills within the organiza­
tion. Do leaders have the support they need to 
do a good job? What is the leadership culture? 

The importance of continuous  
leadership development
The notion that older people automatically 
have greater self-awareness than younger 
people is false. For example, a study of over 
3,600 leaders in various roles and industries 
found that more experienced leaders were 
worse at rating the effectiveness of their 
leadership compared to less experienced 
leaders, and were more likely to overesti­
mate their skills and abilities. Power and 
experience can sometimes get in the way of 
self-awareness, research shows. There are 
various explanations for why this is the case, 
one of which is that the more power a leader 
has, the fewer people are willing to give them 
honest feedback on their performance (4). All 
of this points to the importance of continuous 
leadership development and of never stopping 
to seek honest feedback from others.

Concerns about lack of long-term  
commitment among senior candidates
Just under one third of leaders believe that 
seniority can be a legitimate reason for re­
jecting a candidate. The reasons given for this 
belief are mainly concerns that the candidate 
would lack long-term commitment to the role, 
or that the salary demands would be too high. 

Do you think someone’s  
seniority can be a legitimate 
reason for rejecting them in  
a recruitment process?

62%

8%

30%

Yes No Don’t 
know

CHAPTER 2 – SKILLS SHORTAGE OR SKILLS WASTE?
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A negative attitude toward senior talent is 
problematic not only from a diversity per­
spective, but also because we live in a world 
with an aging population. In 2032, Sweden’s 
population will pass 11 million inhabitants 
(we hit 10 million in 2017), and the group 
with the most growth comprises people over 
age 80 (5). By 2050, the global population 
aged 67 and over will exceed the number of 
people aged 14 and under for the first time. 
In addition, several studies show the benefits 
of recruiting older managers and employees. 

More senior employees tend to have more mo­
tivation, more experience, and a better overall 
assessment capability than younger ones (6). 
Moreover, knowledge and expertise continue 
to grow throughout life. Studies also show 
that older entrepreneurs have more success­
ful businesses than younger ones (7).

We put obstacles in our own way
Looking at the research overall, we can con­
clude that age is not a good predictor of job 
performance. Instead of rejecting senior peo­

ple due to fears of a lack of technology skills, 
employers could put more effort into building 
a learning organization where training in new 
technology and knowledge-sharing among 
individuals are natural components. Another 
idea is to create conditions for bridging gener­
ations in the workplace, for example, through 
reverse mentorships or intergenerational 
networks. The solutions are there and fully 
available to us. Our imaginations are  
the only limit. 

  

Do you think someone’s seniority can be a legitimate reason 
for rejecting them in a recruitment process?

... will not have long-
term commitment 

to the role or to the 
organization

... is overqualified 
for the job

... requires a 
significantly 

higher salary than 
someone with less 

experience

... is more  
demanding and 
less adaptable

... will not have 
the same drive as 
someone who is 

more junior

... would not be a 
good match with 
less experienced 

colleagues

Something else, 
specifically  
(free text)

It is never  
problematic

39%

42%

37% 37%

40%

34%

18%
20%

16% 16% 16% 16%

10%

7%
5%

10%

17% 18%

15%

24%

20%

28%

8%

11%

All respondents Female Male
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Recruitment paradoxes reveal  
a waste of skills
It is clear that, at least in theory, leaders 
see the major benefits of dropping indus­
try experience requirements and daring to 
recruit from “new” age groups. There are 
huge opportunities to broaden the skills base 
if this is actually actively pursued. But there 
is something jarring in the results of Wes In­
sights 2023. We might call it a paradox. Most 
leaders believe that cross-industry recruit­
ment is one of the most effective solutions 
going forward. However, candidates’ lack of 
experience in the industry is considered one 
of the main problems when recruiting. 

On the one hand, recruitment in “new” age 
groups is considered one of the solutions to 
the issue of finding the right skills, while on 
the other, there is great reluctance in some 
cases to recruit individuals based on their age.  

On the one hand, leaders say that the vast 
majority of cross-industry recruitments have 
been very successful, but on the other, it is 
still very common for people to be rejected 
precisely because of a lack of industry  
experience. 

These examples constitute a paradox that 
is worthy of analysis. There is already an 
understanding of what is needed to handle 
skills supply in the long term, but in an actual 
recruitment situation – when it comes down 
to it – “playing it safe” still seems to be the 
priority. What will it take for more organi­
zations to dare to think outside the box and 
really see the explosive power of diversity?  

“There is already an understanding of what is needed  
to handle skills supply in the long term, but in an actual  

recruitment situation – when it comes down to it –  
‘playing it safe’ still seems to be the priority.”

CHAPTER 2 – SKILLS SHORTAGE OR SKILLS WASTE?
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C H A P T E R  3

The explosive power  
of diversity
Broadening the view of skills is raised in the survey as an effective way to secure skills  
supply. The leaders themselves point to the power of striving for more diversity in terms of 
both age and experience. Research has repeatedly shown that diversity can lead to positive 
results in an organization. Often, the focus is on surface-level diversity, where diversity is  
defined as differences in gender, ethnicity, and age. However, the results of Wes Insights 
show that an expanded view of diversity has enormous power. In this section, we show  
that surface-level diversity is a good first step, but only when it is combined with diverse  
experiences, skills, opinions, and personalities – deep-level diversity – do we see the very 
strong links with positive aspects of organizational culture and increased engagement. 
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A focus on gender equality  
and diverse skills 
More than half of the respondents work for 
employers who actively pursue gender diver­
sity. Half also feel that their employer actively 
tries to increase diversity in terms of compe­
tencies, skills, and experience. Around 4 out 
of 10 employers focus on increasing diversity 
in terms of foreign background. However, 
employers less commonly pursue diversity in 
terms of age, differences in personality and 

attitudes, and sexual orientation. Only 17% of 
employers are described as actively trying to 
increase diversity regarding disability in their 
organization. 

How people perceive an employer’s diversi­
ty efforts could vary among different groups. 
However, there are no major differences in 
perceptions between respondents with a 
foreign background compared to respondents 
without a foreign background, for example. 

Nor do we see any major differences be­

tween the public and private sectors in terms 
of diversity pursuits in organizations, except 
on one point: disability. Only 15% in the 
private sector report working with this issue, 
while in the public sector the corresponding 
figure is 27%. 

Small organizations with up to 50  
employees focus slightly more than large 
organizations (more than 250 employees) on 
increasing diversity in terms of personalities, 
opinions, skills, and experiences. Large or­
ganizations, on the other hand, are reported 
to actively focus somewhat more on increas­
ing diversity in terms of disability, gender, 
and foreign background.

Surface-level diversity  
and deep-level diversity 
It is essential to understand the differen-
ces between different types of diversity 
in the workplace. Diversity efforts have 
traditionally focused on easily observa-
ble demographic characteristics, such as 
gender, age, and ethnicity. This is known 
as “surface-level diversity.” 

The characteristics that include non- 
observable traits such as attitudes, values 
and personalities are called “deep-level 
diversity.” What has been shown to be 
important in deep-level diversity in terms 
of innovation and profitability is diversity 
of professional roles, educational back-
grounds, and industry experience (8).

... gender/gen-
der identity

…. age … foreign 
background

… religion/
beliefs

… sexual 
orientation

… disability ... differences 
in competen-
cies, skills and 
experiences

... differences 
in personali-
ty, attitudes 
and opinions
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10%
15% 12%

35%
30% 35%

7%
14%

13%

21%
15%

15% 16%
20%

14%

21%

25%

32%

30%

30% 30%
28%

28%

35%

32%

22%

26%

13% 15%
12%

28%

19%

21%
10% 17% 8% 9% 5%

23%
11%

To what extent does your employer actively work  
to increase diversity in terms of ...

5     To a large extent 3 24 1      To a small extent
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Percentage engaged in their current job in the four different  
categories of diversity pursuits in an organization.
(responding 4 or 5 on a 5-point scale, where 1 = “Not at all engaged” and 5 = “Very engaged”)

Clear link between pursuing diversity 
and positive organizational culture
What is clear from the results is that those 
who state that the employer is actively en­
gaged in increasing diversity in the organi­
zation are also more likely than others to feel 
that the workplace has a good organizational 
culture. If you work for an employer who is 
committed to actively pursuing diversity, you 
are also much more likely to view the organi­
zational culture as characterized by openness, 
responsiveness, learning, and a focus on 
innovation.  

We see the same pattern when it comes 
to employee engagement with work. With 
employers perceived as being the worst at 
pursuing diversity, only 65% of employees 
are engaged in their jobs. The proportion of 
engaged employees is significantly higher 
among employers perceived as being the best 
at pursuing diversity, at 94%. An emphasis 
on surface-level diversity has some impact on 
engagement, rising from 65% to 74%. But the 
big leap in employee engagement comes if the 
employer focuses on deep-level diversity –  
an impressive 95%. 

74% 94%

95%65%

are engaged in their work

are engaged in their work

are engaged in their work

are engaged in their work
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Above average  
at surface level  

diversity

Below average at  
deep level diversity

Above average at  
deep level diversity

Below average  
at surface level  

diversity
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Importance of deep-level diversity
A clear pattern emerges when we compare  
the four groups. While a focus on surface- 
level diversity is a good start – as it has some 
impact on positive culture and engagement 
– focusing on deep-level diversity is much 
more strongly linked to these aspects. This 
includes, for example, whether or not a work­
place is characterized by openness. Among 
respondents who work for an employer that 
focuses on surface-level diversity, a signifi­
cantly higher share consider the workplace to 
be open: 57% (compared to 40%). But the big­
gest leap in percentage occurs with employers 
who focus on deep-level diversity, where as 
many as 85 percent of employees describe a 
high level of openness. This pattern recurs in 
almost all cases when we compare the four 
groups’ links to cultural aspects. 

Psychological safety is a prerequisite
As seen in the figures above, it is the combi­
nation of the two diversity focus areas that 
most clearly correlate with positive culture 
and a high level of employee engagement. Wes 
Insights is not alone in recognizing that it is 
precisely diversity in perspectives, personali­
ties, and skills that seems to have the greatest 
positive effect on culture and innovation. 
One finding of a British research project was 
a strong link between this kind of diversity 
in a group, and the group’s ability to solve 
problems together. Researchers conducted 
more than 100 experiments over 12 years 
with groups of leaders who were tasked with 
jointly solving a complex task in a limited 

How well do the following words describe the organizational  
culture at your workplace?
The chart shows the percentage of respondents who answered 4 or 5 on a five-point scale with opposing  
conditions (e.g., 1= “Low openness” and 5= “High openness”) in each category of diversity pursuits. 

Open

Very value- 
driven 

Responsive and  
communicative  

culture 

Strong focus 
on learning

Innovative  

Humble  

Agile

Worst at  
diversity

Above average in surface- 
level diversity, below average 
in deep-level diversity

Above average in deep- 
level diversity, below average 
in surface-level diversity

Best at  
diversity

88%
85%

57%
40%

77%
71%

57%
34%

29%
43%

75%
78%

81%
63%

49%
32%

66%
63%

43%
29%

66%
60%

37%
29%

56%
58%

32%
26%
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period of time. When the researchers ana­
lyzed the results, they found no correlation 
between surface-level diversity and high 
performance. However, they did find a strong 
positive correlation between high cognitive 
diversity4) and high problem-solving skills. 
This correlation is intuitively fairly simple to 
understand. Tackling new and complex chal­
lenges requires both the ability to apply what 
we already know and to learn new things that 
may be useful. A greater variety of experi­
ences, skills, and personalities naturally also 
broadens the number of specialist skills and 
learning approaches within the group (9). 

But to successfully manage these uncertain 
and complex situations as a group, people 
also need to be encouraged to listen and learn 
from each other. It needs to be safe to share 
what you know or to try to solve problems in 
new ways. The challenge here is in creating 
the psychological security necessary for group 
members to be fully confident to do all of this. 

Inclusive leadership
Research shows that inclusion and psycho­
logical safety in the workplace contribute 
to creating high-performing, innovative 
and collaborative teams that are capable of 
making high-quality decisions. The benefits 
of deep-level diversity are great, but getting 
there requires inclusive leadership, which 
means leadership characterized by sensitivity 
and a genuine curiosity about perspectives, 
experiences, and ideas other than those heard 

most often in the organization. This means 
actively working to ensure that everyone in 
an organization feels fairly and respectfully 
treated, valued, and like a part of the whole. 

There are studies summarizing the char­
acteristics of inclusive leadership and the key 
elements are courage, an interest in people 
and relationships, curiosity about other cul­
tures and ways of life, engagement, awareness 
of what one does not know, and openness to 
learning from others (10).

Agility and diversity are not  
necessarily linked
Research has repeatedly shown that diversity 
– especially the kind of diversity of person­
alities and abilities encompassed within the 
concept of deep-level diversity – has positive 
effects on problem-solving, creativity, innova­
tion, and economic profitability. But research 
has also shown that diversity does not auto­
matically lead to enhanced agility or efficacy. 
Instead, diversity can lead to reduced efficacy 
if leadership is not adept at managing highly 
diverse groups. If a group has major differ­
ences in communication styles, values, and 4) Cognitive diversity means differences in personality, perspective, problem-solving methods and information processing.
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approaches to completing tasks, this can lead 
to conflicts and misunderstandings. Moreo­
ver, a diverse group may contain unconscious 
biases that impact how individuals on the 
team work together.

The results of a research project in which 
98 teams were tasked with jointly solving a 
complex problem showed that insufficient­
ly diverse groups stagnate, while too much 
diversity can lead to gaps that participants 
cannot bridge. The researchers behind the 
study have been focusing for some time on 
what affects collective intelligence – that is, 
a group’s collective problem-solving ability 
– and consequently, how to build produc­
tive groups that can achieve optimal results. 
According to the researchers, organizations 
should find the right balance between differ­
ent cognitive styles among participants (11).

In this study we see a positive link between 
actively pursuing diversity and agility in the 
organization, but this mainly pertains to 
deep-level diversity. Organizations that are 
described as actively pursuing deep-level 
diversity, but that are less active with sur­
face-level diversity, are also described slightly 
more often as agile than organizations that 
work actively with both dimensions of  
diversity. 

Percentage who consider their own organization to be agile in the 
four different categories of diversity pursuits in an organization.
(responding 4 or 5 on a five-point scale, where 1 = “Slow-moving” and 5 = “Agile”)  

32% 56%

58%26%

consider their organization  
to be agile

 consider their organization  
to be agile

consider their organization  
to be agile

consider their organization  
to be agile
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Above average  
at surface level  

diversity

Below average at  
deep level diversity

Above average at  
deep level diversity

Below average  
at surface level  

diversity
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C H A P T E R  4

Accelerate learning

With the current pace of change, it is impossible for employers to recruit new talent  
as new skill needs arise. Instead, we must incorporate the conditions for existing  
employees to continuously learn new things. The Wes Insights 2023 findings show a 
strong positive link between learning and active diversity pursuits – and an employer’s 
focus on increasing diversity in terms of skills, experiences, attitudes, and personalities 
is linked most strongly with a learning culture. 
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The importance of continuous learning 
Almost a decade ago, the World Economic 
Forum concluded that we were on the verge  
of a new industrial revolution. We would leave 
behind the third one – which marked the 
emergence of digital technologies, comput­
ers, and the Internet. The fourth industrial 
revolution would fundamentally change how 
we work and live thanks to the interplay be­
tween nanotechnology, brain research, mobile 
networks, and artificial intelligence. Moreo­
ver, these changes would occur at a speed and 
intensity never seen before. 

We can now conclude that the consequenc­
es for businesses and organizations are com­
plex and multifaceted. Skills in new technol­
ogies are in high demand. And one thing is 
certain: the only constant in the digital age is 
the need to constantly learn new things. 

According to the OECD, new technologies 
could radically transform 1.1 billion jobs over 
the next decade. Moreover, experts say that 
the half-life of knowledge has been signif­
icantly shortened and is now around five 
years. This means that what we learn today 
is worth 50% in five years. In other words, we 
need to learn new things, faster (12). Accord­
ing to the World Economic Forum, it takes 
25 days of skills development per year just to 
keep up with the pace of change. But 40% of 
all employees in Europe do not develop their 
skills at all (13). 

Organizations that do not actively promote 
learning among their employees will likely 
struggle to remain competitive. Clearly, we 
must accelerate learning in our organizations. 

KAPITEL 4 – ACCELERATE LEARNING
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Activities that promote learning
Research shows that people’s ability to learn 
thrives in organizations that combine a cul­
ture with a high level of psychological safety 
with a culture that constantly challenges 
employees intellectually and inspires them to 
set high standards for themselves (14).

Psychological safety is the foundation. 
The organization should have a communica­
tive culture in which it feels safe to admit to 
mistakes and where employees are willing to 
share their ideas. A culture where people dare 
to be themselves and where the consequences 
of asking for help or admitting to failure are 
not perceived as a punishment or humiliation. 
However, psychological safety is not enough 
to maximize learning. In a workplace char­
acterized by this positive culture, but where 
employees are not challenged, they can easily 
fall into a comfort zone that does not stimu­
late learning. Learning new things requires 
some disruption to order, as development is 
rarely smooth. 

As an organization, you can certainly 
encourage learning and tackling difficult 
challenges. Employers can take a wide range 
of measures and activities to promote learn­
ing in an organization. We asked our survey 
respondents what activities are currently 
taking place in their own workplaces. The 
results show that the most common activity 
to encourage learning is to acknowledge and 
celebrate successes. As many as 55% of lead­
ers say this currently goes on. Cross-border 
networks and interdepartmental meetings 
are also common, according to the leaders. 

However, reverse mentoring is rare in organ­
izations, i.e. providing senior leaders with 
younger mentors.  

The incidence of these activities varies 
depending on the size of the organization. In 
small organizations (with up to 50 employ­
ees), celebrating successes and encouraging 
employees to learn from mistakes is much 
more common than it is in large ones. Em­
ployers are also more likely to gather creative 
ideas from employees and encourage every­

one to engage in market analysis and trend 
monitoring. In contrast, large organizations 
are much more likely to have digital training 
initiatives, to see learning as a core value of 
the organization, to offer senior mentors to 
employees, and to actively increase diversity 
as a way of encouraging learning. 

Moreover, celebrating successes and reg­
ularly gathering creative ideas from staff are 
much more commonly seen in the private 
sector than in the public sector. 

KAPITEL 4 – ACCELERATE LEARNING
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Activities and measures that promote learning in an organization and knowledge transfer between employees.

Employers recognize and celebrate successes 55%

We have cross-border meetings and networks to promote knowledge transfer between different units and departments 42%

All training activities are digitized and can be used when and where it suits the employee best 31%

The employer regularly gathers creative ideas from all employees 31%

Employees are encouraged to set aside time for market analysis and trend monitoring 30%

Senior management has made continuous learning a core value of the organization 27%

Employers reward learning from mistakes 27%

The employer regularly invites inspiring speakers and lecturers to promote learning among employees 27%

The employer works actively to increase diversity among employees as a way to promote learning in the organization 25%

Employees are offered mentors who are more senior and/or experienced 24%

Employees are encouraged to set aside time for reflection and deep focus during work hours 19%

All knowledge in organizations is stored in databases in order to be easily searched and used by anyone in the organization 18%

None of the above applies to my workplace 13%

Leaders and managers in the organization are provided with mentors who are young and/or newly employed in the organization. 9%

Something else, specifically: 2%

There are multiple activities and measures that may promote learning in an organization  
and knowledge transfer between employees. Which of the following describe your workplace?

KAPITEL 4 – ACCELERATE LEARNING
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Maximize learning
The results show that employers that active­
ly pursue diversity are also more likely to 
implement activities that promote learning 
in an organization. For example, employers 
perceived as the best at pursuing diversi­
ty are three times more likely to regularly 
gather creative ideas from all employees than 
employers perceived as the worst at pursu­
ing diversity. Cross-border meetings and 
networks are more than twice as common at 
workplaces that are perceived as best at pur­
suing diversity compared to those perceived 
as worst at pursuing diversity. 

Employers who are above average on 
deep-level diversity, but below average on 
surface-level diversity are slightly more likely 
to encourage employees to devote time to 
market analysis and trend monitoring than 
employers who are above average on both 
aspects of diversity. 

 
Enhancing competitiveness
The opposite of psychological safety at a 
workplace is a culture of fear. Research in 
neuroscience shows that fear inhibits and 
limits both learning and peer collaboration. 
This is because fear diverts resources from 
areas of the brain that process new infor­
mation and manage working memory. For 
example, when we do not feel secure enough 
to share ideas or ask questions when we are 
uncertain, we are also less able to think  
analytically, solve problems, and generate 
ideas. In other words, we cannot perform  
at our best. 

Most common activities that promote learning  
in organizations that are best at diversity. 

For an employer to successfully create 
diversity in the broad sense at the workplace 
– where different experiences, opinions, 
personalities, competencies and skills can 
be accommodated – psychological safety 
needs to be established. Without that, there 
is no freedom or perceived space for different 
opinions and perspectives to be heard. Maybe 
that is why it is not surprising that we see the 
clear statistical links in Wes Insights between 

learning culture and actively pursuing diver­
sity at the workplace. 

Once again, the results highlight the posi­
tive consequences of broadening diversity in 
our organizations. And they provide us with 
yet another powerful tool to accelerate learn­
ing and strengthen our competitiveness in the 
fourth industrial revolution. 

We have cross-border 
meetings and networks to 
promote knowledge trans-
fer between different units 

and departments

The employer  
regularly gathers 

creative ideas from 
all employees

Employees are 
encouraged to set 

aside time for market 
analysis and trend 

monitoring

Senior management 
has made continuous 

learning a core value of 
the organization

24%

35%

53%
55%

15%

22%

39%

45%

14%

21%

45%

38%

14%

25%

32%

38%
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diversity

WES INSIGHTS 2023
29 (34)



Changing industries accelerates learning
One way to accelerate learning is to change 
industries. This is the conclusion of many 
respondents in Wes Insights. Sixty-eight 
percent of leaders in our survey have changed 
industries multiple times in their career, and 
19% have done so once. If we listen to the 
leaders themselves, changing industries is  
an excellent way to accelerate their learning.  
When asked what the biggest gains were, 
from their own experience, from switching 
industries, the leaders highlight a range of 
benefits. The words “new,” “learning,”  
and “perspective” are among the biggest. 
The most widespread theme among the 
open- ended responses is expanded learn­
ing, knowledge and skills. Gaining and and 
contributing new perspectives experiences 
are also among the biggest benefits. Many 
describe this change as fun, challenging and 
stimulating, and as a challenge that has led 
to personal and professional development. 
On the other hand, not many leaders point to 
benefits related to increased salary, climbing 
the hierarchy, or benefits for their résumé.  

What were the main benefits of an industry change for you? 
Two quotes from the survey, in response to the question: 

“That the most important aspects are visible, the ones that are  
common and not industry-specific. The industry-specific ones  
are rarely as crucial as we imagine them to be.”
Female CEO or equivalent, public sector.

“I brought important experience in change management.  
I delivered. I grew as a person, in knowledge and experience.  
I was re-energized.”
Male CEO or equivalent, private sector.

KAPITEL 4 – ACCELERATE LEARNING
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 1Drop the industry requirements
We often equate skills with industry 
experience, but these are not necessarily 

the same thing. Having the courage to seek 
skills outside of the industry is one of the 
most effective ways to secure skills supply in 
the future. Our study results point to the risks 
of letting industry experience dictate what 
counts as qualifications too much. Not only 
are we missing out on a large talent pool; we 
also risk hampering innovation and develop­
ment when new experiences are not allowed 
to enter and enrich the creative processes. 
If the selection of candidates is perceived 
as limited in your industry, seek out similar 
experiences and contexts. 

 2Update how you recruit
Skill supply is crucial for business 
success. Even so, our study shows that 

most people consider themselves bad at using 
the entire pool of skills. There is a goldmine 
of potential out there that we are not using. It 
is high time for organizations to look inward. 
Do we have professional processes in place 
for recruitment and leadership development? 

Five recommendations for owners, 
board and management

Are we clinging to old ideas about which 
skills count? Professionalize the recruitment 
process and make demands of your recruit­
ment partner! Do not accept lists of candi­
dates with the exact same backgrounds. Look 
outside of your own networks, dare to be a 
difficult client, and ask for a wider pool of 
candidates. 

 3Set a long-term skills strategy  
– at all levels 
In times of uncertainty and transforma­

tion, it is more important than ever to equip 
your organization with the best conditions 
for finding the right skills in the future. The 
composition and supply of skills for build­
ing the company going forward should be a 
matter for the board at a strategic level. To set 
requirements and prioritize the issue, we rec­
ommend that the board formulate expecta­
tions and KPIs for the CEO and management. 

 4Develop inclusive leadership 
Our report shows the enormous  
advantages of deep-level diversity in  

an organization. But getting there requires 
leadership that lives and breathes diversity, 
every day. An inclusive leader is genuinely 
committed to and knowledgeable about 
diversity issues while being aware of their 
own privileges and blind spots. This kind of 
leadership continuously and actively seeks to 
expand openness and increase responsive­
ness and curiosity about new perspectives. 

 5Boost learning
To stand a chance of remaining compet­
itive and attractive for future talent, we 

must accelerate learning in our organizations. 
Psychological safety is essential, but we also 
need to be challenged to grow. One good idea 
is to introduce more activities in the organi­
zation that promote learning and encourage 
employees to share knowledge. Diversity and 
learning are connected – seeking to increase 
diversity also boosts learning. 

CHAPTER 5 – FIVE RECOMMENDATIONS FOR OWNERS, BOARD AND MANAGEMENT
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