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FOCUS:
SERVING RECOVERY WITH
SOFT SKILLS

IN THIS ISSUE:
What are soft skills?
Why are soft skills important for both employers and their teams?
How can soft skills development support pandemic recovery and
workforce resilience?

Targeted soft skills proficiency has
been identified as a key driver of
pandemic recovery for the
Accommodation and Food Services
industry¹.
With insights gathered from
industry employers and other sector
stakeholders, the Hospitality
Workers Training Centre (HWTC) has
researched and published Soft Skills
in Ontario’s Post-Pandemic
Hospitality and Food Services
Sector.
The report highlights the needs and
perceptions of soft skills within the
industry and provides
recommendations on how soft skill
interventions can support economic
recovery.
Soft skills are critical competencies
for workers who must adapt to
rapidly changing work environments
and evolving occupational
standards².
Attention to — and investment into
— interventions that strengthen the
soft skills needed to respond to
evolving health and safety protocols
and meet customer service
expectations will be critical in
rebuilding a deeply impacted sector.
Soft skills performance is important
for employers who want to ensure
their staff are ready to meet
operational needs within an
evolving environment. Soft skills
proficiency is equally critical to
improving employment and
retention outcomes for job seekers
and incumbent workers.
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This monograph will help define soft skills in hospitality, consider
why they are important to workers and employers alike, and layout a
set of recommendations for how they can support pandemic recovery
and workforce resilience.

What are soft skills?
Soft skills can be defined as “personal traits that enhance an
individual’s interaction, communication skills, and job performance”³
or as the skills related to personality traits that demonstrate how an
individual interacts with others.⁴
Soft skills may also be referred to as “the interpersonal, human,
people, or the behavioural skills needed to apply technical skills and
knowledge in the workplace.”⁵ There is a general consensus that soft
skills are those socially and emotionally-driven personal
competencies that people use to interact with the social world.
As evidenced by the multiple diverging descriptions, soft skills are
harder to define and detect than “hard skills”, and proficiency in them
is more difficult assess. Compounding this difficulty in defining soft
skills is the fact that they can also be referred to by a variety of
names, such as generic skills, core skills, employability skills, essential
skills⁶, and people skills.⁷
Regardless of the semantics, there is growing evidence and consensus
that soft skills are just as critical for workers and job seekers to gain
and retain employment and advance in their careers as more
traditionally technical and hard skills.⁸ ⁹ ¹⁰

VS
HARD SKILLS
Quantifiable or measurable
ability required to perform a
specific task¹⁵
AKA technical skills,
administrative skills,
qualifications, formal
certifications¹⁶
For example: driving a car,
Chartered Accountant
designation, or ability to use
LightSpeed point of sales system
Relates more to product
quality¹⁷

SOFT SKILLS
Unquantifiable or intangible
abilities a person has
A.K.A interpersonal skills,
generic skills, core skills,
employability skills, people
skills¹¹
For example: teamwork,
adaptability, leadership, and
communication¹²
Relates more to service quality¹³
Helps in the delivery of hard
skills¹⁴
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Soft skills are transferable across multiple roles and industries, and
research shows that some are more relevant to Canada’s
Accommodation and Food Services sector than others. According to a
comprehensive investigation into industry needs, some of the most
essential soft skills in the hospitality sector included:¹⁸
1. Communication
2. Interpersonal skills
3. Stress management
4. Problem-solving
5. Self-management
6. Customer service
7. Decision making
8. Leadership
9. Teamwork
In addition to these core skills, research from Rivera and Lee (2016)
identifies diversity awareness and emotional intelligence as critical
markers of soft skills training.
They demonstrate that hospitality students who completed a
Diversity Issues course reported better perception of their own
emotions and an improved ability to manage, suggesting that a
training course in diversity may help develop emotional intelligence.
Because “emotions may be perceived differently in different cultures,
and increased emotional intelligence will likely help increase cultural
intelligence, diversity training could be a valuable training area for
hospitality workers.”¹⁹
Unsurprisingly, researchers have also identified soft skills as crucial
for ensuring customer happiness.²⁰ Unfortunately, employers “often
[found] that entry-level new hires lack these [social and emotional]
skills,”²¹ marking this as an area for enhanced training across the
industry.
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Why do we need to talk about soft skills now?
Before the COVID-19 pandemic, the Canadian tourism industry was
thriving. Hospitality and tourism were among Canada’s largest
industries, and it was often difficult for hospitality employers to meet
their labour force needs.²²
In 2020, however, the Accommodation and Food Services sector was
shaken by COVID-19. The sharp decrease in tourism and leisure
patterns left hundreds of thousands of Canadians unemployed as
businesses closed their doors or shifted to technology-based
solutions.²³ The Canadian Accommodation and Food Services
industry has been working to adapt to this sector shock, identifying
soft skills development as key to recovery investments.
As a result, many job descriptions have been updated to include the
essential soft and hard skills employees will need to be successful in
their roles moving forward.
With constant changes in regulations and mandates for
opening/closing, employees will also need to communicate safety
measures and protocols.²⁴ A 2020 study published by the Conference
Board of Canada showed that industry workers were most focused on
the following soft skills as part of a successful recovery:²⁵
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.

Communication
Resilience and adaptability
Client relations
Cultural competence
Management skills
Creativity
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Soft Skills are Future Skills
Predictions about the Accommodation and Food Services industry are
grim. Even according to the most optimistic scenarios, experts do not
expect business levels to return to pre-COVID-19 levels until 2023.
As Deloitte points out, hospitality employers “will need to respond
and adapt to consumers’ changed behaviours and expectations. And
they will need to manage the operational and financial implications
of doing business in the new normal.
Those that do so effectively will be well-positioned to overcome the
challenges and seize the opportunities that are emerging in a
changing business environment.”
It is not surprising, then, that the sector’s needs are shifting and
employers are calling for more transferable, resilient, and adaptive
skill sets from their workforce – as businesses come to terms with the
unfolding impact of the pandemic, charge into recovery, and adapt to
evolving socio-economic realities.
To survive and thrive in this emerging new normal, employers are
encouraged to prioritize soft skills during the hiring process and
provide skills training to employees.²⁶
Emphasizing competencies over education and experience while
recognizing transferable soft skills from other industries – such as
communication, cultural sympathy, personal resilience, empathy,
persistence, and confidence – will help employers tap a greater range
of talent.²⁷
Employers in the Accommodation and Food Services sector who
invest in soft skills have a much better chance of succeeding during
these uncertain times.

“A substantial body of scientific evidence highlights
the power and accuracy of soft skills as predictors of
job performance, career success, and leadership
potential.”²⁸ - Forbes

5

APRIL 2022

MONOGRAPH ISSUE 6

In an Increasingly Automated World:
COVID-19 has been an unlikely catalyst for increasing the speed at
which the Accommodation and Food Services industry is adopting
automation and artificial intelligence technologies. QR-code menus,
contactless ordering and payment systems, and other digital and selfserve options are more readily available and adopted by businesses,
and are increasingly preferred by consumers.
These technologies were implemented early in the pandemic to
address health policies and safety-related concerns by creating
contactless customer service experiences.²⁹ Businesses also
implemented these technologies in the hope of maximizing
efficiencies, capitalizing on available business opportunities and
increasing competitiveness to stay viable in volatile markets.³⁰
To keep up with the changing technology and skills needs of their
jobs, the soft skills that will be especially important for workers to
have include adaptability, resilience, self-motivation, optimism,
curiosity, and a desire to learn.³¹ ³²

“Social and emotional skills are the skills least likely to
be replaced by technologies. In fact, they’re the skills
that allow us to adapt to an ever-changing labour
market.”³³ - The Conference Board of Canada

A Summary of Recommendations for Soft Skills Development
and Post-Pandemic Recovery
The COVID-19 pandemic has amplified the demand for skilled workers
with strong soft skills across the Accommodation and Food Services
industry.
Changes in customer service expectations, the implementation of new
health and safety protocols, and the accelerated adoption of new
technology have all impacted how the industry does business and
shifted the skill set required for many jobs, from entry-level to
management. Prioritizing relevant and meaningful soft skills training
opportunities for workers will be critical to supporting pandemic
recovery in the Accommodation and Food Services sector.
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Investments in soft skills training will be critical to engaging and
retaining a highly-skilled labour force that can manage uncertainty,
adapt to changing business operations, and support the rebuilding
and recovery of a strong and healthy Accommodation and Food
Services industry.
The following recommendations are discussed in more detail in
HWTC’s Soft Skills in Ontario’s Post-Pandemic Hospitality and Food
Services Sector report:
1. Diversity and cultural sensitivity training can significantly impact
emotional intelligence (EQ), an integral driver of service quality
across the Accommodation and Food Services sector.
2. Practical customer service skills training will help pre-empt,
manage, and resolve increasingly unavoidable interactions with
customers.
3. Soft skills will be at the forefront of the workforce development
discussion for the foreseeable future. Identified as an area where
skills are lacking in the hospitality industry, soft skills training is in
high demand;
4. Sector leaders, workforce development intermediaries, and their
stakeholders must work together to improve soft skills
performance in the hospitality industry;
5. Employers and workers alike will need targeted assistance, as well
as training and development investments, to propel their
performance when encountering new situations and standards;
6. Providing employers and workers with more efficient and timely
soft skills training options will increase their likelihood of
investing in these areas;
7. Mobile and virtual training have become successful new tools for
skill development;
8. Micro-credentials also provide accessible development
opportunities for workers;
9. Mentorship opportunities that come after skills training and
certification support are critical parts of the learning process.
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about hwtc
The Hospitality Workers Training Centre is a not-for-profit, sector-specific
workforce development organization focused on supporting a strong and
healthy hospitality industry in Ontario, Canada.
Started in 2004, HWTC provides career-long learning opportunities for
hospitality professionals and capacity-building supports for hospitality
employers.
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