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Targeted  so f t  sk i l l s  prof ic iency  has

been  ident i f ied  as  a  key  dr iver  of

pandemic  recovery  fo r  the

Accommodat ion  and  Food  Serv ices

indust ry ¹ .  

With  ins ights  gathered  f rom

indust ry  employers  and  other  sector

s takeholders ,  the  Hospi ta l i t y

Workers  Tra in ing  Centre  (HWTC )  has

researched  and  publ i shed  Sof t  Sk i l l s

in  Ontar io ’s  Post -Pandemic

Hospi ta l i t y  and  Food  Serv ices

Sector .  

The  report  highl ights  the  needs  and

percept ions  of  so f t  sk i l l s  with in  the

indust ry  and  prov ides

recommendat ions  on  how  so f t  sk i l l

in tervent ions  can  support  economic

recovery .   
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Sof t  sk i l l s  are  cr i t ica l  competenc ies

for  workers  who  must  adapt  to

rap id ly  changing  work  env i ronments

and  evo lv ing  occupat iona l

s tandards ² .   

Attent ion  to  —  and  investment  in to

— in tervent ions  that  s t rengthen  the

sof t  sk i l l s  needed  to  respond  to

evo lv ing  heal th  and  sa fety  protoco ls

and  meet  customer  serv ice

expectat ions  wi l l  be  cr i t ica l  in

rebui ld ing  a  deeply  impacted  sector .

Sof t  sk i l l s  per formance  i s  important

for  employers  who  want  to  ensure

the i r  s ta f f  are  ready  to  meet

operat iona l  needs  with in  an

evo lv ing  env i ronment .  Sof t  sk i l l s

pro f ic iency  i s  equal l y  cr i t ica l  to

improv ing  employment  and

retent ion  outcomes  fo r  job  seekers

and  incumbent  workers .



Sof t  sk i l l s  can  be  def ined  as  “personal  t ra i t s  that  enhance  an

indiv idua l ’s  in teract ion ,  communicat ion  sk i l l s ,  and  job  per formance ” ³   

or  as  the  sk i l l s  re lated  to  personal i ty  t ra i t s  that  demonst rate  how  an

indiv idua l  in teracts  with  others . ⁴   

Sof t  sk i l l s  may  a lso  be  re fer red  to  as  “ the  in terpersona l ,  human ,

people ,  or  the  behav ioura l  sk i l l s  needed  to  apply  technica l  sk i l l s  and

knowledge  in  the  workplace . ” ⁵  There  i s  a  genera l  consensus  that  so f t

sk i l l s  are  those  soc ia l l y  and  emot iona l l y -dr iven  personal

competenc ies  that  people  use  to  in teract  with  the  soc ia l  wor ld .

As  ev idenced  by  the  mult ip le  diverg ing  descr ipt ions ,  so f t  sk i l l s  are

harder  to  def ine  and  detect  than  “hard  sk i l l s ” ,  and  prof ic iency  in  them

is  more  di f f icu l t  assess .  Compounding  th i s  di f f icu l ty  in  def in ing  so f t

sk i l l s  i s  the  fact  that  they  can  a lso  be  re fer red  to  by  a  var ie ty  of

names ,  such  as  gener ic  sk i l l s ,  core  sk i l l s ,  employabi l i t y  sk i l l s ,  essent ia l

sk i l l s ⁶ ,  and  people  sk i l l s . ⁷  

Regard less  of  the  semant ics ,  there  i s  growing  ev idence  and  consensus

that  so f t  sk i l l s  are  jus t  as  cr i t ica l  fo r  workers  and  job  seekers  to  gain

and  reta in  employment  and  advance  in  the i r  careers  as  more

t rad i t iona l l y  technica l  and  hard  sk i l l s . ⁸  ⁹  ¹ ⁰   

What are soft skills?
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This  monograph  wi l l  help  def ine  so f t  sk i l l s  in  hospi ta l i t y ,  cons ider

why  they  are  important  to  workers  and  employers  a l ike ,  and  l ayout  a

set  of  recommendat ions  fo r  how  they  can  support  pandemic  recovery

and  workforce  res i l ience .

Unquant i f iab le  or  in tangib le

abi l i t ies  a  person  has

A .K .A  in terpersona l  sk i l l s ,

gener ic  sk i l l s ,  core  sk i l l s ,

employabi l i t y  sk i l l s ,  people

sk i l l s ¹ ¹

For  example :  teamwork ,

adaptabi l i t y ,  l eadersh ip ,  and

communicat ion ¹ ²   

Relates  more  to  serv ice  qual i ty ¹ ³

Helps  in  the  del i very  of  hard

sk i l l s ¹ ⁴  

SOFT SKILLS
Quant i f iab le  or  measurable

abi l i t y  requi red  to  per form  a

spec i f ic  task ¹ ⁵  

AKA  technica l  sk i l l s ,

adminis t rat i ve  sk i l l s ,

qual i f i cat ions ,  fo rmal

cer t i f i cat ions ¹ ⁶  

For  example :  dr iv ing  a  car ,

Chartered  Accountant

des ignat ion ,  or  abi l i t y  to  use

L ightSpeed  point  of  sa les  sys tem  

Relates  more  to  product

qual i ty ¹ ⁷  

HARD SKILLS

VS



In  addi t ion  to  these  core  sk i l l s ,  research  f rom  Rivera  and  Lee  (2016 )

ident i f ies  divers i ty  awareness  and  emot iona l  in te l l igence  as  cr i t ica l

markers  of  so f t  sk i l l s  t ra in ing .  

They  demonst rate  that  hospi ta l i t y  s tudents  who  completed  a

Divers i ty  I s sues  course  reported  better  percept ion  of  the i r  own

emot ions  and  an  improved  abi l i t y  to  manage ,  suggest ing  that  a

t ra in ing  course  in  divers i ty  may  help  deve lop  emot iona l  in te l l igence .

Because  “emot ions  may  be  perce ived  di f fe rent ly  in  di f fe rent  cul tures ,

and  increased  emot iona l  in te l l igence  wi l l  l i ke ly  help  increase  cul tura l

inte l l igence ,  divers i ty  t ra in ing  could  be  a  va luable  t ra in ing  area  fo r

hosp i ta l i t y  workers . ” ¹ ⁹  

Unsurpr i s ing ly ,  researchers  have  a lso  ident i f ied  so f t  sk i l l s  as  cruc ia l

fo r  ensur ing  customer  happiness . ² ⁰   Unfor tunate ly ,  employers  “of ten

[ found ]  that  entry - l eve l  new  hi res  l ack  these  [soc ia l  and  emot iona l ]

sk i l l s , ” ² ¹  mark ing  th i s  as  an  area  fo r  enhanced  t ra in ing  across  the

indust ry .  
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Sof t  sk i l l s  are  t rans ferable  across  mult ip le  ro les  and  indust r ies ,  and

research  shows  that  some  are  more  re levant  to  Canada ’s

Accommodat ion  and  Food  Serv ices  sector  than  others .  Accord ing  to  a

comprehens ive  invest igat ion  in to  indust ry  needs ,  some  of  the  most

essent ia l  so f t  sk i l l s  in  the  hospi ta l i t y  sector  inc luded : ¹ ⁸

1 .  Communicat ion  

2 .  In terpersona l  sk i l l s  

3 .  Stress  management  

4 .  Problem -so lv ing  

5 .  Sel f -management  

6 .  Customer  serv ice  

7 .  Decis ion  making  

8 .  Leadersh ip  

9 .  Teamwork
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Before  the  COVID - 19  pandemic ,  the  Canadian  tour i sm  indust ry  was

thr iv ing .  Hospi ta l i t y  and  tour i sm  were  among  Canada ’s  l a rgest

indust r ies ,  and  i t  was  of ten  di f f icu l t  fo r  hospi ta l i t y  employers  to  meet

the i r  l abour  fo rce  needs . ² ²  

In  2020 ,  however ,  the  Accommodat ion  and  Food  Serv ices  sector  was

shaken  by  COVID - 19 .  The  sharp  decrease  in  tour i sm  and  l e i sure

patterns  l e f t  hundreds  of  thousands  of  Canadians  unemployed  as

bus inesses  c losed  the i r  doors  or  sh i f ted  to  technology -based

so lut ions . ² ³   The  Canadian  Accommodat ion  and  Food  Serv ices

indust ry  has  been  work ing  to  adapt  to  th i s  sector  shock ,  ident i f y ing

sof t  sk i l l s  deve lopment  as  key  to  recovery  investments .

As  a  resu l t ,  many  job  descr ipt ions  have  been  updated  to  inc lude  the

essent ia l  so f t  and  hard  sk i l l s  employees  wi l l  need  to  be  success fu l  in

the i r  ro les  moving  fo rward .  

With  constant  changes  in  regulat ions  and  mandates  fo r

opening /c los ing ,  employees  wi l l  a lso  need  to  communicate  sa fety

measures  and  protoco ls . ² ⁴  A  2020  s tudy  publ i shed  by  the  Conference

Board  of  Canada  showed  that  indust ry  workers  were  most  focused  on

the  fo l lowing  so f t  sk i l l s  as  part  of  a  success fu l  recovery : ² ⁵   

1 .  Communicat ion  

2 .  Res i l ience  and  adaptabi l i t y  

3 .  Cl ient  re lat ions  

4 .  Cul tura l  competence  

5 .  Management  sk i l l s  

6 .  Creat iv i ty

Why do we need to talk about soft skills now?
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Predict ions  about  the  Accommodat ion  and  Food  Serv ices  indust ry  are

gr im .  Even  accord ing  to  the  most  opt imis t ic  scenar ios ,  experts  do  not

expect  bus iness  l eve l s  to  return  to  pre -COVID - 19  l eve l s  unt i l  2023 .  

As  Delo i t te  points  out ,  hospi ta l i t y  employers  “wi l l  need  to  respond

and  adapt  to  consumers ’  changed  behav iours  and  expectat ions .  And

they  wi l l  need  to  manage  the  operat iona l  and  f inanc ia l  impl icat ions

of  doing  bus iness  in  the  new  normal .  

Those  that  do  so  ef fect i ve ly  wi l l  be  wel l -pos i t ioned  to  overcome  the

chal lenges  and  se ize  the  opportuni t ies  that  are  emerg ing  in  a

changing  bus iness  env i ronment . ”

I t  i s  not  surpr i s ing ,  then ,  that  the  sector ’s  needs  are  sh i f t ing  and

employers  are  ca l l ing  fo r  more  t rans ferable ,  res i l ient ,  and  adapt ive

sk i l l  sets  f rom  the i r  workforce  –  as  bus inesses  come  to  te rms  with  the

unfo ld ing  impact  of  the  pandemic ,  charge  in to  recovery ,  and  adapt  to

evo lv ing  soc io -economic  rea l i t ies .

To  surv ive  and  thr i ve  in  th i s  emerg ing  new  normal ,  employers  are

encouraged  to  pr ior i t i ze  so f t  sk i l l s  dur ing  the  hi r ing  process  and

prov ide  sk i l l s  t ra in ing  to  employees . ² ⁶   

Emphas iz ing  competenc ies  over  educat ion  and  exper ience  whi le

recogniz ing  t rans ferable  so f t  sk i l l s  f rom  other  indust r ies  –   such  as

communicat ion ,  cul tura l  sympathy ,  personal  res i l ience ,  empathy ,

pers i s tence ,  and  conf idence  –  wi l l  help  employers  tap  a  greater  range

of  ta lent . ² ⁷   

Employers  in  the  Accommodat ion  and  Food  Serv ices  sector  who

invest  in  so f t  sk i l l s  have  a  much  better  chance  of  succeeding  dur ing

these  uncerta in  t imes .

Soft Skills are Future Skills

“A substant ia l  body of  sc ient i f ic  ev idence highl ights
the power  and accuracy of  soft  sk i l l s  as  predictors  of

job performance,  career  success ,  and leadership
potent ia l . ” ² ⁸   -  Forbes
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COVID - 19  has  been  an  unl ike ly  cata lys t  fo r  increas ing  the  speed  at

which  the  Accommodat ion  and  Food  Serv ices  indust ry  i s  adopt ing

automat ion  and  ar t i f i c ia l  in te l l igence  technolog ies .  QR -code  menus ,

contact less  order ing  and  payment  sys tems ,  and  other  dig i ta l  and  se l f -

serve  opt ions  are  more  readi l y  ava i lab le  and  adopted  by  bus inesses ,

and  are  increas ing ly  prefer red  by  consumers .  

These  technolog ies  were  implemented  ear ly  in  the  pandemic  to

address  heal th  pol ic ies  and  sa fety - re lated  concerns  by  creat ing

contact less  customer  serv ice  exper iences . ² ⁹   Bus inesses  a lso

implemented  these  technolog ies  in  the  hope  of  maximiz ing

ef f ic ienc ies ,  capi ta l i z ing  on  ava i lab le  bus iness  opportuni t ies  and

increas ing  compet i t i veness  to  s tay  v iab le  in  vo lat i le  markets . ³ ⁰    

To  keep  up  with  the  changing  technology  and  sk i l l s  needs  of  the i r

jobs ,  the  so f t  sk i l l s  that  wi l l  be  espec ia l l y  important  fo r  workers  to

have  inc lude  adaptabi l i t y ,  res i l ience ,  se l f -motivat ion ,  opt imism ,

cur ios i ty ,  and  a  des i re  to  l earn . ³ ¹  ³ ²   




In an Increasingly Automated World: 

“Social  and emotional  sk i l l s  are  the sk i l l s  least  l ike ly  to
be replaced by technologies .  In  fact ,  they ’ re  the sk i l l s

that  a l low 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  ampl i f ied  the  demand  fo r  sk i l led  workers

wi th  s t rong  so f t  sk i l l s  across  the  Accommodat ion  and  Food  Serv ices

indust ry .  

Changes  in  customer  serv ice  expectat ions ,  the  implementat ion  of  new

heal th  and  sa fety  protoco ls ,  and  the  acce lerated  adopt ion  of  new

technology  have  a l l  impacted  how  the  indust ry  does  bus iness  and

shi f ted  the  sk i l l  set  requi red  fo r  many  jobs ,  f rom  entry - l eve l  to

management .  Pr ior i t i z ing  re levant  and  meaningfu l  so f t  sk i l l s  t ra in ing

opportuni t ies  fo r  workers  wi l l  be  cr i t ica l  to  support ing  pandemic

recovery  in  the  Accommodat ion  and  Food  Serv ices  sector .  

   






Divers i ty  and  cul tura l  sens i t i v i ty  t ra in ing  can  s ign i f icant ly  impact

emot iona l  in te l l igence  (EQ ) ,  an  in tegra l  dr iver  of  serv ice  qual i ty

across  the  Accommodat ion  and  Food  Serv ices  sector .

Pract ica l  customer  serv ice  sk i l l s  t ra in ing  wi l l  help  pre -empt ,

manage ,  and  reso lve  increas ing ly  unavo idable  in teract ions  with

customers .

Sof t  sk i l l s  wi l l  be  at  the  fo re f ront  of  the  workforce  deve lopment

discuss ion  fo r  the  fo reseeable  future .  Ident i f ied  as  an  area  where

sk i l l s  are  l ack ing  in  the  hospi ta l i t y  indust ry ,  so f t  sk i l l s  t ra in ing  i s  in

h igh  demand ;

Sector  l eaders ,  workforce  deve lopment  in termediar ies ,  and  the i r

s takeholders  must  work  together  to  improve  so f t  sk i l l s

per formance  in  the  hospi ta l i t y  indust ry ;

Employers  and  workers  a l ike  wi l l  need  ta rgeted  ass i s tance ,  as  wel l

as  t ra in ing  and  deve lopment  investments ,  to  propel  the i r

per formance  when  encounter ing  new  s i tuat ions  and  s tandards ;

Prov id ing  employers  and  workers  with  more  ef f ic ient  and  t imely

sof t  sk i l l s  t ra in ing  opt ions  wi l l  increase  the i r  l i ke l ihood  of

invest ing  in  these  areas ;

Mobi le  and  v i r tua l  t ra in ing  have  become  success fu l  new  too ls  fo r

sk i l l  deve lopment ;

Micro -credent ia l s  a lso  prov ide  access ib le  deve lopment

opportuni t ies  fo r  workers ;

Mentorsh ip  opportuni t ies  that  come  af ter  sk i l l s  t ra in ing  and

cert i f i cat ion  support  are  cr i t ica l  parts  of  the  l earn ing  process .

The  fo l lowing  recommendat ions  are  discussed  in  more  deta i l  in

HWTC ’s  Sof t  Sk i l l s  in  Ontar io ’s  Post -Pandemic  Hospi ta l i t y  and  Food

Serv ices  Sector  report :

1 .

2 .

3 .

4 .

5 .

6 .

7 .

8 .

9 .
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Investments  in  so f t  sk i l l s  t ra in ing  wi l l  be  cr i t ica l  to  engaging  and

reta in ing  a  highly -sk i l led  l abour  fo rce  that  can  manage  uncerta inty ,

adapt  to  changing  bus iness  operat ions ,  and  support  the  rebui ld ing

and  recovery  of  a  s t rong  and  heal thy  Accommodat ion  and  Food

Serv ices  indust ry .     
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