
1 © 2020 The Conference Board, Inc.  |  www.conferenceboard.org

Human Capital Watch™

Different in Degree: Closing the Talent Gap with Alternative Credentials
August 19, 2020



2 © 2020 The Conference Board, Inc.  |  www.conferenceboard.org

Today’s Presenters

Deb Cohen, Ph.D. 

Consultant and 

Distinguished Principal 

Research Fellow

The Conference Board

Robin Erickson, Ph.D. 

Principal Researcher, Human Capital

The Conference Board



3 © 2020 The Conference Board, Inc.  |  www.conferenceboard.org

What we will be covering today…

▪ What are credentials and alternative credentials?

▪ What are the benefits of and barriers to alternative credentials 

today?

▪ How are organizations using alternative credentials?
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Earn Credits
▪ Stay online for the entire webcast
▪ Credit available for participation in the live webcast only

HRCI 
✓ Type your full name, email address, and specify “HRCI” in the space provided

SHRM
✓ Type your full name, email address, and specify “SHRM” in the space provided

CPE (NASBA)

✓ Type your full name, email address, and specify “CPE” in the space provided

✓ Click ‘ok’ for 3 popups that occur during the program
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What are credentials and 

alternative credentials?

What are the benefits of and barriers 

to alternative credentials today?

How are organizations using 

alternative credentials?
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What are credentials and 

alternative credentials?

Intersection of Qualified Candidates and Organizational 

Requirements May Be Very Small

Organizational 

Requirements
Worker

Qualifications

Certificates

Certifications

Degrees

Licenses

Knowledge/skills/

abilities (KSA)

Job requirements

Assessments

Culture/fit

expectations

Compliance

concerns

IDEAL

HIRE

Source: Deb Cohen and Robin Erickson, Different in Degree: Closing the Talent Gap with Alternative Credentials, 

The Conference Board, 2020.
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The Conference Board Definitions

A credential is the qualification or 

evidence that an individual 

possesses to be considered for a 

job. Official credentials take many 

forms such as degrees or licenses. 

An alternative credential may 

include certifications, certificates, 

or successfully performing and 

demonstrating proof of 

competence. 
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Few Organizations Accept Alternative Credentialing

Substitutes

Requirements

Expanded target 

requirement 

demographics

Reevaluated jobs to 

better assess 

credential 

requirements

Accepted 

alternative 

credentials such as 

certifications

Lowered 

requirements for 

prior experience

Lowered requirements

for skills/

competencies

Lowered degree 

requirements

44%

31%

18%

25% 20% 18%

Source: Gad Levanon et al., US Labor Shortages: Challenges & Solutions, The Conference Board, January 2020. 
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Types of Credentials & Alternative Credentials

Higher education

Licenses

Certifications

Internships

Certificates

Apprenticeship

Supplemental credentials

Previous experience

Digital credentials

Source: Deb Cohen and Robin Erickson, Different in Degree: Closing the Talent Gap with Alternative Credentials, 

The Conference Board, 2020.
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Guide to Different Types of Credentials (page 1)

Source: Deb Cohen and Robin Erickson, Different in Degree: Closing the Talent Gap with Alternative Credentials, 

The Conference Board, 2020.
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What are the benefits of and barriers 

to alternative credentials today?

How are organizations using 

alternative credentials?

What are credentials and 

alternative credentials?
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Benefits of Using Alternative 

Credentials

Widens the candidate pool

Sends messages that there are 

other pathways to success

Saves money in long run by 

bypassing entry-level training

“It’s important to look at

the cost of education on the 

availability of diverse talent 

pools. In the 2007–08 time frame, 

degrees were an artificial barrier 

to screen out candidates because 

unemployment was so high.”

Vice President, Talent Acquisition 

and Mobility, Chief Diversity Officer, 

large medical research and 

treatment center
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What are the benefits of and barriers to 

alternative credentials today?

How are organizations using 

alternative credentials?

What are credentials and 

alternative credentials?
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How Organizations Are Using

Alternative Credentials 

Workforce planning

and strategy

Training and reskilling 

Recruitment processes 

“If you truly want to build a 

great company, team, culture, or 

organization whether it be your 

team of 5 or 5000, you have to 

do the hard work evaluating 

people on their ability to 

perform the job, not their ability 

to get certifications in x, y, or z.”

Director of Staffing at a large 

technology company
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Workforce Planning

and Strategy

Helps narrow talent pools to 

qualified workers with

the right skills

Creates new pathways for

new and existing workers

To focus on what the company 

needs during labor shortages

Building out capabilities

into job descriptions 

“Companies are starting

to create their own credentials.

It’s risky because how do you 

make them transferable, BUT 

there’s also a great risk only 

focusing on college degrees for 

intelligence and potential.” 

Vice President, Talent Acquisition 

and Mobility, Chief Diversity 

Officer, large medical research 

and treatment center
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Training and Reskilling 

For upskilling talent to

adjust to future skill needs

Use training as an indicator

for job-related skills

Use analytics to track the 

effectiveness of any employees 

who have obtained alternative 

credentials or received training

“If we can hire workers

who have been educated and 

trained with entry-level skills, 

then our investment in training 

can focus on the next level of 

skills. Looking closely at what 

certain alternative credentials 

include saves us money.”

Global HR Executive at a large 

power company
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Recruitment Processes

Use competency language to cut 

through the complexity and 

confusion of alternative credentials

Fit job descriptions to a job profile

Many organizations use experience, 

which is also an alternative 

credential, as a substitute for a 

degree in their job descriptions, 

especially for promotion

“We have “knockout” questions 

but also have strength 

questions that allow hiring 

managers to give extra weight 

and value to candidates for 

qualifications that may not fit 

neatly into a credential box.” 

Senior Director, financial 

services corporation
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Hiring for Potential
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Questions to Consider When Evaluating an 

Alternative Credential

Source: Deb Cohen and Robin Erickson, Different in Degree: Closing the Talent Gap with Alternative Credentials, 

The Conference Board, 2020.
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Partnering with Educators & Educational Institutions 

Engage/partner with local 

schools to identify the 

alternative credentials they 

may offer to ensure the 

content fits with your needs

Serve on advisory 

panels in the 

development and 

offering of alternative 

credentials

Partner with credentialing 

bodies to ensure that 

certifications and certificates 

provide the skills that are 

needed
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To find qualified candidates in the current and future labor market, 

employers need to take the time to understand the array of alternative 

credentials available 

To both hire and retain workers, organizations should invest in 

reskilling/upskilling and expanding their benefit policies to include 

earning specific alternative credentials

In terms of talent acquisition, employers should invest the time to 

reassess job descriptions and train hiring managers and talent 

acquisition staff to recognize an expanded view of acceptable credentials

Insights for What’s Ahead
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To prepare for the ever-evolving roles needed in the future, organizations 

need to hire for potential as well as for specific skills

To avoid skill shortages for specific roles and anticipate the skills needed in 

the future, employers should partner with educators to ensure that 

curriculum options reflect what is needed in the workforce

Insights for What’s Ahead
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Questions?
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Our next Human Capital Watch™ webcast: Current D&I 

Topics

September 16, 2020
Click here to register for this webcast or here to sign up for the entire Human 

Capital Watch series

Moderator

Laura Sabattini, Ph.D. 
Principal Researcher, 

Human Capital

The Conference Board

https://conference-board.org/webcasts/Human-Capital-Watch-Sept-2020
https://www.conference-board.org/webcasts/human-capital-watch
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Interested in what other organizations are 

doing post-COVID-19? 

Take our short, 3-question survey and receive a 

summary of the results

Click here: http://tcb.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_6Gs4S0akBpab7uJ

http://tcb.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_6Gs4S0akBpab7uJ
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Use code KN1 for a $100 discount on this

Upcoming Conference

Transforming Talent Acquisition: Pandemic and Protests

A Focus on Your Future Workforce

October 19 - 20, 2020

(Virtual Event)

To learn more about or register for any of our conferences, visit 

our website at www.conferenceboard.org/events

http://www.conferenceboard.org/events
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Human Capital Insights 
A new podcast series brought to you 

by The Conference Board Human 

Capital Center

The Conference Board Insights podcast series helps talent executives 

address challenges and stay informed about current issues across the 

entire spectrum of human capital

Click here for a complete listing of all of our Insights podcasts or check 

out our entire podcast lineup at 

www.conference-board.org/podcasts

https://www.conference-board.org/podcasts/authordetail.cfm?author=6991
http://www.conference-board.org/podcasts

