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It has become increasingly clear that simply making pronouncements 
about skills-based hiring or dropping degree requirements is not enough; 
traditional hiring criteria must be proactively replaced by something else. 

Microcredentials1 can provide important additional information about a job candidate.

Utilizing data from Northeastern’s recent survey of hiring managers and insights from Grads of Life’s skills-
first consulting and training, this brief provides a picture of what employers can do to support managers 
in hiring more people who have gained skills through microcredentials. A key strategy is for companies to 
explicitly identify which microcredentials are best for specific roles within their organizations, and expand 
the types of support available to their hiring managers to reinforce consideration of microcredentials in 
the hiring process. 

Company investment in improving hiring practices is strong  
across industries. 

A national survey by Northeastern’s Center for the Future of Higher Education and Talent Strategy revealed 
significant company investments in improving hiring practices. These efforts included making processes 
more inclusive, training hiring managers in hiring practices such as bias awareness and behavioral 
interviewing, and providing professional development programs. Overall, 70% of respondents reported 
receiving training, and nearly all reported some investment in updating hiring processes.2

1.   �We define microcredentials as certificates, industry certifications, apprenticeships, educational certificates, 
occupational licenses, and digital badges. These can be earned in addition to or instead of traditional high school, 
college, or university degrees.

2.  �Welsh, A., Alpert, S., Nanovic, A., Warner, J. (2024). The Evolution of Hiring: What Managers Know About, Think About 
and are Doing with Microcredentials. Northeastern University College of Professional Studies, Center for the Future of 
Higher Education and Talent Strategy. https://cps. northeastern.edu/wp-content/uploads/2024/Hiring_Managers_and_
Microcredentials.pdf

The research included in this report was made possible through funding by the Charles Koch Foundation. The findings, 
conclusions, and recommendations presented in this report are those of the authors alone and do not necessarily 
reflect the opinions of the Charles Koch Foundation. 



Surprisingly, there was little variation in exposure to training, programs, and processes between  
different industries.. Managers in information services and finance/insurance did report higher rates 
of employer support for training and professional development, while those in health care/social 
assistance and construction reported lower rates. However, these differences were generally modest 
and often not significant.
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Only about 1/3 of survey respondents 
indicated that they hired a candidate 
with a microcredential as their 
only credential. Interestingly, key 
elements of the hiring practices of 
these managers were different from 
other managers. This group of hiring 
managers was more likely to accept 
non-resume materials or use testing 
during the evaluation process. It may 
be that testing and portfolio review 
have more impact on boosting hiring 
managers’ confidence in relying 
on microcredentials than other 
investments made by companies.
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Additionally, more managers who hire 
candidates with microcredentials 
report that they received training 
in how to write a skills-based job 
description. Consciously referring 
to skills in job descriptions is often 
considered the first step in how an 
organization begins to embrace skills-
based hiring, a focus on competency 
over pedigree that should drive more 
equitable, inclusive, and effective 
candidate selection.

Despite the common nature of company investments in training overall, real 
differences in hiring manager behavior exist from one company to the next. 



Grads of Life supports employers as they transition to skills-first talent 
management. This often involves a process called “recredentialing,” in which 
employers shift job descriptions to reduce reliance on four-year degrees and 
instead focus on skills and, when applicable, microcredentials.

Strong skill profiles enable employers to hire people with the right skills, become aware of candidates’ 
potential upskilling needs, identify non-traditional pathways into newly recredentialed roles, and identify 
microcredentials that best align to their hiring and upskilling needs. 

A skills profile outlines the core competencies needed for a role including:

•  Required skills (those the new hire must have on day one)
•  Preferred/teachable skills 
•  Knowledge
•  Abilities

Creating skills profiles requires hiring managers to work closely with HR to build an accurate picture of what is 
needed for each role. To support this process, Grads of Life often hosts Skills Mapping Workshops for clients. 
These sessions are focused on one role at the company and include hiring managers, other members of the 
functional team that are closely familiar with the role, and HR/talent acquisition team members. Starting from 
a long list of skills that we compile based on existing job descriptions and external labor market data, we 
guide the group through prioritizing and narrowing the needed skills to produce the strongest possible skills-
first job description. 

Often in our work, we find that the most successful companies are those that also support hiring managers 
in shifting their mindsets about non-degreed talent. Targeted training and workshops often enable hiring 
managers to learn new practices more quickly and establish a deeper commitment to a skills-based 
approach. These sessions focus on understanding the “why” behind skills-first hiring, highlighting how it 
reduces bias and leads to better hires. They also include practical activities, such as reviewing traditional 
job descriptions to identify and prioritize key skills and practicing the creation of skills-focused interview 
questions and evaluation rubrics.

After a skills-first hiring workshop with hiring managers at a large HVAC company, 100%  
of participants:

•   �Agreed that they “know how to use a skills-first rubric” (52% disagreed with the  
statement pre-workshop) 

•   �Disagreed that they should always “listen to their gut feeling about a candidate”  
(28% agreed with the statement pre-workshop). 
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Having a clear understanding of the skills needed for a job helps to 
alleviate the primary challenges hiring managers feel when it comes to 
using microcredentials. 

Clearly defining the skills needed for a role gives employers a starting point for more rigorous evaluation 
of microcredential quality and relevance. It allows employers to apply a much more narrow and focused 
lens to finding the microcredentials that equip people with the actual skills they need for specific roles.  

A deliberate orientation towards skills-based job descriptions is a good first step in the process of 
defining which microcredentials are valued by the organization. Such training and support can help build 
confidence in integrating microcredentials into hiring decisions effectively.

Northeastern University  ⋅  Center for the Future of Higher Education and Talent Strategy
northeastern.edu/cfhets  ⋅  360 Huntington Ave Boston, MA 02115

Unfamiliarity and lack of trust hinder the use of microcredentials in hiring.

38%
It is difficult to get 
information about what 
skills were learned through 
microcredentials.

36%
It is difficult to validate 
that a microcredential 
was actually earned.

32%
The quality of 
microcredentials is too 
varied to trust them.

30%
There are too many 
microcredentials to 
keep track of which ones 
are relevant to the job 
requirements.

Challenges in considering microcredentials in candidate evaluation

Regarding the charts and hiring manager statistics: while steps were taken to secure balanced input from a 
representative distribution of respondents that reasonably approximates the population of U.S. managers, the study’s 
sample was a convenience sample, and the findings cannot be assumed to reliably quantify the opinions and actions of 
the entire population of U.S. businesses.


