SOFT SKILLS IN
IT CONTRACTING
Is there a soft skills gap in The Netherlands?
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About Us
Hays plc (the “Group”) is a leading global professional
recruiting group. The Group is the expert at recruiting
qualified, professional and skilled people worldwide, being
the market leader in the UK and Asia Pacific and one of the
market leaders in Continental Europe and Latin America.
The Group operates across the private and public sectors,
dealing in permanent positions, contract roles and temporary
assignments. As at 31 December 2016 the Group employed
9,600 staff operating from 251 offices in 33 countries across
20 specialisms.

Methodology
The findings in this report are based on the survey
responses of 124 IT contractors located in The Netherlands
and internationally. The survey was conducted in the third
quarter of 2017. Respondents were asked about soft skills
needed across different job roles, their related efforts in
personal development and the impact of soft skills on their
career prospects. We also approached key industry experts
for their insights in to the value soft skills can bring to IT
contractors’ careers and their own organisations.
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INTRODUCTION
Despite being a candidate-led job market many of our clients
have been telling us that technical skills are now the minimum
requirement for the IT contractors they hire; they are really
looking for candidates with the personal attributes that
enable them to interact effectively and harmoniously with
other people and the business. In short, soft skills are growing
in importance.
Based on this feedback we’ve decided speak directly to IT
contractors to survey the impact soft skills have on their
career development.
This report asks why soft skills are important from an IT
contractor’s perspective and if any particular soft skills are
more or less important in different IT job roles.
We then ask IT contractors if they’ve noticed their client
organisations struggling to find people with strong soft skills
and if they believe soft skills influence clients’ decisions to hire
or re-hire them.
Finally, we address questions around personal development
and training. Specifically, we look at how IT contractors split
their time between soft and technical skills development, how
soft skills can be improved and potential barriers to doing so.

Stef van den Broek, Business Director,
Expert Flex, Hays Netherlands

Within the rapidly changing IT contracting
market, specialisation both in terms of job
roles and skills, remains crucial. Due to new
laws and regulations we are seeing more IT
contractors doing project-based work for our
clients, rather than being hired in to operational
teams. This means IT contractors need to be
confident in stakeholder management, setting
out communication lines and working under
time pressure. This will only grow in importance
in the future, so IT contractors should look to
distinguish themselves in these areas.

IT contractors can utilise these findings to assist their career
development. They will be able to identify which soft skills
they should highlight when applying for different roles, what
will be expected of them from potential clients and how they
can continue to develop their soft skills in the future.
Hiring managers will be able to identify what soft skills
they should prioritise when hiring for different IT jobs roles,
understand if IT contractors are also aware of the growing
importance of soft skills and see how they can potentially
encourage IT contractors in training and developing soft skills
in the future.
We hope you find this report useful and informative.
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IMPORTANCE FOR JOB ROLES
Overall, communication skills come out as the top soft skill needed by IT contractors in The
Netherlands – but the importance of different soft skills does change depending on the job role.
Across all of the IT job roles covered by the survey, overall
73% of respondents said communication skills were in the top
3 soft skills needed in their role. It’s therefore unsurprising
that over three quarters (76%) of respondents said their soft
skills were important for effective communication with others.
This could be because a continual part of any IT contractors’
role is to quickly integrate themselves into new teams and

projects so they can make an immediate impact. Indeed,
respondents also saw increased efficiency and productivity
(78%) as a related benefit of good communication skills.
When breaking down results for each job role, it becomes clear
that the top 3 soft skills chosen by respondents aligns with the
typical technical skills that would be expected in that role.

Please select the top 3 soft skills needed in your role

Infrastructure and Administration

Development

1

Problem-solving
skills

1

Problem-solving
skills

2

Communication
skills

2

Communication
skills

3

Collaboration skills

3

Collaboration skills

ERP

Leadership/people
management ability

Consulting

1

Problem-solving
skills

1

Communication
skills

2

Communication
skills

2

Problem-solving
skills

3

Flexibility/
adaptability

3

Flexibility/
adaptability

For those with ERP (80%), Development (76%) and
Infrastructure and Admin (69%) job roles, respondents stated
that problem-solving skills was the most important soft skill.
This may not be surprising when finding and resolving issues
is such a key part of these roles, whether it be looking for
an error in a piece of code or determining why a network
has gone down.

“

Soft skills are
important in my role
for creating trust
Survey respondent

”
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Please select the top 3 soft skills needed in your role

Project management
Communication
skills

1
2

Leadership/people
management ability
Flexibility/
adaptability

3

For Project Management respondents, communication skills
(75%) and leadership/people management ability (64%) were
seen as the top soft skills needed. When we consider that key
Project Management responsibilities include determining and
implementing client needs, communicating project objectives
and building and managing project teams, it’s understandable
why these soft skills come out on top. Indeed, the top reason
Project Management respondents said soft skills were
important for their role was for understanding and motivating
people (82%).
Out of all the survey respondents, those working in Consulting
job roles said communications skills (83%) were most needed
for their role. For a Consultant to be able to deliver their expert
advice to a client in a way that can be easily understood and
acted upon, communication would clearly be integral to what
they do, which is why it may have scored so highly.

Why are these soft skills important in your role? (Select all that apply)
Self-awareness, self-confidence
and resilience

16%

Creativity and collaboration

52%

Efficiency and productivity

78%

Effective communication

76%

Understanding and motivating people

56%

Other

6%
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CAREER PROSPECTS
IT contractors are aware of the growing importance clients are placing on their soft skills and
believe that this will impact their career prospects in the future.
Well over half of respondents (68%) are aware of their current
(or most recent) client organisation experiencing difficulties
recruiting IT contractors with good soft skills. Of this number,
29% also believe this is having a negative impact on their

client’s business. These results would suggest a potential skills
gap developing in the IT contracting market which would have
a negative impact on organisations being able to successfully
complete their IT projects.

Has your client experienced difficulties recruiting IT
contractors with good soft skills?

Do you think that your soft skills will be under the same
scrutiny from clients as technical skills in the future?

Yes, to the detriment of the business

Yes, to the detriment of the business

but
its impact
Yes,Yes,
but its
impact
is limited

is limited

Yes
No

Yes
No

No No
32%

29%

32%

16%

29%

16%

84%

39%

84%

39%

A large majority of respondents (94%) also agreed that
their soft skills influence a clients’ decision to hire or rehire
them, with 52% being in strong agreement. Similarly, 84% of
respondents believe their soft skills will be under the same
scrutiny from clients as technical skills in the future.
This backs up what our clients have been telling us at Hays
Netherlands and surely means IT contractors will need
to prioritise their soft skills development in the future
to secure work.

“

It is difficult to know the
soft skills requirements of an
organisation and particularly
that of the hiring manager
Survey respondent
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Do you think your soft skills influence a client’s decision
to hire or re-hire you?
Strongly Agree

52%

Agree

43%

Disagree
Strongly Disagree

4%
1%

“

I think that your
soft skills are hard
to show on your
resume...how can
you demonstrate
your soft skills?
Survey respondent

”
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PERSONAL DEVELOPMENT
There is a mismatch between the top soft skills IT contractors say they need in their job roles and
the soft skills they are choosing to develop to enhance their career development and prospects.
Encouragingly, there was a near even split between how IT
contractors allocated their time between technical and soft
skills development.
However, only 30% of respondents said they were taking
steps to enhance their communication skills overall, even
though this was identified as the top soft skill IT contractors
need to have for their roles. This would suggest IT contractors
are not focusing on improving the priority skills needed for
their roles. It is also disconcerting that 26% of respondents
said they weren’t doing anything to develop their soft skills.

Roughly speaking, how do you split your time between
technical and soft skills development?

Technical skills
Technical skills
Soft
Soft skills

52%

52%

When breaking down the results by job role, there is also
a mismatch between skills needed and development
undertaken. For example, only respondents in Project
Management put leadership/people management ability as
a top 3 soft skill needed in their role but this was the most
popular development area across all respondents (35%). Also,
only those working in ERP were prioritising problem-solving
skills (40%) as a development area even though Development
and Infrastructure and Admin respondents also identified it as
a top soft skill.
This might suggest a mismatch between the development
opportunities on offer to IT contractors and the priority
soft skills needed in their roles, which would exacerbate the
potential soft skills gap if not addressed.

skills

48%

48%

“

Lack of a precise goal
is preventing me from
developing my soft skills
Survey respondent

”

Are you taking steps to develop any of the following soft skills in order to enhance your career development
and prospects? (Select all that apply)
Attitiude

7%

Worth Ethic

2%

Communication Skills

30%

Problem-solving Skills

17%

Flexibility/adaptability

7%

Collaboration skills

17%

Working under pressure

9%

Time management

23%

Self-confidence

12%

Leadership
/people management ability

35%

I am not doing anything

26%

Other

12%
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The most popular tactics identified by IT contractors for
improving their soft skills were seeking peer review feedback
(58%), attending industry events/networking (48%) and
undertaking training – either in-house or by an external
provider (35%).
To support this, organisations could potentially build-in more
formalised assessment and feedback on soft skills as part of
their performance review process. They could also set aside
time and budget to allow IT contractors (as well as their
permanent workforce) to attend industry events and training.

The most common barriers preventing IT contractors
developing their soft skills is a lack of time (53%) and
prioritising day-to-day activity over development (30%).
When we also consider that 20% of respondents said they
were facing no barriers, the main issue seems to be that IT
contractors are not making their soft skills development
a top priority.
As previously stated, if 94% of respondents also agree that
their soft skills influence a client’s decision to hire or rehire
them, then there needs to be a shift in mentality from IT
contractors toward their soft skills development or their
careers’ could suffer in future.

What are you doing to improve your soft skills? (Select all that apply)
Seeking peer review feedback

58%

Undertaking training – either in-house
or by an external provider

35%

Taking part in a mentor scheme

8%

Getting public speaking experience

16%

Attending industry events /
networking

48%

None of the above

15%

Other

9%

Which barriers are preventing you from developing your soft skills? (Select all that apply)
Shortcomings of professional
development provision
Restricted training budgets/resource
Prioritising day-to-day activity
over development
No appetite for training and
development

7%
18%
30%
6%

Time

53%

None

20%

Other

8%
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“

You can learn to
improve soft skills
but you have to be
self-motivated
Survey respondent
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SUMMARY AND
RECOMMENDATIONS
Soft skills are growing in importance but more focus needs to be placed on developing them.
The results confirm that IT contractors in The Netherlands are
as aware of the importance of soft skills as client organisations.
However, IT contractors are not yet prioritising their soft skills
development enough, despite there being no major barriers for
them to do so.

Both of these issues could lead to a future soft skills gap in the
IT contracting market, which would have a negative impact on
both IT contractors’ career prospects and organisations’ ability
to complete their critical IT projects.
Based on this, we make the following recommendations…

There is also a mismatch between what soft skills IT contractors
see as important in their job roles and what soft skills they are
actually making efforts to develop.
RECOMMENDATIONS

IT contractors

Hiring managers

Areas of focus in order to offer greater value to
organisations and improve career prospects.

Advice when trying to cultivate talent in teams and
when hiring new IT contractors.

1

Conduct a soft skills self-assessment

Look at the list of soft skills in this report and give
yourself a rating from 1-5 on each. If you also decide
on the top 3 needed in your role this will help you to
prioritise where to develop yourself. You can also speak
with ex-colleagues and managers to get their opinion
and see how this matches up with your self-assessment.
To get a more impartial response you can even create a
short anonymous survey to send out to them.

2

Take tangible steps to develop soft skills

As mentioned, seeking peer review feedback is one
way to develop your soft skills. Undertaking training
related to the particular soft skill you want to develop,
taking part in a mentor scheme, getting public
speaking experience and attending industry events and
networking are also all viable tactics. Prioritise your
soft skill development in the same way you do your
technical skills and you will stand apart from the crowd.
Lack of time should not be an excuse.

3

Sell your soft skills in interviews

Rather than just listing your technical skills or
describing the technical requirements of projects
you’ve completed, go into detail on how you got it
done. Have you overcome stakeholder friction with
your communications skills? Did you motivate your
team to complete a key project milestone under a
tight deadline? Can you collaborate with non-technical
functions to ensure your work meets business
objectives? If so, make sure you tell your interviewer.
Given the importance placed on soft skills by hiring
managers, this will increase your chances of getting a
project and broaden the career options available to you.

1

Address your soft skills gap

Audit your permanent team’s soft skill abilities through
project involvement, testing or one-on one assessment.
Once you’ve identified the critical gaps, implement an
action plan for upskilling which also considers your
flexible workforce. If you find your teams are particularly
weak in one area, prioritise candidates who demonstrate
this as a strength when hiring IT contractors.

2

Detail soft skills needed in your job advert

What will a typical working day look like in your
organisation? Who will the candidate be working with
and how would you describe the culture of your team?
How does their role fit into the wider objectives of your
business? If you give this information in your job advert
or brief to your recruitment agency good candidates
should be able to tailor their application to show how
they can match these aspects of the role. If they can’t
they probably don’t have the soft skills you need even if
they may meet the technical requirements of the role.

3

Test soft skills in the interview process

When hiring, go beyond just prioritising technical skills,
but test the potential candidate on their ability to apply
them effectively through their personal attributes.
Use behavioural or situational analysis questioning
techniques to showcase the candidate’s skill level.
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CONTACT US
Listed below are the main offices for The Netherlands.
AMSTERDAM
H.J.E. Wenckebachweg 210
1096 AS Amsterdam
T: +31 (0) 2036 30310
amsterdam@hays.nl
TILBURG
Ellen Pankhurststraat 1G
5032 MD Tilburg
T: +31 (0) 1346 86669
tilburg@hays.nl
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