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Socioemotional

Behaviors, personality traits,
and attitudes that enable

individuals to navigate personal
and social situations effectively

Managing
emotions

Facets related to
confidence and

dealing with stress
and emotions

Working
with others

Facets reflecting
how people

interact with
others

Cognitive

Mental abilities to engage in
comprehension and reasoning

and acquire knowledgeAdvanced
cognitive

Complex thinking,
such as critical

thinking or
problem-solving

Basic
cognitive

Basic academic
knowledge, such

as literacy or
numeracy

Achieving
goals

Facets linked to
organization and

perseverance

51%

4% Basic cognitive

Socioemotional

Work ethic
Teamwork

Honesty
Punctuality

Responsibility
Creativity

29%

Advanced cognitive

Communication
Problem solving
Critical thinking

16%
Technical

Technical knowledge
Computing
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Table 1 Strength of Correlations between Adults’ Skills and Labor Market and Education 
Outcomes in Selected Countries in Latin America and the OECD, circa 2012

Outcome

Bolivia, Colombia, El Salvador, and 
Peru (age 15–64) OECD countries (age 25–30)

Cognitive skills Socioemotional skills Cognitive skills Socioemotional skills

Wages High Medium High Low-medium
Formal job High Low-medium n.a. n.a.
High-skilled 

occupation
High Low-medium n.a. n.a.

Wage workers Medium Medium n.a. n.a.
Employed Low Medium High Low-medium
Active in the labor 

market or 
studying

Medium High n.a. n.a.

Tertiary education 
attendance

High High High Medium

Sources: Bolivia and Colombia: STEP Household Surveys (2012); El Salvador: El Salvador Skills Survey (2013); Peru: ENHAB 
(2010); OECD data are from OECD 2015. 
Note: n.a. = Not applicable (outcome not studied). Thresholds are based on regression tables of skills on outcomes (see 
appendixes C and D). 
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Figure 4 Combined Effect of Cognitive and Socioemotional Skills on Labor Outcomes in Colombia and Peru
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Sources: Colombia: STEP Household Survey (2012); Peru: ENHAB (2010). 
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Table 2 Optimal Stages of Development of Socioemotional Skills

Dimension of 
socioemotional skills

PRACTICE 
taxonomy

Stage of development and key actors

0–5 6–11 12–18 19–29

(parents) (parents, school) (school, peers)
(school, family, 

workplace)

Achieving goals Achievement 
motivation

Optimal Reinforcement

Ethics Foundational Optimal Optimal
Initiative Optimal Optimal Optimal Optimal
Problem solving Foundational Optimal Optimal Reinforcement

Working with others Teamwork Optimal Optimal Reinforcement
Managing emotions Confidence Foundational Optimal Optimal Reinforcement

Control Optimal Optimal Optimal Reinforcement
Resilience Optimal Optimal Reinforcement

Source: Guerra, Modecki, and Cunningham 2014. 
Note: PRACTICE is a taxonomy of socioemotional skills that summarizes a long list of socioemotional skills that employers recognize as very 
important in workers. The acronym stands for Problem solving, Resilience, (Achievement) Motivation, Control, Teamwork, Initiative, Confidence, 
and Ethics. “Foundational” refers to the initial skill-building process that will predominately occur in a following period. “Optimal” refers to periods 
of maximum sensitivity when it is easiest for individuals to acquire specific skills. “Reinforcement” means that intense practice is necessary to 
master the skill. 
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Table 3 Examples of Interventions Fostering Socioemotional Skills at School

Intervention Example Country

Developing teachers’ socioemotional 
skills so that they can model them 
in the classroom

Escuela Amiga (Friendly School) program 
(Paredes 2014) 

Peru

Strengthening the school climate, to 
provide a safe place for practicing 
positive social behaviors

School-Wide Positive Behavior Support 
model (Bradshaw, Mitchell, and Leaf 
2012) 

Australia, Canada, 
Mexico, Norway, 
United States

Creating and implementing a 
socioemotional curriculum to 
explicitly teach and reinforce 
behaviors

Incredible Years program(Webster-
Stratton, Reid, and Stoolmiller 2008) 

United States

Incorporating socioemotional skills, 
such as teamwork and problem-
solving, into teaching and 
presentational methods

Facing History, Facing Ourselves model 
(Barr 2010) 

110 countries

Sources: CASEL 2013, 2015.
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Abstracts of Background Papers 

Developing Social-Emotional Skills for the Labor Market: The PRACTICE 
Model. 2014. Nancy Guerra, Kathryn Modecki, and Wendy Cunningham. Policy 
Research Working Paper 7123, World Bank, Washington, DC. 

Although there is a general agreement in the literature on the importance of 
socialemotional skills for labor market success, there is little consensus on the spe-
cific skills that should be acquired or how and when to teach them. Psychology, 
economics, policy research, and program implementation touch on these issues, but 
this work is not sufficiently integrated to provide policy direction. This paper pro-
vides a coherent framework and related policies and programs that bridge the psy-
chology, economics, and education literature related to skills employers value, 
noncognitive skills that predict positive labor market outcomes, and skills targeted 
by psychoeducational prevention and intervention programs. The paper classifies 
social emotional skills employers value into eight subgroups (summarized by the 
acronym PRACTICE). It then uses the psychology literature—drawing from the con-
cepts of psychosocial and neurobiological readiness and age-appropriate con-
texts—to map the age at and context in which each skill subset is developed. The 
paper uses examples of successful interventions to illustrate the pedagogical pro-
cess. It concludes that the social emotional skills employers value can be effectively 
taught when aligned with the optimal stage for each skill development, that middle 
childhood is the optimal stage for development of PRACTICE skills, and that a broad 
international evidence base on effective program interventions at the right stage 
can guide policy makers in incorporating social emotional learning into their school 
curriculum.

Employer Voices, Employer Demands, and Implications for Public Skills 
Development Policy Connecting the Labor and Education Sectors. 2016. 
Wendy Cunningham and Paula Villaseñor. World Bank Research Observer 31(1): 
102–34. (An earlier version of this paper was published in 2014 as World Bank Policy 
Research Working Paper 6853.) 

Educators believe that they are adequately preparing youth for the labor market 
while at the same time employers lament the students’ lack of skills. A   possible 
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source of the mismatch in perceptions is that employers and educators have differ-
ent understandings of the types of skills valued in the labor market. Drawing on the 
economics and psychology literature to define four skills sets—socioemotional, 
higher-order cognitive, basic cognitive, and technical—this paper reviews the litera-
ture that quantitatively measures employers’ demand for skills, as reported in a 
preference survey. A sample of 27 studies reveals remarkable consistency across the 
world in the skills demanded by employers. Although employers value all skill sets, 
their demand for socioemotional skills and higher-order cognitive skills is greater 
than their demand for basic cognitive or technical skills. These results are robust 
across regions, industries, occupations, and education levels. Employers perceive 
that the greatest gaps are in socioemotional and higher-order cognitive skills. These 
findings suggest the need to reconceptualize the public sector’s role in preparing 
children for a future labor market. Namely, technical training is not equivalent to job 
training; instead, a broad range of skills, many of which are best taught long before 
labor market entry, should be included in school curricula from the earliest ages. The 
fact that the skills most demanded by employers—higher-order cognitive skills and 
socioemotional skills—are largely learned or refined in adolescence argues for gen-
eral education well into secondary school until these skills are formed. The public 
sector can provide programming and incentives to nonschool actors, namely par-
ents and employers, to encourage them to invest in the skills development process.

Cognitive and Non-Cognitive Skills for the Peruvian Labor Market: 
Addressing Measurement Error through Latent Skills Estimations. 2016. 
Wendy Cunningham, Mónica Parra Torrado, and Miguel Sarzosa. Policy Research 
Working Paper 7550, World Bank, Washington, DC. 

Evidence from developed-country data suggests that cognitive and noncognitive 
skills contribute to improved labor market outcomes. This paper tests this hypothesis 
in a developing country by using an individual-level data set from Peru that incorpo-
rates modules to measure cognitive and noncognitive skills. It estimates a structural 
latent model with unobserved heterogeneity to capture full ability rather than just 
measured skill. It also applies standard ordinary least squares techniques for com-
parison. The analysis confirms that cognitive and noncognitive skills are positively 
correlated with a range of labor market outcomes in Peru. In particular, cognitive 
skills correlate positively with wages and the probability of being a wage worker, 
white-collar, or formal worker, with verbal fluency and math ability playing particu-
larly strong roles. The results are robust to methodology. The patterns are less uni-
form for noncognitive skills. For  instance, perseverance of effort (grit) emerges 
strongly for most outcomes regardless of methodology, but plasticity—an aggrega-
tion of openness to experience and resilience—is correlated only with employment 
and only when using the structural latent model. The ordinary least squares method 
also finds that the disaggregated noncognitive skills of kindness, cooperation, and 
openness to experience are significant, mostly for the wage estimates. The different 
results derived from the ordinary least squares and the structural model with latent 
skills suggest strong measurement bias in most noncognitive skills measurement. 
These findings, although only correlational because of the use of a single 
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cross-section, suggest that recent efforts by the Peruvian government to incorporate 
noncognitive skill development into the school curriculum are justified.

Beyond Qualifications: Returns to Cognitive and Socio-Emotional Skills in 
Colombia. 2015. Pablo A. Acosta, Noël Muller, and Miguel Sarzosa. Policy Research 
Working Paper 7430, World Bank, Washington, DC. 

This paper examines the relationship between individuals’ skills and labor market 
outcomes for the working-age population in urban areas of Colombia. Using a 2012 
unique household survey, it finds that cognitive skills (aptitudes to perform mental 
tasks such as comprehension or reasoning) and socioemotional skills (personality 
traits and behaviors) are associated with favorable labor market outcomes in the 
Colombian context, although they have distinct roles. Cognitive skills are strongly 
correlated with higher earnings, holding a formal job, and working in a high-quali-
fied occupation. By contrast, socioemotional skills appear to have little direct influ-
ence on these outcomes but play a strong role in labor market participation. Both 
types of skills, especially cognitive skills, are strongly associated with tertiary educa-
tion. The analysis applies standard econometric techniques as a benchmark and 
structural estimations to correct for the measurement error of skill constructs.

Ethnicity and Labor Market Returns to Cognitive and Socio-Emotional 
Skills in Urban Bolivia. 2015. Juan D. Barón, Miguel Sarzosa, and José Mola. 
Background study. 

Using a unique survey collected in 2012, this paper estimates the returns to cog-
nitive and socioemotional skills on labor and educational outcomes by ethnicity in 
urban Bolivia. Results from structural maximum likelihood estimation, which takes 
into account the latent nature of skills, indicate that (a) irrespective of ethnicity 
group, cognitive and socioemotional skills matter for labor and educational out-
comes in urban Bolivia, with cognitive skills appearing to be more important for 
labor market outcomes than socioemotional skills; (b) the skills profiles of indige-
nous and nonindigenous groups seem to differ for both types of skills; and (c) there 
is substantial heterogeneity in the relationship between labor market outcomes and 
skills by ethnicity.

Skills and Labor Market Outcomes in El Salvador. 2015. Ana María Oviedo 
and Noël Muller. Background study. 

Do adults with higher levels of cognitive and socioemotional skills achieve better 
labor market and tertiary education outcomes in El Salvador? Using data from the 
2013 El Salvador Household Skill Survey, this background study finds that both types 
of skills are indeed associated with labor market outcomes in this context, especially 
socioemotional skills. Socioemotional skills linked to achieving goals (conscientious-
ness, openness to experience) and managing emotions (resilience, decision-making 
style) are largely and positively correlated with indicators of good jobs (higher labor 
earnings, formal job, and high-skilled  occupation). Agreeableness is strongly nega-
tively correlated to labor earnings, a pattern also observed for the labor force of Peru 
and for women in Germany. By  contrast, using more complex math operation at 
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work and in daily life (a proxy for the stock of cognitive skills) is only correlated with 
being a high-skilled worker and not with labor earnings or job formality. Both cogni-
tive skills (use of numeracy) and socioemotional skills (conscientiousness, grit, agree-
ableness, and decision-making style) are strongly correlated with employment and 
being involved in a productive activity (working, looking for a job, or studying). Both 
types of skills are also strongly correlated with tertiary education attendance, 
though through a different set of socioemotional skills (openness to experience, 
agreeableness, and hostile attribution bias). As a caveat, we expect that the large 
correlations of socioemotional skills measures with labor market and tertiary educa-
tion outcomes are overestimations due to the absence of well-  measured cognitive 
skill controls (such as a reading test score like in the STEP Household Survey).



Latin America has shown impressive growth in educational attainment over the past two decades—
but that education has failed to yield the expected benefits. A mounting body of research and policy 
debates suggests that the quantity of education is not an adequate metric of human capital acquisition. 
Rather, individuals’ skills—what people actually know and can do—should stand as policy targets and 
be fostered across the life cycle. Evidence from around the world suggests that employers require both 
cognitive and socioemotional skills and that both types of skills are associated with a range of positive 
employment and educational attainment outcomes.

Minds and Behaviors at Work: Boosting Socioemotional Skills for Latin America’s Workforce synthesizes original 
empirical research on the role of cognitive and socioemotional skills in shaping adults’ labor market 
outcomes in Bolivia, Colombia, El Salvador, and Peru. This work is put in perspective with insights from 
similar studies in other Latin American countries and high-income countries. The findings show 
that cognitive skills matter for reaping labor market gains in terms of higher wages and job formality in 
Latin America but so do socioemotional skills. Moreover, socioemotional skills seem to have a particularly 
strong effect on labor force participation and tertiary education attendance as a platform to build 
knowledge. Minds and Behaviors at Work also presents a policy framework for developing skills by providing 
insights from developmental psychology about when people are neurobiologically, socioemotionally, 
and situationally ready to develop socioemotional skills and provides examples of interventions that 
combine socioemotional learning and cognitive development.

This book will be of importance to policy makers, researchers, and anyone else interested in human 
development, from Latin America and beyond. In particular, this book will be most valuable for the curious 
minds wondering how our mental abilities and behaviors shape our education and employment trajectories, 
and how to foster these abilities along our lives.


