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“There’s never been a better time to be a worker with special skills or the right 
education, because these people can use technology to create and capture 
value.  

However, there’s never been a worse time to be a worker with only ‘ordinary’ 
skills and abilities to offer, because computers, robots, and other digital 
technologies are acquiring these skills and abilities at an extraordinary rate.” 

– Brynjolfsson E. and McAfee A., (2014) The Second Machine Age

 

Digitisation is not only transforming the economy but our society as a whole, at a constantly 
accelerating pace, making anticipation either quickly obsolete or even nearly impossible. Is 
this a threat or an opportunity? Many questions are still to be answered regarding the future 
of work, the future of skills, the future of the economy and, as an ultimate question, the future 
of our continent, Europe.  

How can we ensure that we maximise the growth potential of the European Digital Economy, 
so that every European can enjoy its full benefit and no European is left aside? 

Several studies clearly demonstrate the crucial importance for European competitiveness 
and for an inclusive digital society of having a digitally skilled labour force and broader 
population.  

The European Social Fund Learning & Skills Network,1 which has enabled mutual 
learning since the beginning of 2016, wishes to contribute to the general call to improve the 
skillset of European citizens by providing better insights and practical solutions to navigate 
the choppy waters of digitisation and build an inclusive, knowledge-based digital economy. 

1. Skills challenges in Europe
Despite the general consensus on the importance of skills for job creation, growth and social 
cohesion, and all the efforts over the past 60 years since the Treaty of Rome in 1957, the 
situation in Europe calls for action: 

• Persistence of low skilling: 70 million Europeans lack adequate reading and writing
skills, and even more have poor numeracy and digital skills, putting them at risk of
unemployment, poverty and social exclusion. More than half of the 12 million long-term
unemployed are considered as low-skilled.

• EU workforce ageing and shrinking: those aged 65 years or over will account for
28.7% of the EU-28’s population by 2080, compared with 18.9% in 2015, and potential
skills shortages are to be foreseen.

1 The L&S TN is composed of composed of 11 ESF Managing Authorities (BEfr, BEnl, EL, ES, FI, HR, HU, IT, LU, 
PL, PT) and 5 EU stakeholder organisations (LLLPLATFORM – Lifelong Learning EU Platform, EARLALL - 
European Association of Regional and Local Authorities for Lifelong learning, EAEA - European Association for 
the Education of Adults, ETUC, EVBB - European Association of Institutes for Vocational Training) and the AGE 
Platform) 
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• Unequal labour markets: Women represent 60% of new graduates, but their
employment rate remains below that of men. Also, women and men tend to work in
different sectors. Inclusive labour markets should draw on the skills and talents of all,
including the low-skilled and other vulnerable groups. The skills of migrants, both new
arrivals and those already residing in the EU, should also be better used.

• Skills gaps and mismatches are striking: Many people work in jobs that do not match
their talents. At the same time, 40% of European employers have difficulty finding people
with the skills they need to grow and innovate.

• Growing importance of non-formal and informal learning: People increasingly learn
in settings outside formal education – online, at work, through professional courses,
social activities or volunteering. These learning experiences often go unrecognised.

• European education and training systems inadequacy: these continue to fall short of
providing the right skills for employability, and are not working adequately with
employers to bring the learning experience closer to the real working environment. In
addition, the accessibility of technology for students and teachers does not guarantee its
effective use.

2. Digital skills gaps
According to the latest research by the World Economic Forum (WEF), OECD and 
CEDEFOP,2 a disruptive change will occur in the next few years as automation and robotics 
change the world of work. And Europe is not an exception. The digital transformation brings 
in new ways of working and affects the skills needed, making innovation and entrepreneur-
ship more important. Many sectors are undergoing rapid technological change and digital 
skills are needed for all jobs, from the simplest to the most complex. 

• Currently, 19% of Europeans have no digital skills at all, and do not use the internet.
44% of European citizens lack basic digital skills. This figure ranges from 3% in
Luxembourg to 44% in Bulgaria and Romania. In eight countries (Bulgaria, Croatia,

2 See bibliography, last page 
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Cyprus, Greece, Italy, Poland, Portugal and Romania), 30% or more of the population 
have no digital skills. The proportion of people with poor digital skills increases with age.3 

• Today, 11% of the labour force has no digital skills at all and 37% of people in the
labour force – farmers, bank employees, and factory workers alike – lack sufficient digital
skills, despite the increasing need for such skills in all jobs. Digital skill levels need to
be raised among employees in all economic sectors, as well as among job-seekers,
to improve their employability. Demand for digitally skilled employees is growing by
around 4% a year. Europe also lacks skilled ICT specialists to fill the growing number
of ICT job vacancies in all sectors of the economy. ICT jobs make up 3.5% of total
employment today. Shortages of ICT professionals in the EU could reach 500,000
unfilled vacancies by 2020 if no decisive action is taken.

• Ten years ago, the world was a very different place, and so was the workplace. Ten
years ago, many jobs did not exist (app developer, social media manager, driverless car
engineer, big data analyst, sustainability manager etc.). The automation of work, the
digital disruption of business models and completely new job types, yet unknown,
is the reality we now face. This pace of change is only going to get faster thanks to
rapid advances in robotics, driverless transport, artificial intelligence, biotechnology,
advanced materials and genomics, according to the World Economic Forum’s latest
annual Human Capital Index.

• The development of digital services such as eHealth, eGovernment and private services
makes it vital for people who do not rely on digital skills for their jobs – manual

3 79% of people living in the EU28 use the internet at least once a week, but only 57% of people aged 
55-74 do, against 96% of people aged 16-24. – Eurostat 2016 data. 
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workers, retirees, disabled persons or carers – to acquire digital skills in order to fully 
participate in society. 

• Change is needed in the way education and training systems adapt to the digital
revolution. A crucial underpinning issue is the need to modernise our education and
training systems, which currently do not prepare young people sufficiently for the digital
economy and society, and to move to a lifelong learning approach so that people can
adapt their skills sets throughout their lives as needed.

These complex, urgent and intertwined challenges require significant policy efforts and 
systemic reforms in education and training to bring about a smart and sustainable investment 
in Europe’s human capital. 

3. EU policy response
Complex and challenging times call for holistic, collective and smart solutions! The New 
Skills Agenda for Europe4 supports a shared commitment and works towards a common 
vision of the strategic importance of skills for sustaining jobs, growth and competitiveness. 
EU-level action alone will not suffice. Success depends on the commitment and expertise of 
many players: national governments, regions, local authorities, businesses and employers, 
workers and civil society – and people themselves, as they take up opportunities to make the 
best of their talents.  

It launched 10 actions to make the right training, skills and support available to people 
in the EU. The New Skills Agenda is the policy blueprint of our Learning and Skills network, 
which identified two specific actions as key priorities for our work: the Upskilling Pathways 
and more recently the Digital Skills and Jobs Coalition. 

The Digital Skills and Jobs Coalition brings together Member States, companies, social 
partners, non-profit organisations and education providers, who are taking action to tackle 
the lack of digital skills in Europe, beyond the ICT sector, building on the work of Grand 
Coalition for Jobs, the eSkills for Jobs campaign and the Education and Training 2020. In its 
New Skills Agenda for Europe the Commission asked all Member States to develop 
national digital skills strategies by mid-2017 and to set up national coalitions to support 
their implementation. 

• The broad scope of the Coalition is reflected by its targets: it aims to enhance the digital
skills of (1) citizens – developing digital skills to enable all citizens to be active in our
digital society (digitally fluent citizens); (2) the labour force – developing digital skills for
the digital economy, e.g. upskilling and reskilling workers and job-seekers; actions on
career advice and guidance; (3) ICT professionals – developing high-level digital skills
for ICT professionals in all industry sectors, and (4) education providers – transforming
the teaching and learning of digital skills in a lifelong learning perspective, including the
training of teachers.

• Its main goals by 2020 are to train a million young unemployed people for vacant digital
jobs, to support the upskilling of the workforce and to modernise education and training.

• Currently, the Coalition has more than 350 members coming from broad spectrum of
sectors, 85 pledges of action and 18 national coalitions.

Interesting initiatives are already under way, such as the Digital Opportunity traineeships 
scheme, a pilot project giving students and recent graduates an opportunity to get hands-on 
training in digital fields such as cybersecurity, artificial intelligence, coding and digital 
marketing. 

4 Adopted by the Commission on 10 June 2016 
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The Coalition also shares digital skills initiatives, which can be replicated and scaled up 
across Europe, resulting into the delivery of the European Digital Skills Award to five projects 
out of 20 finalists in December 2017.  
The European Digital Competence Framework for Citizens (DigComp) identifies the key digital 
skills in five areas. 

The European Commission monitors Member States' digital progress, including digital skills, 
in the Europe Digital Progress Report. 

4. Added value of Learning & Skills Thematic Network
As an ESF transnational cooperation network dedicated to Learning and Skills, and currently 
focusing on digital skills, we wish to mobilise all our knowledge and contribute to this vast 
and ambitious policy shared between the European Commission and the Member States. 
We wish to involve all our members, and also countrues which are interested even if not 
officially members of our network. 

The Digital Skills and Jobs Coalition does not have a specific budget to support its activities, 
but the European Commission clearly highlights, among several funds available at European 
and national level, the ESF as a major funding instrument to support projects boosting digital 
skills. A lot is already being done within ESF programmes to address the digital skills 
challenges, providing a wide and vivid source of information. And a lot more can be done, by 
stressing these needs, analysing them more precisely, sharing experience and evidence, 
and disseminating solutions. 

• At policy level, the ESF Learning & Skills Thematic Network wishes to build on the
Managing Authorities’ knowledge of ESF Operational Programmes (OPs) by
collecting information related to digital skills strategies at national and regional
levels (main programmes), in order to improve the connection between policy
orientations and funding support, which are often under the responsibility of different
policy-makers and administrations. This information covering several Member States
and regions will showcase the variety of responses, which depend on the territory and
the challenges faced. This has an intrinsic added-value as ‘copying and pasting’ is not a
valid option in our rich and complex world.

• Beyond this policy level, our network also intends to develop more practical
knowledge by collecting interesting and inspiring ESF-funded (or eligible) projects
related to digital skills, with potential for transferability. For instance, we will assess
digital skills that are badly documented. They will enrich and illustrate the policy
overview.

This will usefully complement another initiative performed by other Member State experts 
working under the Digital Skills Coalition initiative, who are building a set of good digital skills 
initiatives, which are not particularly linked to the ESF. This information, showing concrete 
ways of addressing digital skills challenges and how the ESF can be used to support it, is 
crucial for policy-makers, especially as they preparing for the next programming period (post-
2020). 

By building this custom-made knowledge base for practitioners and policy-makers, and by 
encouraging the sharing of experience, mutual learning and possible further transnational 
cooperation, we wish to support the implementation of the digital skills strategy, at EU and 
national levels. 

Because European citizens, whatever societal evolution we are facing, should all and 
always be part of our society and benefit from it. 
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5. Do you want to know more?
The Future of Jobs Employment, Skills and Workforce Strategy for the Fourth Industrial 
Revolution, World Economic Forum (WEF), January 2016 

Skills for a Digital World, policy brief on the future of work, OECD, December 2016 

The New Skills Agenda for Europe, Working together to strengthen human capital, 
employability and competitiveness, COM(2016) 381 final 

The Digital Skills and Jobs Coalition in a nutshell, European Commission, May 2017 

Communication on the Action Plan on Digital Learning 

Women in the Digital Age FINAL REPORT, 2016 

Europe Digital Progress Report, (zipped slides pdf) 

Europe's Digital Progress Report Country Profiles – provides country-specific policy insights 

ICT for work: Digital skills in the workplace, Ecorys and DTI for the EC, 2017 

Digital Skills and Jobs Conference Report, 7 December 2017 

Boost digital literacy, June 2017 – describes selected educational initiatives that can be 
escalated or replicated at national or European level (interactive pdf) 

DigComp 2.1 The Digital Competence Framework for Citizens 

Proposal for a Council Recommendation on Key Competences for Lifelong Learning, 
January 2018 

The great divide: Digitalisation and digital skill gaps in the EU workforce, CEDEFOP (2016), 
#ESJsurvey Insights, No 9 

European skills and jobs survey – CEDEFOP collected information on how the skills of 
49,000 adult workers (aged 24–65) across the EU matched the needs of their jobs 

Skills Panorama, CEDEFOP 

Briefing note – People, machines, robots and skills, CEDEFOP, September 2017 

Impressive growth in the employment of ICT specialists in the EU for 2014, Eurostat January 
2016 
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http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_IP-18-102_en.htm
https://ec.europa.eu/digital-single-market/en/european-digital-progress-report
http://ec.europa.eu/newsroom/document.cfm?doc_id=44388
https://ec.europa.eu/digital-single-market/en/progress-country
https://ec.europa.eu/digital-single-market/en/news/ict-work-digital-skills-workplace
https://ec.europa.eu/digital-single-market/en/news/digital-skills-and-jobs-conference-7-december-2017
https://ec.europa.eu/digital-single-market/en/news/boost-digital-literacy
http://publications.jrc.ec.europa.eu/repository/bitstream/JRC106281/web-digcomp2.1pdf_(online).pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/education/sites/education/files/recommendation-key-competences-lifelong-learning.pdf
http://www.cedefop.europa.eu/en/events-and-projects/projects/european-skills-and-jobs-esj-survey
http://skillspanorama.cedefop.europa.eu/
http://www.cedefop.europa.eu/en/publications-and-resources/publications/9121?utm_campaign=BN201709Robots
https://ec.europa.eu/digital-single-market/en/news/impressive-growth-employment-ict-specialists-eu-2014
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