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FutureDotNow policy briefing: DSIT’s review of 
the Essential Digital Skills for Work 
The Department for Science, Innovation and Technology (DSIT) has taken stewardship of the 
Essential Digital Skills Framework and the annual survey to measure the nation’s levels of core 
digital capability.  The department has committed to updating the framework so it reflects the 
reality of today’s digital world including AI, and engaging the public, industry and experts in this 
work which includes roundtables taking place in June/July. 

This document sets out FutureDotNow’s perspective and recommendations on the Essential 
Digital Skills Framework overall and the Essential Digital Skills for Work specifically. We hope it 
is useful to inform any contribution you may make to the consultation. 

Three headline messages on the overall framework 
1. The core construct of the Essential Digital Skills Framework does not require review 

The Essential Digital Skills Framework is fit for purpose. It is specific and actionable and brings 
specificity to an often-ambiguous topic.  Subject to the establishment of agile processes, it has 
inherent flexibility for update to reflect changing technology, such as AI and emerging tech. 

2. The Essential Digital Skills for Work are a business-critical topic, not digital inclusion 
The framework spans citizen level needs and those needed by the labour force.  These are very 
different audiences and require input from different stakeholders and review processes.  The 
citizen part of the framework (foundation skills and skills for life) is a core part of UK digital 
inclusion activity. The Essential Digital Skills for Work provide the national baseline for digital 
capability for all workers across the UK.  This is a business issue, requiring strong business voices 
in any review processes and for those review processes to have a level of agility commensurate 
to the pace of technological change. 

3. Reporting metrics need urgent attention to stop misrepresenting digital competence  
The definition of ‘having the essential digital skills’ in reporting must change to reflect true levels 
of capability against all essential digital tasks in the framework.  Current reporting metrics 
severely misrepresent the actual state of the nation. A person is currently deemed to ‘have the 
essential digital skills’ if able to do one task in each skill area rather than their ability to do all 
specified tasks.  

Routinely used as the headline figure, this ‘one task’ view masks the true level of digital 
competence in UK citizens and workers: 

• 92% of UK adults have Essential Digital Skills for Life (able to do one task in each skill area); 
only 53% can complete all 26 Life tasks. 

• 82% of UK labour force have the Essential Digital Skills for Work (able to do one task in each 
skill area); less than half of workers (45%) can do all digital tasks deemed essential for work. 

 

https://futuredotnow.uk/about-us/the-essential-digital-skills-framework/
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Four recommendations for the review of the work skills 
The following are FutureDotNow’s headline recommendations from the perspective of the Essential 
Digital Skills for Work. They draw on the work of our Future-fit framework workstream team and 
wider engagement with our community. 

1. The Essential Digital Skills for Work must be urgently updated to embrace AI skills.   
This is the most important outcome required from DSIT’s current review. FutureDotNow was 
commissioned by DSIT to recommend updates to reflect AI enabled workplaces. These 
recommendations have been published by FutureDotNow as the AI-embedded framework and 
are already being used by businesses and in some policy areas.  The recommendations need to 
be formally adopted. The underlying framework construct is effective and fit for purpose. 

2. Processes need to be established to keep the Essential Digital Skills for Work updated in 
line with the pace of tech change.  These need an appropriate level of agility and ensure 
industry and other organisations representing workers have a clear voice. 

3. Raise the profile of the Essential Digital Skills for Work framework  
The framework is a national asset.  It’s simplicity, comprising 5 skill areas and 25 tasks for work 
(when including AI), allows individuals, employers and educators to talk confidently about the 
skills needed without the risk of jargon or technical terms alienating segments of the workforce 
or complicating training delivery. It has been repeatedly validated by employers and government 
and emulated internationally, yet in the UK it has suffered from a lack of promotion both to policy 
makers and business.   

Under their stewardship, DSIT can change this and fully establish the AI-embedded Essential 
Digital Skills Framework as the minimum digital baseline for workers. This includes aligning 
policy makers around it and encouraging even greater adoption among employers. Digital skills 
can be ambiguous but coalescing around the Essential Digital Skills for Work could deliver a 
critical shift in workforce capability at a time when AI is creating widespread disruption and make 
best use of an already fit-for-purpose national asset. 

4. Develop a national measure on workforce basic AI capability using the AI-embedded 
Essential Digital Skills Framework 
There is currently no national measure on workforce basic AI capability. DSIT can close this gap 
by reporting how many working-age adults can do all tasks in the AI-embedded Essential Digital 
Skills Framework. This would provide government and employers with a critical reality check on 
the breadth and depth of basic AI skills in the workforce and provide a baseline from which to 
measure and drive impact. AI is not a specialist or technical skill but an extension of essential 
digital capability, and AI adoption depends on the UK having a digitally confident labour force.  A 
clear baseline measure and the ability to track progress is critical to the nation’s productivity 
goals. 

ABOUT FUTUREDOTNOW 

FutureDotNow is a UK charity leading a coordinated, evidence-based mission to close the workforce 
essential digital skills gap, bringing together businesses, government and industry to drive systemic 
change and build a digitally confident workforce. Find out more at www.futuredotnow.uk. 

https://futuredotnow.uk/embedding-ai-into-the-essential-digital-skills-framework/
http://www.futuredotnow.uk/






The Sector heatmap shows the  
digital skills position for each UK 
industry sector.
Each is experiencing the essential digital skills gap.  
In most sectors, fewer than half of workers have the 
full suite of digital essentials for work.

How to read the heatmap
The heatmap shows:
• Percentage of workers in each sector that 

can do all 20 Work tasks1

• The comparative data point from 20242

• Whether the trend is improving or worsening

The heatmap also indicates if a sector has mobilised 
action i.e. they have a sector leadership team in place. 
We ended 2025 with four sectors mobilised, with 
ambition to scale in 2026.
It also shows the number of Workforce Digital Skills 
Charter signatories for each sector3. This will continue 
to be a key measure of business engagement levels 
(these figures are accurate as of 16 March 2026).

Hidden in plain sight

Sector heatmap Essential Digital Skills for Work: Sector heatmap
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Our work to mobilise UK industry 
sectors is sponsored by

1. Lloyds Banking Group Essential Digital Skills Report 2025. 
2. Lloyds Bank Consumer Digital Index 2024.
3. A small number of Charter signatories did not align

themselves with one of the sectors used in the Lloyds 
Banking Group data so are not reflected on the heatmap.

https://www.lloydsbankinggroup.com/assets/pdfs/who-we-are/what-we-do/financial-wellbeing/lloyd-essential-digital-skills-2025.pdf
https://www.lloydsbankinggroup.com/assets/pdfs/media/consumer-digital-index/2024-consumer-digital-index-report.pdf


• The percentage of workers in each region 
or nation that can do all 20 Work tasks1

• The comparative data point from 20242

• Whether the trend is improving or worsening

The heatmap also indicates if a location has 
mobilised action i.e. they have a leadership 
team in place, as well as the number of 
Charter signatories in each region.
Digital skills agency, Cosmic UK, has led 
activity in the South-West, working alongside 
local government. As of the end of 2025, no 
other part of the UK has this type of active 
community focused on the essential digital 
skills of the workforce.

Hidden in plain sight

Place heatmap
The Place heatmap shows the 
digital skills position by region  
and nation. Every part of the UK is 
experiencing the essential digital 
skills gap – no region has more  
than half its working population  
with the full suite of essential  
digital skills for work. 

How to read the heatmap
The heatmap shows:
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Essential Digital Skills for Work: Place heatmap

NB. London Charter numbers are naturally skewed by the high population of organisations headquartered in the capital, many of which will have a national 
footprint. The heatmap does not show the 30 signatories which have not declared the location of their headquarters. Figures accurate as of 16 March 2026. As 
a charity, FutureDotNow operates in England and Wales and will prioritise action in these nations. 1. Lloyds Banking Group 2025 Essential Digital Skills Report. 

2. Lloyds Bank Consumer Digital Index 2024.
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https://www.lloydsbankinggroup.com/assets/pdfs/media/consumer-digital-index/2024-consumer-digital-index-report.pdf
https://www.lloydsbankinggroup.com/assets/pdfs/who-we-are/what-we-do/financial-wellbeing/lloyd-essential-digital-skills-2025.pdf
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