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FutureDotNow policy briefing: The Essential 
Digital Skills Standards 
The Essential Digital Skills Standards are owned by the Department for Education (DfE) and 
underpin essential digital skills qualifications (EDSQs) and guide learning programmes 
delivered by colleges, training providers, employers, community organisations and digital 
inclusion charities. In July 2026, DfE updated the standards in response to technological 
change, including artificial intelligence (AI), to ensure they remain relevant to the digital skills 
adults need today. This briefing note explains what the updated standards mean for workforce 
essential digital skills, how they reflect FutureDotNow’s recommendations on AI, and where 
further action is needed to keep the system relevant and future-focused. 

Background  
The Essential Digital Skills Standards translate the Essential Digital Skills Framework into a 
structured set of learning outcomes across five di;erent levels of proficiency, from Entry Level 1 
through to Level 2. Used to design and deliver digital skills provision, the standards are a practical 
implementation of the framework and are designed to help educators and employers build digital 
confidence and capability for modern life and work.   

In simple terms: 

• The Essential Digital Skills Framework (now under Department for Science Innovation and 
Technology (DSIT) stewardship) defines what skills people need. 

• The Essential Digital Skills Standards (owned by DfE) define how those skills are taught, 
assessed and developed.   

FutureDotNow's view of the update 
The updated Essential Digital Skills Standards are a welcome and important development. They 
recognise that the digital skills people need for work and life are evolving rapidly, and they take a 
significant step towards reflecting the growing role of artificial intelligence (AI) in everyday tasks, 
learning and employment.   

Most importantly, the updated standards do not treat AI as a separate set of specialist skills. Instead, 
AI capabilities are integrated throughout the standards, reflecting what employers consistently tell 
us: AI is becoming part of everyday digital activity rather than a standalone competency.  

The standards have now also been expanded to include Level 2 content to enhance focus on 
employment and workplace digital skills – a crucial step as essential digital skills have long been 
necessary in almost all job roles and AI is an increasing element of this requirement. 

The revised standards incorporate many of the recommendations FutureDotNow made in our 2025 
report ‘Embedding AI into the Essential Digital Skills Framework’. In particular, they: 

• embed AI across multiple skill areas rather than creating a separate AI competency 
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• introduce critical evaluation of AI-generated information and content 
• recognise the importance of identifying misleading, manipulated and AI-generated content 
• encourage the responsible use of AI-supported tools 
• integrate AI-assisted learning, communication and problem-solving into everyday activities 
• strengthen awareness of privacy, online safety and cybersecurity in the context of AI.   

These changes reflect the reality of today's workplace, where AI is increasingly embedded within the 
tools people already use rather than being confined to specialist technical roles.   

Requirements and opportunities for the future 

While the updated standards represent strong progress, they should not be viewed as the end of the 
process. AI technologies are evolving rapidly, and employer expectations are changing with them.  

FutureDotNow's research identified four AI capabilities that are becoming increasingly important for 
workers across all sectors: AI literacy and understanding; e;ective communication with AI systems; 
critical evaluation of AI outputs; and responsible and ethical use of AI.   

Although the new standards address several of these areas, future updates could go further by 
strengthening: 

• AI literacy, including understanding how AI systems work, their capabilities and limitations 
• AI tool selection, helping workers choose appropriate tools for di;erent tasks 
• Prompt development and interaction skills, enabling people to communicate e;ectively with 

AI systems 
• AI risk awareness and management, particularly around privacy, security and workplace use.   

FutureDotNow also supports the principle that the Essential Digital Skills Standards and Framework 
should be reviewed regularly to ensure they keep pace with technological change. The review cycles 
for the Framework and Standards should be aligned, with timeframes clearly communicated, and 
strong coordination between DfE and DSIT (as stewards of the Framework). 

Conclusion 

FutureDotNow welcomes the 2026 updates to the Essential Digital Skills Standards as a positive 
and pragmatic update that reflects many of our recommendations on embedding AI into essential 
digital skills. They reinforce the principle that AI should be part of everyday digital capability rather 
than a separate technical specialism.   

However, the digital baseline will continue to evolve. As AI becomes increasingly embedded in 
workplaces and society, government, employers and educators must continue working together to 
ensure the UK's essential digital skills system remains relevant, practical and future-focused. The 
updated standards are an important milestone, but they should also be the foundation for the next 
phase of development. 

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. 

 








