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The majority of jobs in London require advanced digital skills, a number that
will rise further in the future.
Fewer young people are learning digital skills.
Economically disadvantaged young people face significant barriers to
digital skills while a significant gender gap persists.
London needs new solutions to connect all young people with opportunities
to develop digital skills.

Key findings

To address this we have launched Unlock Digital: to help young Londoners find
opportunities to develop the digital skills they need to succeed. Our aim is to
promote all the many opportunities across London that support young people
to develop their digital skills. The first step is the launch of a Digital Skills Map.
We showcase what is on offer and seek to introduce it to those who can benefit
the most to show them the potential application of digital skills across
industries. 

Hundreds of years ago, reading and writing were understood not just to be
skills for certain people or certain professions. Society rightly saw these as
foundational to a successful life in the modern world. Offering Londoners the
digital skills necessary to excel in any field requires engagement and energy
akin to that which has driven London to success in so many other areas, and
which is sorely lacking. We cannot leave this mission to chance, random acts of
kindness or a patchwork of local efforts. Let us make sure that we approach
digital skills today in the same way as we have other areas of education - not
as luxuries, but as necessities to unlock a better future for all Londoners.

London is both at the digital vanguard globally and at the same time at real
risk of leaving large parts of its population digitally behind. Leaving people
digitally behind increasingly means risking leaving them behind in life. 

New research shows that the majority of new jobs now require applicants to
have an advanced level of digital skills: a number that has leapt up 27.2% since
2019. But in contrast, tragically, fewer young people are learning key digital
skills; take up of either ICT or Computer Science courses at GCSE has declined
every year since 2015 and the number of young people enrolling in further
education ICT courses has also decreased, falling by 18% between 2017 and
2020. 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY1.
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Presenting new analysis of nearly 8 million online job adverts in London since
2019 
Summarising key research into young people’s opportunities to develop
digital skills, and 
Highlighting a new initiative, Unlock Digital, that aims to connect young
Londoners with existing opportunities to develop digital skills

London is both at the digital vanguard globally and at the same time at real risk
of leaving large parts of its population digitally behind. New research shows that
the majority of new jobs now require applicants to have a basic level of digital
skills: a number that has leapt up 27.2% mainly during the Covid pandemic. 

But in contrast, tragically, fewer young people are learning key digital skills; take
up of either ICT or Computer Science courses at GCSE has declined every year
since 2015 and the number of young people enrolling in further education ICT
courses has also decreased, falling by 18% between 2017 and 2020. 

This is happening against a backdrop of long-standing digital problems. More
than 800,000 Londoners can’t connect to Wi-Fi to apply for jobs, access public
services or buy essential items online.  

During the pandemic, hundreds of thousands of school children fell behind
because they did not have access to a computer, or their families could not
afford - or understand how - to get online or access basic programmes. This
gap, always present but widened by Covid, has not yet been narrowed. Indeed
MPs have warned there is a risk of “baking in” education gaps, rather than
closing them.

This tale of London’s two digital cities isn’t a digital problem or just a worry for the
city’s VCs or startups. It is a concern for everyone who cares about living in a city
that affords opportunities for everyone, regardless of where they are from or
where they want to go.

Because digital skills in the 21st century are what reading and writing were in the
19th century - skills that are critical to success in life, in a career and in getting
access to services, whether public or private. And much as society didn’t reserve
education then just for the rich or academically-minded, so it cannot afford for
so many Londoners not to be given the digital tools to succeed in life. 

This report explores how to help all Londoners succeed in life by closing the city’s
digital divide by:

2. INTRODUCTION
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The majority of jobs in London require advanced digital skills

New analysis by Unlock Digital shows that for the first time, a majority of jobs
being advertised in London now require digital skills. These include data
analysis, software engineering, web development, or programming.

The analysis of data supplied from Adzuna, a London-based search engine for
job ads, looked at the proportion of nearly 8 million (7,817,360) job adverts since
2019 requiring advanced digital skills. - finding that 52.4% of all jobs advertised
in London required at least one of the top 20 IT skills (see Annex A for the list). 

The analysis of an average of nearly 200,000 job adverts each month also
shows that the proportion of jobs requiring advanced digital skills of total jobs
advertised has grown by 27.2%, from a 3-month average of 41.2% to 52.4%, in
just over 3 years. 

Digital skills will become even more important in the future

With such a sharp rise in the number of jobs requiring digital skills, it is likely
that more than two-third of London jobs will in the near future require digital
know-how. Research from Nesta confirms this trend, forecasting that digital
skills will experience the highest growth in demand of any group of vocational
skills in the future workplace.  

In addition, the Government’s own research into digital skills supports this
finding, showing that basic digital skills - such as Microsoft Office and
productivity software tools - are becoming “near universal requirements” for
employment. 

Demand for digital skills is highest in London 

This research also shows that London has the highest demand for both basic
and advanced digital skills than any other part of the UK. This means
businesses in London face the greatest skills gaps, with over half (53%) saying
they struggle to recruit workers with the digital skills that they need.

People with digital skills earn more

3. LONDON’S DIGITAL PRECIPICE
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Digital skills are not just important to gain a foothold in the job market; it’s
critical to earn more. Research shows that the skills associated with the highest
salaries were digital skills, such as data engineering, IT security, and
programming, while data from the Government shows that roles requiring
digital skills pay an average of £8,300 more each year, a gap of 29%.

Digital skills, especially those that combine digital skills with creativity and
problem solving, can also help protect against the risks of automation, with the
government estimating that having a role requiring digital skills can reduce the
risk of automation by 59%.
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not having meaningful, reliable and consistent digital access
a lack of positive digital role models 
lack of skills and career opportunities. 

Fewer young people are learning digital skills

Despite this growing demand, fewer young people are taking up opportunities
to develop digital skills. For example, the Learning and Work Institute has
warned of a “digital skills shortage disaster”, following research that shows the
total number of young people studying either ICT or Computer Science courses
at GCSE has declined every year since 2015. The number of young people
enrolling in further education courses in ICT has also decreased, falling by 18%
between 2017 and 2020. 

Research also shows that the number of hours of computing/ICT taught in
secondary school dropped by 36% from 2012 to 2017. At Key Stage 4, this
number decreased by 47% this timeframe. 

What’s more, the young people who are doing so are not representative of the
whole range of talent society has to offer.

There are huge gender gaps to overcome 

Boys are over five times more likely than girls to say that they plan to take an IT
subject at A Level, with just 3% of girls saying they plan to take an IT subject.
Just one in four (23%) of Computer Science or ICT GCSE students were female,
falling to one in six (17%) of A Level students.

There is also a significant gender gap in interest in a digital career with 62% of
boys saying they are interested in a career that requires advanced digital skills,
compared to just 42% of girls. 

Economically disadvantaged young people also face significant barriers

Research conducted on behalf of Nominet has shown the link between
disadvantage and digital access, and opportunities for young people. 
Reasons found for being left behind include:

4. YOUNG PEOPLE AND THE DIGITAL SKILLS DIVIDE
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According to an Ofcom survey, 21% of young people in lower socioeconomic
groups lacked access to a laptop, desktop or tablet, while families in lower
socio-economic groups were 6 times more likely to have no internet access
than those in the highest group. 

Other research has shown that pupils in state schools are less likely than their
private school peers to be offered opportunities to develop creative digital 
skills - the very type of digital skills that are going to be most sought after in the
future.
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These findings are ominous and call to mind Charles Dickens’ famous phrase -
“we had everything before us, we had nothing before us.” London has
everything before it digitally - it has produced more unicorns than almost
every other city in the world, and regularly tops the charts for the most
investment into technology firms. Yet so many Londoners still have little
digitally before them and look set to have even less in the years to come. 

It’s clear that if we sit back and do nothing, London risks losing a generation of
talent.  Young people without these skills are going to be left behind, with direct
impacts on their employment and life chances. And London will be worse off as
a result.

Equipping Londoners, especially younger Londoners, with digital skills is critical
to giving the capital the kind of workforce it needs to succeed. But it should not
just be an obsession of the technology-minded or those preoccupied with
employing people into the Googles of tomorrow. It should be everyone’s
obsession as it is critical for something even more important than: affording
everyone, wherever they are from and whatever they wish to do and achieve, a
chance in life. 

Across the city, countless programmes, classes and courses are available to
help Londoners, especially younger people, upskill digitally. But too few people
are taking up the offers. TikTok may have no trouble attracting younger users,
but few take the trouble to learn more than scrolling through the app. To unlock
the potential of digital, we need new solutions that help more young people
access digital skills, as well as initiatives that get devices and data to the
families who need them most.

Unlock Digital has been launched to help all young Londoners find
opportunities to develop the digital skills they need to succeed. Our aim is to
bring together and amplify all the many amazing opportunities and courses
across London that support young people develop their digital skills.

We know that the most common reason young people give for not considering
a career that requires advanced digital skills is that they did not have the
required skills or knowledge. And just over half (53%) of young people think that
they have had adequate careers advice to be informed about careers open to
them which require advanced digital skills.

5. UNLOCKING THE POTENTIAL OF DIGITAL
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So, our first step has been to create a Digital Skills Map containing over 400
opportunities across London. These opportunities range from university and
college courses, to online courses and short courses, as well as mentoring
programmes and work placements. This will allow Londoners to connect with
more opportunities to develop digital skills, and allow policymakers and
decision makers to identify digital skills hotspots and notspots.

We are supporting this with a targeted online marketing campaign to increase
access and bring these offers directly to more young people, in order to
encourage and inspire them to develop these critical skills.

The digital skills map is intended as a beta version and we invite anyone
working in this area to get in touch and add to the map.

Given the importance of digital skills to success in life and given also the clash
between London’s future needs and the skills of Londoners, taking action to
upskill Londoners, especially younger Londoners, is both urgent and critical. 

For more information about Unlock Digital, or to share an opportunity for the
digital skills map, please get in touch at hello@unlockdigital.org
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Data
Engineering 
Security
Testing
.Net
Analysis
Amazing AWS
Architecture
Integration
Software development
Python
Javascript
SQL
Database
Java
Automation 
Frameworks
Programming 
DevOps
Software Engineering
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ANNEX A: LIST OF TOP 20 IT SKILLS 

10


