Investing in people: getting the skills for the
digital decade

Workshop report, Digital Assembly 2022

Over 70 representatives of businesses, public authorities, academia, ICT associations and NGOs gathered
at the Digital Assembly in Toulouse to find solutions for the growing digital skills gap in Europe. The
workshop discussions revolved around the following key messages:

e Retain all talent and target both basic and advanced digital skills.

e Close the gender gap in ICT and offer more inclusive digital skills trainings progarmmes, targeting
underrepresented groups.

e Develop strategies to train and retain skilled workers for both ICT and non-ICT companies, using
skills intelligence data.

e Offer multidisciplinary academic programmes, mixing traditional skills with new skills to prepare
the future workforce.

e The digital transition requires close coordination between Member States in the area of digital
transition and better cooperation at national level (academia, business and government).

Context

Four out of ten Europeans are still digitally illiterate and companies across Europe cannot find the digital
technology experts they need to innovate and grow. The workshop was designed to encourage discussion
around the challenges obstacles, and solutions to reach the Digital Decade targets for skills, and in
particular how to reach 20 million ICT specialists by 2030, with gender convergence. These ambitious
targets are part of the Digital Decade Compass, Europe’s roadmap to achieve a successful and inclusive
digital transformation of our society and economy, by 2030. Currently, there are 9.2 million ICT specialists
employed in the economy in 2021 and all Member States are facing difficulties in finding people with
advanced digital skills. This is also one of the reasons why, following President von der Leyen’s call, Vice-
President Vestager has launched a structured dialogue on digital education and skills with all Member
States. The Commission is meeting all Member States and consulting what can be done together to
achieve these targets. The discussion during the workshop feeds directly into this exercise, which will
result in Recommendations on how to improve digital skills and training in the EU.

To set the tone for the discussion the workshop started with the video Digital skills, your future, produced
by the European Commission, highlighting the main goals and challenges that the EU is facing in its digital
transformation.


https://digital-skills-jobs.europa.eu/en/latest/events/digital-assembly-2022
https://ec.europa.eu/info/strategy/priorities-2019-2024/europe-fit-digital-age/europes-digital-decade-digital-targets-2030_en
https://ec.europa.eu/info/strategy/strategic-planning/state-union-addresses/state-union-2021_en
https://digital-skills-jobs.europa.eu/en/latest/news/commission-launches-structured-dialogue-member-states-digital-education-and-skills
https://youtu.be/2MvnjiDd_q4

Panel 1: Lack of ICT specialists is a shared/common issue in all EU
countries. What is the main challenge to increasing the number of ICT

specialists?

The first panel highlighted the importance of training and retaining skilled workers. Aniss Gaaya (Head of
Digital Academy, Airbus) shared the example of his company’s reskilling opportunities for employees. He
described how in the last 3 years Airbus has trained over 1000 of employees in data science. For similar
initiatives to be successful, a company first has to understand the skill needs and the future occupational
profiles. Airbus invests strongly in security (cybersecurity) technology specialist profiles, enterprise
architects, etc. The company is also as open as it can be with its skills analysis. Aniss Gaaya shared that
40% of ICT employees are women in Airbus.

Josef Lannemyr (project leader for digital excellence development, Swedish Agency for Economic and
Regional Growth) manages a project that aims to analyse and provide recommendations on how to
increase the supply of high-skilled employees to match the demand of competence within the Swedish
ICT-sector. Sweden has worked on benchmarking the situation, making comparisons with big countries
across the world and this has highlighted the importance of funding to increase the supply of digital
experts.

Sweden has a specifically designed tool (Startsida - Digitalskills.se) to aggregate job posts and analyse skills
needs to make predictions. Josef Lannemyr highlighted that cross skilling offers big opportunities. For
instance, doctors that can write algorithms predict with 90% correctness which patient would need more
medical care. He called for more experts with combined skills from traditional disciplines and digital
technologies (doctor with specialization on Al, lawyer with cybersecurity skills, etc). This new demand for
combined profiles requires a shift into more multidisciplinary academic programmes.

However, according to Roberto Giovannoni (Associate Professor, University of Pisa), the education
system is currently not able to deliver more graduates to fulfill the demand on job market. That is why we
need to attract them already at lower level of education and offer more flexible modular programmes
that combine academic training and on the job experience (shorter training courses). This could help to
increase the number of digital experts. Professor Giovannoni highlighted that the ‘contamination’ of
computer science with other disciplines has a positive affect to both discipline and students. Mixing data
sciences with humanities, for example, will equip students with specialised skills and at the same time
give them a broader overview of the variety of areas for application of this specialised knowledge.

All three panelists recognized the challenge of closing the gender gap in ICT.
In conclusion the panelists agreed that efforts should focus on:

e Closing the gender gap

e Strategies to train and retain skilled workers for both ICT and non-ICT companies.

e Data intelligence — the importance of analysing skills needs as they appear

e Access of students to multidisciplinary academic programmes - mixing traditional skills with new
skills


https://www.digitalskills.se/

Breakout session 1: Identification of challenges

After the panel, workshop participants discussed in groups challenges for Europe in digital skills. Their
ideas were clustered in the following main challenges:

Challenge 1: Attract and retain staff - how to find specialists on time and how to keep them motivated to
stay on the job in a life- long learning perspective. Within this challenge participants identified also the
big salary gap between public and private sector, as well as the lower importance of qualifications.

Challenge 2: Gender gap in education and training — currently only around 17% ICT specialists in Europe
are women and this is a problem that every Member States in the European Union faces.

Challenge 3: Inclusion and basic skills — there is still big part of the population that lacks basic digital skills.
We need to take in consideration vulnerable groups as well as regional differences.

Challenge 4: Innovation in education —the link between education and practices is missing. The education
structures need to adapt to the new digital reality by adapting KPIS and introducing more multidisciplinary
approaches.

Challenge 5: Cooperation between academia, governments and industry on the basis of dialogue and
shared data on skills intelligence. It is important to increase the speed of change.

Challenge 6: How to encourage motivation for upskilling — we should impose a sense of urgency both at
individual employee lever and organization (leadership) level.

Challenge 7: Funding and evaluation — better collaboration between business and governments to ensure
easier access to funding.

Breakout session 2: Identification of solutions

Having identified main challenges, workshop participants worked again in groups to discuss ways to
address the challenge and present solutions. They were encouraged to think practically: What to do
concretely? Who does what? How to make it happen? Who pays for it?

Solution 1: Attract and retain staff

This group agreed that developing a digital culture everywhere is crucial. The tech field should be made
more appealing by highlighting the applications/usage of tech solutions. Moreover, technology should be
a means rather than an end. The idea of work studies contracts was discussed as a way to attract talents.
The group mentioned the importance of certification (at work) as a strategy to retain talent at the
workplace. Employees should be given some freedom of risk taking and space for individual projects
(digital assignments). Most importantly, employees should have access to training all along their work
cycle.
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Solution 2: Closing the gender gap

The gender gap is not only in tech but in society in general. To solve this challenge, participants underlined
the need to work at supply side (girls and women), demand side (see why they are male friendly) and
environment (regulations and institutions).

Fight gender stereotypes in holistic way (school, family, media), tackle in expectations and real
opportunities. We don’t only need to work with girls but also boys to show them different opportunities
and challenge the existing notion of success. We need new role models to promote via media. It is
important to also change male-dominated tech work environments to make them more female friendly.
We are in demographic transition, and we need to keep all talent. That is why we need to address all
society and encourage digital literacy across all ages.
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Solution 3: Inclusion basic digital skills



To ensure that every person has at least basic digital skills, we need to make available connectivity
(infrastructure) to all. Just as in other workshop groups, participants discussed the importance of
collaboration at multistakeholder level (NGOs, local governments, civil society, business, etc.). Education
should offer more granular standardised training where learning by doing is at the centre. Furthermore,
the education sector and business need to have more concrete targets to aspire to.
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Solution 4: Innovation in education

This group looked at ways to introduce ‘teaching sessions’ within a student’s education journey. This will
help them understand concepts better and teach/explain them to others. Participants agreed that digital
environment and physical environment should be used in combination when it comes to education. Often
students spend too much time in front of screens. The educational environments should also offer more
socialization opportunities.

During the discussion of strategies to attract more students to tech fields in higher education, participants
agreed that financial incentives could be given to students if they choose a tech field for their studies.
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Solution 5: Cooperation

This solution focuses on facilitating stronger cooperation between stakeholders in existing ecosystems
(government, private sector, academia) to build greater trust and facilitate funding processes. Participants
suggested the facilitation of an annual event to bring together academia, companies, and governments
design one key action. The event could be accompanied by a prize for good actions in the area on annual
basis.

Itis also important to engage and motivate children and young people by explaining in a simple way what
big goals the society wants to solve. Students in university programmes should be offered a dual system
where education is combined with on-the-job experience.
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Solution 6: How to encourage upskilling motivation.

We need to demonstrate how important digital skills are at basic and advanced skills level and how
important the role of educators is. Educators (academia) have a major role in motivating learners.
However, they are not in close contact with business and its needs. Individuals should also have intrinsic
motivation to upskill. Technology should be a means - by embracing immersive technology, we facilitate
our own live.

Participants came up with a holistic approach to look at the link between individual, education and
industry, called ‘Digital game of life’. This approach looks at the full cycle of an individual from the
moment they enter education until they land their desired job. It identifies personal motivation as crucial
in both the entry into education and the entry into a work field, whereas academic professors and on the
job trainers are considered as important motivators as well.



Employers and government should work together and raise funding together. We should encourage
agreements between employee and employer to invest in skills and governments could have a role in
funding such initiatives.
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Solution 7: Funding and evaluation

On the other hand, we also need to look at evaluation/assessment approaches. Often, we tend to
overestimate our own digital skills and that is why we should move from self-assessment to real objective
evaluation.

Funding and
evaluation

Solution 8: Citizens for the digital age

The main objective is to create citizens for the digital age rather than pure IT professionals. We should
aim to facilitate fluidity of skills and people based on the principles of inclusion, motivation and
understanding. It is crucial to raise awareness at all levels — schools, workers and citizens at large and to



offer to them real life examples, role models that would act as ‘digital skills ambassadors’. In order to
foster digital citizenship, we need to encourage self — sufficiency and self- motivation.
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Closing panel discussion: Reactions to proposed solutions and how to
reach the Digital Decade targets for ICT Specialists

The 2nd panel talked about the EU’s strategic autonomy in technology and the need to retain and attract
talented people to Europe.

Lina Galvez Muiioz (Member of the European Parliament) shared the opinion that complex challenges
need complex solutions. The digital transition will help Europe to gain autonomy across sectors (energy,
agriculture, etc.) but we need to make sure we retain all talent and focus on both basic and advanced
digital skills. The main challenge is in coordination between Members States. There is a lot of inequality
between Members States and also gaps in regulation. She also reminded about the gender gap in tech
and called for role-model actions to encourage girls to consider ICT studies and job. Transition should be
done in an inclusive way, not leaving anyone behind.

Samia Ghozlane (Director at the Grande Ecole de Numerique) added that it is necessary to explain to
women and girls that digital jobs are about creating something meaningful with social impact. We need
role models for girls and to address boys with tailored messages to call for more inclusivity for women.
She also explained the business model behind the Grande Ecole de Numerique, which aims to address
underrepresented groups — women, young people, people from disadvantage neighborhoods by
motivating them to engage in training despite in some cases not having finished high school. The
organisation offers seed funding for training organistaions to train with innovative approached for specific
target audiences.

Mario Lelovsky (Coordinator of the Slovak National coalition for digital skills and jobs) talked about the
importance of political leadership and willingness to cooperate at national level (academia, business and
government), giving more background on how the Slovak Digital Skills and Jobs Coalition was established.



He added that the European Commission can have a strong role in convincing Member States to recognize
the importance of digital skills. He also mentioned the importance of digital experts in the future
reconstruction of Ukraine.

This second panel discussion brought attention to the need to:

Have better coordination between Member States in the area of digital transition.

Retain all talent and target both basic and advanced digital skills.

Seek political leadership to facilitate better cooperation at national level (academia, business and
government).

Offer more inclusive digital skills trainings progarmmes, targeting underrepresented groups.
Encourage women and girls to consider ICT jobs by highlighting the social impact that they have.

In conclusion, the workshop moderator Alexander Riedl (Deputy Head of Unit, European Commission)
reminded participants that the Digital Europe programme is a main tool to trigger new actions to bridge
the digital skills gap. The workshop discussion will contribute to the stakeholder consultation on the
ongoing Structured Dialogue on digital skills and education, which aims to offer future recommendations.
He also invited participants to stay tuned on the Digital Skills and Jobs Platform to be always up to date
with EU activities on digital skills and invited participants to share their thoughts and activities there.



Annex | — Clustering of challenges for Europe in digital skills
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Annex |l — Identification of solutions- flipcharts
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