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Executive Summary 
 

Introduction 

The world of work is in a state of transformation due to technological advancements, 
environmental changes, demographic shifts, and the impact of Covid-19. Calls are 
intensifying for workforce reskilling and a re-engineering of education and training to meet 
the demands of the future. Current policy in England focuses on technical, digital and green 
economy skills, underpinned by strong literacy and numeracy and a knowledge-rich school 
curriculum.  

There is currently limited understanding of the combination of essential employment skills 
which will be needed, their relative importance, and how to develop them in England. To fill 
this evidence gap, our Nuffield-funded research study, The Skills Imperative 2035: Essential 

is investigating: 

 which essential employment skills will be most needed in 2035 

 what will their likely supply be and where will the gaps be 

 which occupations and workers are most at risk of not having these skills 

 which skills will affected workers need to develop to transition into new employment 
opportunities, and 

 the role of educators and employers in helping to prepare young people and workers 
for the future labour market. 

This first report, a review drawing on a wide-ranging and growing evidence base, sets the 
scene for our wider research study by bringing together what the literature suggests about: 

 what the world of work will look like in 2035 

 which essential employment skills will be in demand and how should we prepare. 

This review, whilst not technically a systematic literature review, is nonetheless an extensive 
piece of work. We considered search results in excess of 5000 reports, systematically 
coding over 200 pieces before three team members independently graded the quality and 
relevance of reports for inclusion using agreed criteria. The literature relevant to this topic is 
wide-ranging and often based on surveys or forecasts. As a result, it is challenging to 
compare quality or methodological rigour as would happen in a review of a more 
homogenous evidence base. For example, the 30 studies reviewed to build a picture of the 
essential employment skills most expected to be in demand around 20351 used wide-
ranging methods, each with strengths and limitations. These included large-scale surveys, 
job advertisement analysis, O*NET data2 analysis, expert consultation and literature reviews. 

                                                      
1 See section 3.1 and Appendix 3 
2 The O*NET (Occupational Information Network) database includes standardised and occupation-specific 
descriptors on almost 1000 occupations covering the U.S. economy 
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We are also aware of an 

adopted a pragmatic approach, with a balanced focus on breadth, recent timeframe (2018 
onwards3), authority and methodological robustness, identifying an initial broad selection of 
60+ pieces of the best available evidence across our areas of interest. Further details of our 
approach are available in Appendix 1. 

What will work look like in 2035? 

Megatrends 

Work will undoubtedly look different in 2035. Universally acknowledged megatrends shaping 
this include: technological advancements (digitisation, automation and artificial intelligence 
(AI)); demographic changes (ageing populations); growing labour market inequalities; and 
environmental changes/the green agenda. In addition, the Covid-19 pandemic has had a 
profound impact on life and work globally, whilst the UK is adjusting to new economic 
conditions following its departure from the European Union. There is acknowledgement that 
the next ten 
Inquiry  a collaboration between the Resolution Foundation and the London School of 
Economics, funded by the Nuffield Foundation  which is exploring the impact of Covid-19, 
Brexit, technology, and Net Zero transition4. 

Growing and declining job opportunities 

We identified the following key trends to provide a top-level overview of where studies 
suggest employment opportunities in the UK/internationally are likely to lie around 20355: 

 Growing sectors: Health, social and personal care roles are the most frequently 
mentioned in the literature as areas of future employment growth. Education; 
professional services; sales/business development; creative, digital and design; 
green economy; information and communication; and natural and applied sciences 
are also widely predicted to grow. 

 Declining sectors: Administrative/secretarial; manufacturing/production; and 
retail/cashier work are the most frequently mentioned sectors in the literature for 
declining employment opportunities. Agricultural and business administration/finance 
sectors are also widely predicted to decline.  

The occupational growth areas identified are grouped (clustered) around: data and AI; 
engineering and cloud computing; people and culture; product development; sales, 
marketing and content; the care economy (which includes health); and the green economy6. 
These areas suggest that growth is being driven by demand for both digital and human 

                                                      
3 We included some reports published in 2017 where these were very widely cited, for example Bakhshi et al., 
4 Bell et al., 2021 
5 Drawing on ten methodologically robust and authoritative recent reports, see Appendix 2. Where UK specific 
forecasts were available we drew on these; otherwise the forecasts are international and may mask country-
specific nuances, although the UK is broadly in line with international analyses. 
6 WEF, 2020b 
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factors. There are also new jobs or the adaptation of existing jobs which we cannot yet 
envisage or predict7. 

The impacts of automation, digitisation and AI 

It is estimated that around 1.5% of the manufacturing workforce in the EU has been 
displaced by technology since 20008. By 2030, it is estimated that 22% of current workforce 
activities across the EU could be automated9. Workers in low-skilled routine tasks or with low 
education levels are at the greatest risk of being displaced by technology whilst lacking the 
skills to transfer into newly emerging opportunities10. However, it is not only lower-paid, 
lower-skilled jobs which may be affected. Analysis suggests some better-educated, higher-
skilled workers/roles will also be replaced by AI, particularly those relying on intellectual 
abilities (e.g. comprehension and conceptualisation) rather than social abilities (e.g. social 
interaction and communication). Overall, however, technology is creating new  and 
enhancing existing  jobs, rather than diminishing employment opportunities11. It is also 
notable that the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) is 
exploring the human capabilities which AI and robotics are unlikely to be able to replicate in 
the coming decades, and considering what education and training will be needed to develop 
work-related capabilities beyond these12.  

Impact of Covid-19 

The pandemic has accelerated the pace of digitisation, automation and AI as many 
businesses and organisations have turned to technology13. Some authors have suggested a 
relationship between sector vulnerability to Covid-19 and automation14, noting that sectors 
with high levels of furlough, or at risk from Covid-19 in the short term, tended to have greater 
long-term risk of automation. Covid-19 exacerbated existing labour market inequalities, with 
a growth in high- and a decline in low-paid jobs15. Workers educated below degree level, 
young people (especially those with low, or no, qualifications), and those at the bottom of the 
income distribution, were particularly affected in earlier stages of the pandemic16. However, 
more recent analysis suggests older workers (age 50+) are faring less well in the recovery17. 
Many lower-paid workers whose employment was interrupted or threatened by the pandemic 
made transitions to new roles, but these were often in declining sectors with only short-term 
prospects18. In addition, the divide between those who can perform their work remotely 
(mainly higher-paid workers), and those who cannot (mainly lower-paid workers, with some 
exceptions) became apparent19. At the time of writing, the literature reviewed mostly focused 
on the short- and medium-term effects of the pandemic. However, longer-term implications 

                                                      
7 Autor et al., 2020; Lund et al., 2021 
8 Oxford Economics, 2019 
9 Smit et al., 2020 
10 Smit et al., 2020; WEF, 2020b 
11 Muro et al., 2019; Smit et al., 2020; Tolan et al., 2020; WEF, 2020b 
12 OECD, 2021a 
13 Cedefop, 2021; Kanders et al., 2020; Lund et al., 2021; OECD, 2021c; Thomas et al., 2021, WEF, 2020a 
14 Smit et al., 2020; Wallace-Stephens and Morgante, 2020 
15 Autor et al., 2021; ILO, 2021b; OECD, 2021c; Thomas et al., 2021; WEF, 2020a 
16 Learning and Work Institute, 2021; Smit et al., 2020; Williams et al., 2021 
17 Crossley et al., 2021 
18 Bateman and Ross, 2021; Lund et al., 2021; OECD, 2021c; Thomas et al., 2021; WEF, 2021 
19 Autor et al., 2021; Lund et al., 2021 
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and the need to anticipate and adapt to future pandemics may arise during our ongoing 
research project. 

Which essential employment skills will be in demand and how do we prepare? 

This report finds there are wider skills such as creativity, critical thinking, teamwork, problem 
solving and resilience  which complement the new technologies and other changes taking 
place  which are also expected to be critical for future employment, and need to be 

 

The literature we reviewed suggests there is consensus on the essential employment skills 
expected to be most in demand in the future labour market. In addition to literacy and 
numeracy, and technical and digital skills, commentators identify a range of transferable 
skills, which will become ever more important in the face of technology. We categorise these 
as: a) analytical/creative; b) interpersonal; c) self-management; and d) emotional intelligence 
skills. Each category contains a number of skills and attributes. Those mentioned most 
frequently, are listed below in order of frequency, together with the category they fall into:  

 

1= Problem solving/decision making (a)  

Critical thinking/analysis (a) 

Communication (b) 

4 Collaboration/cooperation (b) 

5 Creativity/innovation (a) 

6 Leadership/management (cross-cutting) 

7 Self-motivation/learning orientation (c) 

8= Flexibility/adaptability (c) 

Resilience/optimism (c)  

10 Empathy/social perceptiveness (d) 

 

Although there is a high level of consensus, some of the most rigorous studies reviewed do 
. This may be a matter of terminology. For 

example, the Skills Builder framework embeds 20. 
However, the fact that there are differences, and also recognised co-dependencies between 
skills, demonstrates that we should not over-interpret the .  

There is also a distinction and differing viewpoints between skills (which can be taught, and 
acquired, to varying degrees) and attributes (which, as inherent character traits, may need to 
be nurtured/experienced).  

                                                      
20 Ravenscroft and Baker, 2020 
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Calls for a policy focus on essential employment skills have been made for decades21. A 
nationally representative sample of UK employers agreed these skills are equally or more 
important than academic qualifications22; and various educators and partnerships also 
believe they should have more emphasis23. Young people recognise the value of essential 
employment skills24 and some would prefer to be assessed in these as well as academic 
subjects25.   

There is emerging discussion in the literature about the relationship between essential 
employment skills and academic attainment, career transition/progression, and income26, 
although further research is needed to better understand this relationship. For example, self-
management skills and social and emotional strengths are found to be better predictors of 
income at age 25 than cognitive skills27, while well-developed essential employment skills 
have been linked to higher levels of academic performance in the primary and secondary 
phases28. 

What preparations are needed in education and training? 

There are a number of strategies (in the UK and overseas) which aim to increase essential 
employment skills among school and further education students. These include: 

 frameworks  such as Skills Builder (UK)  support development and assessment of 
eight essential skills through a series of steps29. Similarly, a framework developed by 
the Centre for Curriculum Redesign (USA) matches skills to academic school 
subjects30.  

 curriculum, pedagogic and assessment approaches   Learning 
Compass (n.d.) and 31 both 
support schools to develop curriculum, pedagogic and assessment approaches. 

 real-world learning and experience approaches   
Future Learning (UK)  provide opportunities for skills development through project 
work, volunteering, internships, work-based learning/work-experience, and careers 
education32. 

Recommendations made in the literature include building clarity around skills definitions and 
pedagogies, improving training and support for teachers, and prioritising skills within the 
curriculum and extra-curricular activities. 

Formal vocational training and qualification routes in the UK (e.g. apprenticeships and 
technical education) already have some built-in essential employment skills requirements. 

                                                      
21 CBI, 1990 
22 Cullinane and Montacute, 2017 
23 inter alia Centre for Real World Learning, 2021; Rogers and McGrath, 2021; Skills Builder Partnership, 2021 
24 Kashefpakdel et al., 2021; Youth Employment UK, 2021 
25 Lloyd, 2021 
26 Gorea, 2021; Kashefpakdel et al., 2021; Kashefpakdel and Ravenscroft, 2021; OECD, 2021b 
27 OECD, 2021b 
28 Kashefpakdel and Ravenscroft, 2021 
29 Ravenscroft and Baker, 2020 
30 Dunn et al., 2021 
31 Vincent-Lancin et al., 2019 
32 Rogers and McGrath, 2021 
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For example, in England, the new T Level in construction, design, surveying and planning 
includes the core skills: communication; working with others; and problem solving33. Skills 
are typically developed through a combination of classroom and in-work opportunities and 
are considered s. Employers find apprentices to be the group of 
young people best prepared in terms of workplace skills34. 

What preparations are needed for the working population? 

Although 80% of the people expected to be in the 2030 workforce are already in the 
workplace35, we identified fewer examples of initiatives to develop essential employment 
skills in the working age population. Initiatives to reskill adults tend to focus on accessibility, 
flexibility, removing barriers to participation, and instilling the value of lifelong learning, rather 
than on developing specific essential employment skills. 

Implications for our wider research study   

Our review has identified a consensus on anticipated essential employment skills 
needs  although we are aware there is an element of across sources, with 

. Our review has found less evidence about the 
likely supply of these essential employment skills in the future. Nor did it find much evidence 
on where the gaps are likely to be and who will be most affected by the changes.    

With this in mind, our wider study  The Skills Imperative 2035: Essential skills for 
  will build on the literature review findings, raising a number of 

questions. For example: 

 Which skills/attributes are most acquirable or malleable?   

 What are the best ways of measuring these skills/attributes?  

 What role should schools, post-16 training providers, third sector organisations and 
employers play in developing essential employment skills, and where are the 
barriers?  

 To what extent should essential employment skills be explicitly developed; and to 
what extent should they be  

Our study will also build on the current literature by estimating the likely future supply of 
essential employment skills, identifying where the skills gaps fall and outlining which workers 
are most likely to be affected. This will allow strategies to be developed to help workers 
transition to other sectors or jobs.  

The skills needs of the future economy present a large strategic challenge for government, 
employers and educators which needs to be addressed now through a joined-up strategy. 
Robust measures are needed to assess the growth, prevalence and take-up of skills, and 
shifts in patterns of acquisition. Our ongoing research study intends to contribute 
significantly to the achievement of this aim. 

                                                      
33 DfE, 2018 
34 Cullinane and Montacute, 2017; DfE, 2020 
35 Industrial Strategy Council, 2019 


