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Smart places inevitably require higher than average digital skills in their workforce – employers 
will require technology knowhow and digital leadership, whether they are public, private or third 
sector. 

The potential of technology seems limitless. It is transforming our health and our wealth and 
also driving economic growth. It is emancipating people, creating greater equality of opportunity 
and spreading democratic participation. It enables social cohesion and better understanding of 
differing views. It can give security for communities and families. It offers new opportunities for 
universal education and better use of scarce resources and energy. It is giving us more leisure 
and freedom. And it is central to pretty much every area of research, development and business 
transformation.

It also brings new risks and threats, from either deliberate or unintended misuse of 
new technologies and our dependence on them. These affect individuals, communities, 
governments, businesses and even the environment around us.

Maximising this potential and controlling the risks, requires skills and digital awareness – from 
specialist technologists in the digital professions to the digital awareness and technical skills 
needed by every citizen. 

Nowhere is this more important than in the smart places that are in the vanguard of digital 
opportunity. Through learning and the nurturing of digital capability, smart places are creating 
jobs for the future and equipping their local workforce to fill them. They are also helping to 
ensure that the problems of digital exclusion and the risks of technology deployment are dealt 
with.

In February 2017, the UK government launched its digital skills strategy,1 describing the skills 
needed specifically for the digital economy as well as for citizens. It also describes the benefits 
of collaboration to achieve this ambition – universities, charities, industry and councils – 
including the role of libraries. For some this will seem ironic, although welcome, in the face of 
cuts that have threatened the very existence of libraries. Libraries are now seen as offering 
significant economic value in their own right by being a learning hub for digital skills.

For smart places and the UK as a whole, the competition for technology specialists is growing 
and is likely to be as big an inhibitor to progress as a lack of a fully digitally-literate population. 
Despite the UK being in a relatively strong position relative to Europe in terms of internet use, 
digital government and innovation, the gaps in the demand for IT roles and suitable applicants 
is growing.

This stems in part from a relatively low number of IT graduates and a perception of the IT 
profession as geeks, technologists, engineers and coders. Whilst the demand for specialist 
digital skills is high and growing, most people working with and in IT are undertaking fewer 
technology-centric roles, and digital leaders are in high demand.

Introduction
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This is partly because the role of the IT profession is both misunderstood and changing. 
Although the UK has a global reputation for technology – ecommerce, open government, 
technology invention and inventors – from Alan Turing to Tim Berners-Lee, a job in IT is still 
often portrayed as coding, engineering or being a geek. Yet many of the newer roles in IT are 
less about the technology and more about its application – the business analysts, digital change 
leaders, information professionals, enterprise architects and more. Deep technology skills in 
IT are essential, but so are the softer business skills that connect technology potential with 
organisational ambition. 

By 2020, it is estimated that potential IT vacancies in Europe may reach around 750,000.2 This 
is partly due to the challenge of attracting trainees and graduates into the profession, but it 
is exacerbated by the growing demand for IT skills and the changing nature of these skills as 
technology changes.

The skills gap is also evident despite the attractiveness of IT as a career – its positive effect on 
business, public services and society, and the advantages of pay, flexibility and variety of work. 
Growing demands globally will exacerbate the competition for IT skills, driving up pay and costs, 
and forcing organisations, smart places and whole nations to make themselves as attractive as 
possible to recruit and to retain the best. It will also create potential wage inflation in the digital 
sector.

Smart places must set a lead in promoting IT roles, training, and digital competences. But 
they must also promote their assets – in terms of geography, services, employment options, 
infrastructure and technology research. As previous smart places reports have shown, this 
includes broadband, mobile coverage and universal Wi-Fi, not just for business, but also for the 
community benefits they bring. 

Smart places need to set a lead in prioritising the importance of high quality IT professional 
skills and standards. This is partly to encourage successful technology start-ups and adoption 
of technology infrastructure in the local economy. But, it is also about successful digital 
government and public trust in digital services, ensuring that technology-enabled products and 
services are developed with due regard for privacy, security, safety, resilience, environmental 
impact and ethical criteria.

This report looks at the connection between jobs, skills and education. It considers how these 
interact to generate social, economic and public services value. It assesses the changing nature 
of digital skills and education resources needed to keep pace with the opportunities presented 
by emerging technologies. And above all, it reviews the role of local government and the public 
sector in ensuring equality of opportunity through digital enlightenment and opportunity.
Smart places create environments which bring together digital services and infrastructure with 
a population that can use them. They stimulate the digital economy and digital government 
locally, but they must compete nationally and globally for investment, jobs and skills. In 
today’s societies, digital in its broadest sense is a major engine for economic growth and social 
inclusion, fuelled by the ideas of skilled IT professionals, digitally-equipped business leaders and 
a digitally-savvy population. 
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Jobs, Skills and Education

In a smart place, these three topics link together closely:

• Jobs require candidates with skills, and increasingly levels of digital competence 

• Skills require education, but they also require basic internet and digital access

• Education is about life-long learning as technology and digital methods constantly change.

But it is more complex than this. For example:

• Communities without internet access are disadvantaged. Good internet access, coupled 
with basic digital skills, opens learning opportunities greater than we have ever previously 
seen for communities, families and individuals to advance themselves.

• Digital access and skills are increasingly essential to find and apply for jobs.

• Public services cannot move to digital delivery if citizens are either not equipped with 
the facility to engage that way, or if they do not trust digital services with their data.

• Growing businesses and the economy depend on digital skills, but also a well-educated 
pool of potential talent available locally.

• Digital isolation in communities (e.g. from poor internet access) and poor skills levels, 
lead to wider problems of unemployment, unemployability, and costs to public services  
– in benefits, help, or dealing with social issues. 

Figure 1: Smart Places’ central role in jobs, 
skills and education

Previous Socitm smart places reports 
demonstrate the link between public service 
interests and business interests, for example 
in creating areas where people want to live 
and work, bring up a family and spend their 
leisure time. 

Social issues created by digital exclusion are 
not just the burden on the public sector in 
dealing with high spending on social and 
other issues, but they also affect business. 

New jobs are being created by digital 
opportunity and business change driven by 
technology. But these new jobs require very 
different skill sets from the ones lost through 
automation. Digital is profoundly changing the 
labour market and the skills people need to 
do their jobs well, not just in ‘white collar’ and 
professional roles, but in every sector and at 
every level.  

Smart
Places
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Figure 2: ICT professional workforce in Europe, 2014 4

Adapting the workforce to deal with the risks and opportunities resulting from new technologies 
is a key challenge for smart places – there are just not enough people with the necessary digital 
leadership skills and basic digital competency levels to sustain growth. 

The UK has made good progress overall – with proportionally more IT jobs than anywhere else 
in Europe, according to Empirica calculations by Eurostat 2014, as outlined below.3

With more than half a million unfilled digital jobs in Europe, and the number of new digital jobs 
increasing at around four per cent a year,5 there is international competition for appropriately 
skilled people. Post Brexit, this means that smart places and the UK as a whole will need to work 
hard to protect a relatively strong overall position.

The UK, like many parts of the world, is facing a growing digital capability gap between the 
demands for digital transformation on the one hand, and the skills, know-how and capability 
of the workforce on the other. Inevitably, smart places are already competing for scarce digital 
skills.



8 Smart places: Changing the Nature of Local Government

www.socitm.net/insight

An estimated 1.2 million new technically and digitally skilled people will be needed to satisfy 
UK job demands by 2022.6 It is smart places that are leading the charge towards digital public 
services, infrastructure and business investment. Not surprisingly therefore, the demand 
for highly specialised skills such as big data analytics, cyber security, cloud computing, data 
management and user-experience design, is going to be pressing in these areas.

This is why the broader landscape of regional attractiveness is important (covered in our other 
smart places reports) – such as environment, housing, workplace flexibility and the quality of 
public services. Smart places must work hard to be attractive, not just for inward investment 
and effective technology deployment, but as a place to live and raise a family. That is the key 
to attracting and retaining digital talent, building a strong pool of expertise for employers, and 
creating good career opportunities for employees.

The Skills Funding Agency published a report in 2016 looking at publicly-funded digital skills 
qualifications.7 Pragmatically, it segmented digital skills into three levels of digital competence: 
basic skills for all, digital skills in general in the workforce and the more advanced digital skills 
for specialist roles and organisations. This typology provides a useful model for skills planning 
in smart places:

Figure 3: digital skills categories

Strategic leadership
Understanding and meeting digital skills needs within an organisation

Basic

Digital skills everyone needs 
to participate in the 

digital economy

skills level

General

Digital skills  required 
for all job roles 
across economy

Advanced
and specialist

Digital skills 
required for specialist 

digital roles
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Finding jobs is as important as the digital skills needed to be qualified to do them. Jobseekers 
need access to online resources to find and apply for jobs, to present themselves effectively 
using digital media and to undertake the background research and preparation to place them in 
a strong position in competition with others.

There are many mobile apps and online sites that help job hunters search for potential jobs, but 
they are not all equally good or supportive. With some reports of fake employers, the need for 
digital awareness of online job seekers is clear. More recently, Uber-style apps are now available 

Figure 4: the European Commission’s 
e-Skills Manifesto

THE e- SKILL S 
MANIFESTO

With contributions from leading figures in government, education, policy, 
research and industry

that connect people who have work to do with 
others needing work and who compete online 
by submitting the fee they would charge. For 
example, Freelancer, founded just eight years 
ago in Australia by entrepreneur Matt Barrie, 
now has more than 22.5 million users around 
the world and it is growing fast.8 

In February 2017, the UK government 
announced its new, but delayed digital 
strategy .9 Unsurprisingly, skills and 
organisational culture feature heavily in the 
strategy, with a focus on the need to embed 
digital skills throughout government. The 
strategy also highlights the crucial role local 
government will play in promoting wider 
digital transformation, although it probably 
does too little to prepare the ground to 
ensure this is followed through.

In Europe, the European Commission (EC) 
published in 2016 an e-Skills Manifesto, now 
in its fifth edition.10 This is part of the EC’s 
Digital Single Market (DSM) strategy which, 
like the UK GDS strategy, also makes a specific 
commitment to developing digital skills.

The Manifesto includes research, ideas and case studies for digital (and general technical) skills, 
looking at best practice around the world. It makes similar conclusions to the UK government 
regarding the growing pressure across Europe for technology skills, the gaps and pressures that 
this is creating. It describes the need for greater effort from industry, government and academia 
to fill the gap in the face of growing competition from other parts of the globe.
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One of the first steps required by councils 
is to make skills planning for jobs linked 
directly to digital outcomes required. This is 
much more than a focus on the technology 
in isolation. Wigan council won ‘digital council 
of the year’ in 2016.11 This was not for clever 
technology deployment, but was achieved by 
demonstrating the value of embedded digital 
thinking and practice into a new strategy for 
Wigan area: ‘The Deal for the Future – Wigan 
Council 2020’. The council’s strategy outlines 
what its future will need to be like to meet 
the challenges ahead, recognising that this 
depends on a partnership with citizens and 
employers – a new contract with citizens.

Figure 5: The Deal for the Future- Wigan Council

Key message:

The creation of sustainable jobs in our digital age depends on new skills, for everyone:  
citizens, jobseekers and for specialist IT roles. In smart places especially, businesses, public 
services and the education sector need to plan together. With digital skills at a premium, a 
growing gap between demand and supply and competition for jobs becoming global, this 
has to be a priority planning issue.
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The Impact of Technology on Professional Jobs

A report, published by Deloitte in 2014, examines the implication of technology automation 
on jobs and skills in the future.12 It estimated that 35 per cent of all jobs are likely to become 
automated in the next 20 years and identified ‘digital know-how’ as a top new skill. 

The US has lost five million manufacturing jobs since 2000, only 13 per cent were due to trade, 
but 88 per cent were due to automation and other related factors.13

Digital skills have a key role to play in preparing people for new job roles that will emerge 
alongside changing technologies, as well as future-proofing the workforce as existing job roles 
change. All employers will benefit from a digitally capable workforce.         
                                                
Although technology has promised a future where we have more leisure time – making us more 
free and giving us more free time, in practice this has not happened. The ‘always-on’ society we 
live in makes it hard to escape from work. An article in the Times (19 February 2017)14 reported 
the health risks of our new working patterns, with scientific research demonstrating a causal 
link for the first time with cardiovascular disease.14 Health insurers are set to monitor staff in 
high-pressure jobs, to see whether performance is impacted by an inability to switch off, and 
latest Oracle ERP tools (amongst others) allow personal data from wearables to be linked to HR 
records of staff to help ensure work-life balance.15

For some people this will seem intrusive and scary – imagine the scenario where your 
performance review starts with your boss asking about your wellbeing, having noted, for 
example, ‘poor sleep patterns, higher than average heart rate’ and connecting this to a 
perceived lack of concentration in the office. Or being required/requested/encouraged to wear 
a workplace-provided fitness and lifestyle monitor, to ‘improve your health’, but that personal 
data collected must be shareable with management and HR.

Figure 6: we have seen technology automating manual and simple roles
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Technology is impacting jobs in other ways. We have seen it automating manual and simple 
roles – a computer is better at calculations, searching records and many tasks previously 
undertaken by administrative support and secretaries. Financial and other tools have reduced 
the need for operational HR, legal, finance and other professionals, arguably upskilling the core 
professionals by freeing them from the more routine traditional activities they undertook in  
the past.

But this is just the start of a journey. Computers are now making judgement better than 
humans and this is affecting many professionals’ jobs in ways that has not been seen in the 
past. The future offers the prospect that many legal, finance, HR and other roles will disappear, 
to be replaced by artificial intelligence (AI) systems. Moreover, citizens and users of council 
services will likely become the ‘objects’ of computers acting and demanding services on their 
behalf. 

Robots, automation and AI will replace five million human jobs in the next three-to-four years.16 

Many bosses will become computers, with AI systems determining the most effective rostering 
or prioritisation of work, customer need and workload management for the rest of us to 
follow. AI will monitor our progress, performance and the impact of our activities on outcomes. 
It is already playing a significant role in financial services, and we can assume it will have a 
significant impact in public services. 

Figure 7: London Borough of Enfield has adopted AI, 
namely IPsoft’s ‘amelia’, to help council clients

In 2017, Aylesbury Vale District Council 
(AVDC) publicised its use of Amazon Echo 
technology (ask Alexa) in its customer 
services, and this is just the start of many 
potential AI applications. For AVDC this is part 
of a five-year digital plan called ‘Connected 
Knowledge’.17 Voice activation systems 
such as the Echo, linked to IoT sensors, will 
control many service and systems previously 
requiring manual interventions. In the London 
Borough of Enfield, a similar approach is 
being adopted for customer services, with 
the avatar Amelia being there to help council 
clients with their problems.18

Smart places will inevitably be early adopters 
of AI and councils need to plan for this, 
not only in reshaping their own workforce, 
but anticipating the potential impact of 
professional unemployment in traditional 
roles rising over the next ten to 20 years.
This will require retraining. For example, data 
science skills are becoming an important topic 
for accountants, so that auditors have the skill 
to undertake effective analytical investigations 
of complex automated systems, tracking 
data flows. It won’t be long before even 



Smart places: Changing the Nature of Local Government 13

www.socitm.net/insight

the smallest councils are largely digital in the way records are kept, supply chains managed, 
contracts let and payments made and received.

Training individuals in digital skills will ensure local workforces are equipped to fill the new 
technology-enabled roles. The previous smart places report on ‘business and economy’ 
described the development of technology hubs and clusters across the UK – their economic and 
social benefits and dependence on new skills. 

Key message:

Technology has had a fundamental effect on employment by automating many jobs and 
streamlining processes. The next stage of technology disruption in the workforce will be on 
professional roles. Councils along with all other organisations, need to anticipate the need 
for workforce reshaping that this will entail. Planning ahead can turn this from a threat to 
an opportunity.

Many smart cities have already successfully exploited this opportunity. Dublin, for example, has 
built a reputation as a global technology hub, and today Ireland is the world’s largest software 
exporter after the USA.19

Ireland has IT exports worth €72 billion per annum (an incredible 40 per cent of total national 
exports). Four out of five top IT exporters in Ireland are technology companies and nine of the 
world’s top ten IT companies are located there. Global IT companies large and small continue to 
target Ireland as a preferred base, benefitting from the strong digital skills pool, as much as tax 
advantages.20

Figure 8: Ireland has IT exports worth €72bn per year, an incredible 40 per cent of its total national exports19



14 Smart places: Changing the Nature of Local Government

www.socitm.net/insight

Figure 9: coding club for children and school-leavers have become more common

IT in schools

Young people at primary school enjoy IT – girls and boys equally. Yet by the time these primary 
school children go to secondary school, most already are deterred by IT and few want to pursue 
IT jobs or a degree in IT, despite the career prospects, role variety and relatively high pay. This 
is especially true of girls. By teenage years, IT is a tool, nothing more. School-leavers continue 
to choose the often less well-paid, less flexible and less future-proofed roles in the classic 
professions, which are arguably more at risk in the future from technology change and can be 
less diverse.

Part of this is the way IT has been taught, but it is also the way in which IT is used as a business 
tool in schools to transform education. The role of schools has been changing with the mass 
availability of low-cost computing and the advent of the internet over the last 20 years. 
At first, home computing and the PC was little more than having a large calculator that also 
facilitated typing and report setting, centred around word-processing, spreadsheets and 
presentational tools. Today the internet and web provide an information resource well beyond 
anything in the school library and Encyclopaedia Britannica, and the IT tools are just that – tools 
we all use. 

Schools and teachers have struggled with ‘ICT’ (Information Communications Technology), from 
the early days of technology in the classroom (the sector even having its own title for IT hardly 
used outside the education sector and parts of government). Early ICT teaching concentrated on 
‘how to use Microsoft Office’ or the equivalent, yet often the pupils were far more expert than 
their teachers, particularly through their use of computer games at home. 

The skills taught today are very different, including being aware of risks online, handling 
information, information provenance, data analytics, reporting skills and practical technology 
application in a variety of areas and subjects. 

Coding clubs are common, and the advent of tools such as the Raspberry-Pi and simple 
programming languages is creating a future generation of school-leavers who should have 
stronger analytical, logical and machine/software understanding.
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Over the last decade, much has been done to promote IT in schools, turning around some of 
the problems of the past. In 2014, the UK was the fi rst country in the world to mandate the 
teaching of coding to children at primary and secondary school. The  Computing at School 
Network (CAS), the Department of Education, Raspberry-Pi Foundation, BT and BCS (the 
Chartered Institute for IT) are working together to support teachers in delivering the computing 
curriculum.

For example: 

• The CAS programme supports teachers 
of computer science, now with more 
than 150 regional hubs and more 
than 26,000 teachers as members. It 
also has a network of more than 350 
‘Master Teachers’ to provide continuing 
professional computing expertise to  
other teachers.21

• The Barefoot Programme supports 
primary educators with the skills and 
resources needed to teach computer 
science, such as lesson plans and local 
workshops, all designed to help teachers 
gain confidence in bringing computer 
science to life in the classroom. It has 
already reached 33,000 teachers and 
through them, one million primary  
school children since its launch in 
September 2014.22

Figure 10: the Chartered Institute of IT offers the 
Barefoot Computing programme, a scheme to help 
teachers inspire pupils aged from five about the world 
of computing

Despite this progress, an audit of schools commissioned by the Commons Science and 
Technology Committee in 2016 found that 22 per cent of IT equipment in schools was 
ineffective and only 35 per cent of computer science teachers had a relevant qualification.23 

The primary and secondary school sector still struggles to keep up with technology, let alone 
how it should be used in early years’ education and what skills should be taught. For example, 
technology offers new ways for parents and guardians to be involved in the education of 
children, new options for self-learning courses such as massive open online courses (MOOC 
– see on), as well as business and higher education – teachers are becoming facilitators of 
learning not just teachers, with a greater emphasis on how and why than the what and when in 
lessons.
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Fortunately, much is also being done for young people wishing to learn about technology 
outside schools:

• The BBC’s Make IT Digital programme has provided the micro:bit pocket-sized 
programmable computer to all children in Year 7.

• There are now more than 5,500 coding 
clubs across the UK, often using 
volunteers to produce online material to 
give young people the chance to learn 
how to code.

Figure 11: through its Make IT Digital programme, the BBC provides the micro:bit programmable computer

Figure 12: the Raspberry Pi Foundation works with 
educators and volunteers across the UK, through more 
than 5,500 Code Clubs 
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All these changes need to be considered by teachers, headteachers and governors of schools, 
alongside new models of funding and sponsorship for schools and colleges that rightly 
encourage more openness to external influence, involvement and sponsorship. At the same 
time, it is necessary to be vigilant about the new risks and challenges of bias, political agendas 
and commercial interests, which can potentially compromise the objectivity and independence 
that underpins true learning.

Training for all teachers that encompasses new technology and the wider impact of technology 
on society would also help to ensure better support for pupils in using IT, let alone considering 
it as a future career option. Choosing the best training options for teachers (not just those 
teaching so-called ‘ICT’ skills) is essential. 

A career in IT is often well-paid, highly respected, secure for the foreseeable future, varied and 
exciting. So, the growth in demand for IT skills is understandable. But the apparent inability to 
encourage more young people and women into the profession is less so. This is where schools 
have a particular part to play.

It does not help therefore, that the lowest A-level pass rates reported in 2016 were seen in ICT 
and media, film and TV studies. Only one in ten ICT students gained an A or A*, down from 12 
per cent in 2011. Furthermore, whilst 8,700 students took an ICT A-Level course this year, this 
was a reduction of 3,300 in five years.24

Key message:

Smart places need to support their schools sector if they are to benefit from a digitally-
advanced workforce in the future. This requires collaboration between schools, 
government and industry, as well as harnessing the potential benefit of community 
resources outside schools for education. It also requires ‘education of educators’ and the 
adoption of new learning methods. It is often in early years that views of IT as a career or a 
course option are made. 
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Higher education

The link between successful smart places and higher education is strong, and has been covered 
in previous smart places reports. 

Universities working with public services and local technology industries not only provide 
valuable research, skilled future technologists and investment funding, but they also act 
as a catalyst for developing technology hubs – entrepreneurs, reputation and a network of 
technology businesses.

However, competition amongst countries and higher education institutions to attract students 
and researchers is increasing. There is a need to maintain the UK’s position as a centre of 
educational excellence, research and innovation. 

Whilst this smart places report is not aimed at the education sector per se, there is a clear 
message here for tertiary education establishments investing in technology courses because 
of the wider link to other subjects, not just seeing IT as a course in its own right. Many 
subjects require technology units if they are to ensure students emerge with the best possible 
educational background in their chosen subject, from architects to zoologists (and pretty much 
every subject topic in between).

Recent EU e-Skills research suggests that the UK has a comparably low number of IT graduate 
places, predicting that the problem of IT skills shortages in the UK may aggravate the gap 
between demand and supply in future. The study predicts the number of UK IT vacancies will 
grow from a current level of 50,000 to 161,000 by 2020.25 

This is made all the more challenging based on the study’s assessment of the growing demand 
for graduate level IT skills in Europe as a whole, which will drive competition for UK IT skills. 
The research found more than 670,000 new IT professional jobs needing to be filled and 
further underlying potential of more than 750,000 jobs if skills and IT capacity would permit, as 
illustrated in Figure 13, below.

Figure 13: ICT professional jobs and demand in Europe, 2014 to 202025
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In 2016, the Skills Funding Agency published a review of publicly funded digital skills 
qualifications.26 This emphasises the national importance of digital skills for everyone, but also 
makes it clear that that UK needs to do more to create greater capacity in higher level digital 
skills.

Higher education has a key role to play in promoting and supporting the specialist digital 
skills needed by industry and government. The pace of technological change means that skills 
requirements will continue to evolve, and provision must be made to keep pace with these 
changing needs.

To stay relevant, higher education must reflect a range of needs. Some is unquestionably driven 
by industry – whether research for future skills and technologies or to fill the growing digital 
skills gap we see today. There is a balance to be struck between the needs and interests of 
industry and the wider value of education and skills in a rapidly changing world. This requires 
transferrable skills, and an enterprising, enquiring, critical and analytical mind capable of 
adaptation. It does not mean the end of traditional university subjects, but a better balance 
between vocational training and academic study (and where appropriate, true integration).

This means that industry, government and further education establishments need to work 
together to ensure research and post-school education course are focused on need. Where 
this fails, the value of IT graduate (and other) qualification drops – in Australia for example, it 
is reported that university degrees are becoming ‘irrelevant’ to big employers.27 Arguably this is 
because big employers want to be able to shape individuals and train them within the company. 
But it is also a questioning of the relevance of some university courses.

This is not just because of the commercial value that the right skills of graduates can bring. 
It is also because the speed of technology development and the resulting unpredictability of 
the nature of future digital skills required, creates the risk of producing skills for a previous 
generation of technology. Cross-sector collaboration on skills planning also makes it more 
likely to ensure full IT graduate employment – currently computer science graduates in the UK 
have the greatest unemployment rate, more than any other subject area, after six months of 
graduating.28
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Key message:

Smart places need to work strategically with their local academic sector – universities in 
particular – for these have a big role to play in growing digital literacy and levels of basic 
IT and digital skills across all subject areas, vocational and professional. This should be in 
combination with business-relevant soft skills development, to complement students’ hard 
skills in their specialist subjects. 

The Government is supporting the outcome of the Shadbolt review of computer science degree 
accreditation and graduate employability.29 This makes a range of recommendations, but in 
particular noting the need for:

• Relevant courses, preferably including work experience

• Better foundation knowledge before arriving at university 

• Improving ‘softer’ skills in business and work readiness of IT graduates

• Coordination across industry, government and academia in setting the curriculum

• Flexibility, recognising the need for adaptability as demands for digital skills and the nature 
of those skills change.

• Academic accreditation of IT degree courses, with industry and professional associations.
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Distance learning and MOOC

The Open University (OU) got there first! The OU made learning available to all, with courses 
accessible through distance learning, well before the internet existed.

Today, the education and training resources offered through the internet are a vast resource. 
Anyone with internet access can pursue training in virtually any topic from their home, delivered 
from anywhere in the world. At the same time, the value of face-to-face tuition has not been 
lost, with one-to-one personal teaching support provided alongside, using Skype or other video 
links.

However, with cutbacks in funding and pressure to make a profit, online providers rely 
increasingly on telephone and other remote support. For this to work effectively there must be 
considerable digital skills in facilitation and time dedicated. This is not always happening, and 
the reliance in inadequately-resourced education support and the goodwill of over-stretched 
part-time tutors is likely to lead to poorer outcomes or inequality.

To become professionally certified in, say, food hygiene, you can undertake a recognised 
e-learning course, and quickly get accredited, with a printable certificate of proof at the end 
of the course. For businesses, councils, schools and colleges alike, this style of training is a 
powerful resource, but care is needed to select the right learning and to ensure quality. 

Typically, these online training resources are best integrated as part of a learning programme, 
in a structured manner that incorporates more traditional learning and practical experience. 
Recently, there has been a growth in massive open online courses – MOOC – available to 
everyone from citizens to students. These offer a new way of learning in a broad range of topics 
to degree level, from business studies to deep technical specialism. 

These changes are just the start of the way in which education and learning will be created and 
distributed in future:

• Early learning resources

• Primary and secondary education content and tutorials

• University sector, complementing course materials with lectures from a growing range of 
international sources

Wikipedia - MOOC

A ‘massive open online course’ (MOOC) is an online course aimed at unlimited 
participation and open access via the internet. In addition to traditional course materials 
such as filmed lectures, readings, and problem sets, many MOOCs provide interactive 
user forums to support community interactions among students, professors, and teaching 
assistants (TAs). MOOCs are a recent and widely researched development in distance 
education which were first introduced in 2008 and emerged as a popular mode of learning 
in 2012.
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• Specialist vocational training, with monitored and accredited outcomes

• Mentoring, coaching and personal development

• Tailored education resources (e.g. for learning disabilities).

The implications for the education sector are significant. New ways of learning and content 
delivery affects course content, curriculum structure, delivery methods, and education 
performance measures. It also changes the relationship between student and educational 
establishment, since much content will not be sourced locally in the future; there is an onus 
therefore on educators and teachers to find and monitor the best content and delivery from 
external providers of content anywhere in the world. This has been the case with internet 
information content for some time, but is not extending to actual delivery. 

It also creates new risks. Not only is it important to ensure that content reaches an accredited 
standard, but also that the delivery is appropriate and at a high standard, especially for children. 
For example, subtle messages from suppliers who may be sponsors of content or delivery could 
be a major problem in the future, whether these subliminal or direct messages are commercial, 
political or philosophical. Recent events regarding our so-called ‘post truths’ era point to these 
challenges. Indeed, in the era of Donald Trump and Brexit, Oxford Dictionaries has declared 
“post-truth” to be its international word of the year 2016.30

For smart places, MOOC and online training resources in general offer significant potential for 
raising education opportunity as well as standards. Whilst the main criticism of MOOCs is the 
high dropout rate, this is less of an issue outside formal academic accreditation. 
Distance learning, MOOCs and online eLearning resources can help to create, at relatively low 
cost, an educational resource for local citizens of all backgrounds and interests, from the very 
youngest to the oldest, from those in employment and wanting to develop, to those seeking 
employment and needing to reskill. 

It can help to increase citizen digital literacy skills in general and open up training and education 
resources beyond basic internet content. Previously this opportunity was unavailable to those 
in less advantageous circumstances – limited by geography, income, language or physical 
capability.

At the same time, smart places need to take care in how these new education methods are 
used, especially for younger people. There are risks to democracy, objectivity and truth that will 
require new types of regulation, transparency and exposure in future.

Key message:

Smart places and councils in particular, need to consider the opportunities of new 
education and teaching resources. The way these are introduced needs to be handled with 
care to maximise the benefit of digital methods and digital skills, without introducing new 
risks from commercial, political of philosophical interests.
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Apprenticeships

One way of increasing the number of IT professionals lies through apprenticeship schemes – 13 
national digital apprenticeship standards are currently approved.31 

This is more than simply trying to get more people trained and working in IT: the profession 
and government needs to promote a career in IT as much more that programming, technology, 
with a geeky image. Most people in IT are not technologists – they are business analysts, project 
managers, change leaders, digital consultants, programme managers, and strategists. ‘Design 
and management’ are more important disciplines than ‘build and invent’ –though those are of 
course both important as well. 

Apprenticeships now lead to degree-level qualifications and go well beyond traditional 
alternatives to GCSEs or A-Levels. Businesses large and small are embracing the opportunity to 
nurture talent outside traditional training and education routes, to develop skills early on, whilst 
securing productive value and cultural alignment. 

Accenture has created the Skills to Succeed Academy,32 an online employability learning 
solution in partnerships with others, created specifically to meet the needs of 15- to 24-year-old 
jobseekers locally. Accenture was also an early supporter of IT apprenticeships, and its website 
makes the benefits clear: 

BM has worked closely with the BCS and the Gatsby Foundation founded by Lord Sainsbury, in 
developing a new registered accreditation for young IT Technicians (RITTech34) and the annual IT 
Industry award for IT apprentice of the year 2016 was won by William Murphy from IBM.

“As an apprentice, you’ll be rewarded from day one. You’ll be doing real work – so 
we’ll pay you a real salary too. And, after three or four years of classroom and on-
the-job learning, you’ll have earned yourself a professional qualification and possibly 
the chance of a full-time job with us.”. 33

Figure 14: William Murphy, IBM (centre) receives the 2016 IT Apprentice of the Year award, sponsored by RITTech
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This is a major opportunity for the public sector to develop its future IT skills base, and smart 
places should embrace the potential. This includes councils working with industry and the 
academic sector, in sponsoring apprentices and giving them cross-sector experience as they 
progress.

Many of the world’s industry giants today are IT-based, growing from small start-ups and 
created by IT people with business skills:  Amazon, eBay, Facebook, Google, Microsoft, Apple to 
name the giants. These organisations are the richest, the most successful, the most powerful 
businesses that have ever existed on the planet. In smart places the heroes will be the smaller 
innovators and start-ups, using young entrepreneurs and enthusiastic school-leavers as much 
as experienced business professionals.

Government remains committed to apprenticeships and has provided much encouragement 
and support, although the introduction of an apprenticeship levy on employers in early 2017 to 
help fund and sustain its initiative may dampen the current enthusiasm in some areas.35,36

Key message:

Apprenticeships are a powerful way of building a base of future IT professionals. It 
does require professional organisations to work together to support this, especially in 
addressing the barriers to a career in IT. Councils should take a lead in employment 
developing IT apprenticeships, considering the opportunity for those apprentices to spend 
multiple organisations in different sectors.
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Digital Savvy Citizens

Whilst nearly 90 per cent of the UK population has used the internet, there is still a level of 
digital exclusion reported in ONS statistics,37 and this digital divide has significant implications 
for public services, more than the private sector seeking to provide services online.  

The House of Commons Science and Technology Committee reported in 2016 that systemic 
problems with digital education and training were costing the economy an estimated £63 
billion a year in lost income, and only urgent action from government, industry, schools and 
universities could prevent the skills shortage damaging future productivity and competitiveness. 
The Committee highlighted a digital divide, with as many as 12.6 million adults in the UK lacking 
basic skills and an estimated 5.8 million having never used the internet at all. It found the skills 
gap was evident at all stages of education and training, from the classroom to the workplace.38

At the same time, the UK is ahead of most of Europe in technology use – online retail, ownership 
of smart phones and regular use of the internet are much higher than most countries. This high 
level of adoption, as well as the opportunity to bring the ‘last ten per cent’ online, represents 
a major opportunity for digital businesses in communicating with potential buyers about their 
preferences, as well as selling services and products more efficiently and effectively. 

It also represents an opportunity for public services to move to digital delivery where it can 
lower operating costs and deliver services more designed around individual needs. This was 
covered in a previous smart places report on democracy which describes the benefit in closer 
citizen engagement and involvement in public services activities. 

For example, a number of councils are now using online crowdfunding to determine priorities 
for local investment. The idea is that if there is enough local public interest in a project, with 
funding, then it will become a political priority with further public funding coming from a 
council. Examples include Staffordshire County Council with Spacehive39 and Frome District 
Council working with Crowdfunder.40

Figure 15: crowdfunding is being used by local authorities – for example, Staffordshire County Council is working with 
Spacehive and Frome District Council is working with Crowdfunder
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These are exciting changes in how citizens can take control by using technology in smart places. 
But they depend heavily on citizen digital capability, to avoid the pet projects of the digitally 
connected taking undue priority for projects and funding.

Baroness Martha Lane-Fox founded Doteveryone in 2015 “to help make technology more 
accountable, diverse, useful, and fair” for everyone.41 Doteveryone aims to give even the most 
digitally excluded effective basic digital skills, and help them to benefit from the economic and 
social opportunities and advantages that having such skills can offer. 

Doteveryone and its predecessor, Go ON UK,42 
have conducted extensive research into the 
scale of the problem and potential solutions, 
creating a digital exclusion heatmap43 to 
explore where people are at risk of digital 
exclusion. The bodies are also developing 
programmes and tools for organisations 
involved in on-the-ground delivery of Basic 
Digital Skills training. This is a potential 
resource for councils seeking to improve 
citizen digital skills.

Not only do a significant number of citizens 
lack digital skills, many households still have 
no reasonable broadband access (11 per cent 
or just less than three million households, 
according to latest ONS data in 201644).

Many of those who are digitally excluded, for 
whatever reason, are the same people who 
depend the most on public services.

The barriers to internet use lie beyond  
simple  availability of the internet and are 
many. They include a fear of the internet 
or technology, insufficient income to pay for the increasing costs of technology (total cost of 
ownership), a lack of skills to use IT and the internet safely, poor credit rating (online shopping 
often needs a bank account). They maybe elderly, or in minority groups where language is a 
problem, or have mental or a physical impairment.

These groups typically need more support from councils, with therefore relatively higher 
support costs, making it harder for councils to fully exploit the potential of digital in service 
design and delivery, adding to costs and overheads of digital as well as limiting the pace of 
channel shift.

There is a strong case therefore for investing in skills programmes for citizens, to deal with the 
causes of digital exclusion, as far as possible. 

Figure 16: Doteveryone and its predecessor Go ON UK, 
conducts research to produce a digital exclusion heatmap
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Smart places should have an advantage in this respect, although cuts to local public services 
and the closure of libraries which had the previous hub of IT training for the public have made 
this more difficult. It is surprising, but welcome, therefore that the government digital skills 
strategy launched in February 2017 places a specific emphasis on libraries in supporting digital 
skills for all and their role in the digital economy.

This is a good example of the wider role public services must play in smart places, and why the 
applications of cuts need to be considered carefully in terms of unintended consequences for 
both public service burdens and economic opportunity costs that may be otherwise missed. 
Despite the reduction in the number of libraries and a reduced demand for books, more than 
half the UK population45 still have a library card, and in many rural areas libraries remain a vital 
community hub. With Art Council England funding, all libraries now offer free Wi-Fi, and in 2015 
more than 190,000 citizens attended nearly half a million digital skills sessions held in libraries 
in the UK.46

Key message:

For smart places to succeed the digital capability of its citizens is fundamental. For public 
services, it is particularly important, given many people who receive support are also those 
who are currently digital excluded for one reason or another. Councils and smart places 
need to be considering carefully the barriers and the opportunities and how to deal with 
these to build a population of digitally-savvy citizens.
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IT Professionals

It would be remiss not to mention those who are central to digital and make smart places a 
possibility – whether within councils or in industry.

Official data from the EU says five per cent of the UK workforce work in IT. That’s more than 
1.5 million people, and this is an underestimate – many people have IT roles but are classified 
as other professionals. Indeed, in a sense we are all becoming IT professionals as systems and 
technology become more useable.

But there are key areas where the IT professional of the future will be essential – for example, 
in the complex engineering of new technologies that ensure resilience, safety and regulated 
practice, including the security systems that protect commercial community, government and 
personal interests.

This is a fundamental building block for smart places that inevitably depend on technology and 
on the technology sector. And simply paying more and more to retain and recruit the best is 
not a sustainable solution. We need to attract more people into the profession. Young people 
and women are under-represented in particular, and despite the work of organisations such 
as Socitm in promoting women in IT, the percentage of women working in IT has stagnated 
at around 17 per cent – 83 per cent of IT workers are men, and the average age has been 
increasing.47

The role of IT is also changing and become increasingly high-profile:

• Cyber professionals keep the UK safe

• Systems designers ensure high speed rail, air travel and our roads are safe

• Modern healthcare and the professional medics depend on computer-driven intelligence

• IT professionals must build systems that are ethical (remember the VW emissions scandal?)

• Social media systems need safety to protect our reputation and our identity

• Technology leadership skills are essential in all other professions. 

Despite all the good that IT can and does do, technology also has a dark side. The growth in 
dominance of technology companies has often polarised wealth, not shared it. Technology can 
disenfranchise communities and individuals, and depersonalise services. It has brought new 
risks and can make us less safe, for example if data is leaked, lost or abused. 

We live in a digital age which is dominated by technology opportunity and risks. Councils and 
smart places must set a lead and high standards of ethics and community ambitions for using 
IT for public good not just for commercial benefit. That must be a calling for IT professionals, in 
the same way that the Hippocratic oath for medics puts the health of individuals first.

It is the failure of IT professionals to bridge the gap between technology potential and business 
opportunity which has resulted in a new breed of Chief Digital Officers. It’s not about putting the 
‘CIO on the board’ – it’s about the ‘impact of technology’ being a key boardroom strategic issue 
– risk, reputation, opportunity, productivity, customer service, efficiency, competitiveness – and 
indeed culture.
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So, the role of IT professionals is so much more than helping to exploit the power of technology: 

• Designing new ways of working

• Solving business issues

• Helping with the protection of scarce resource and the environment

• Looking after people and safeguarding through technology.  

IT professionals have a role in helping to shape the world in which we live, and that carries 
moral and ethical responsibilities.

The pace of technology change is also leading to new IT job profiles both within the IT 
profession and outside, many of which cannot be predicted because of the pace of technology 
change. Those that are predictable today, are in cyber security, data and information 
management, cloud services, social media exploitation, big data analytics, IoT management 
and integration, and the massive growth in personal and business tools for secure and flexible 
collaboration. These will complement the core traditional skills of systems and infrastructure 
management which will gradually reduce.

Key message:

The demand for IT professional skills, especially in new digital roles, is growing fast. This 
is driving up salaries but it is also creating a drag on the pace of development of smart 
places. There is also a responsibility resting with IT professionals to ensure they are 
refreshing their skills and competences necessary in digitally mature organisations, and 
are never a barrier where the relationship with technology has fundamentally changed.
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HR Professionals

Given the enormous impact that IT has on job design, skills, workforce planning, governance, 
culture, policies, performance management and work-life balance, it is somewhat surprising 
that HR is not always at the centre of planning technology change. After all, everyone knows 
that the successful adoption of digital operating models is more about changing culture and 
behaviours than it is about IT. 

Today, technology is also a differentiator in terms of competitiveness and job attractiveness. 
This is particularly true for younger job seekers; potential applicants want to know about the 
technological maturity of the business, mobile and flexible working and the freedom to use IT to 
do their job.

Yet often HR professionals do not understand the technology well enough – its risks, its 
opportunities and what skills should be core in a modern workforce. This shortfall can be 
seen in adverts, job descriptions, workflow designs that are based on past practices, as well as 
outdated HR policies that do not reflect digital working. 

Even some recruitment agencies struggle to support organisations where IT skills are 
needed, under-playing the positive effects of technology on service outcomes by portraying 
technologists as engineers and coders rather than designers, or business specialists.
Councils need workforce planning that prioritises and focuses on IT skills at all levels, especially 
if they are committed to a digital agenda and wider smart places initiatives. This includes digital 
leadership roles in all professional disciplines, and not just those working more directly in or 
with IT.

It also means modernising and automating HR processes such as appraisals, individual 
performance reporting, succession planning, career planning and individual learning plans.
Given the enormous pressure on the public sector and staff as a result of growing demands 
and mounting level of cuts, along with the changes this brings, digital reskilling can bring other 
workforce benefits. 

The Local Government Chronicle (LGC) reported in 2016 on a survey which found that more 
than 70 per cent of council staff feel under undue pressure with growing stress levels.48 The 
reasons given were longer hours, pressure to do unpaid overtime to complete tasks, poorer 
working conditions, cuts, and a feeling for not being able to protect people or do their jobs as 
they would like. Whilst evidence of the positive effect of digital working is lacking, it is arguable 
that each one of these stress triggers could be alleviated by digital working with the appropriate 
support and training. 

Internal digital operation can increase flexibility, improve work-life balance, help service 
delivery, reduce administrative overheads, improve information flows for decision-making and 
collaboration. 
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At the same time, if technology is just applied without careful consideration of the impact, it can 
perversely add to the stress of workers already contending with a great deal of change.
These are issues for HR professionals to consider, and in this respect digital working is less 
about training in technical skills than it is about leadership and culture. HR policies and 
leadership role models in particular define organisational culture. HR policies often need a 
complete rewriting for digital working, with changes to jobs, responsibilities, processes, business 
risks, governance, decision-making, skills and competencies. 

In this there is a clear case for a strong bond between IT and HR professionals. IT brings an 
understanding of technology potential, risk, design, support acquisition, development and 
support. HR brings the human aspects to this – policies, training, job design and adaption of 
culture and behaviours. This leads to more successful change programmes where working 
practices are adapted and modernised, rather than technology applied to outdated practice, 
partially hiding process inefficiency.

One powerful example of what digital means beyond ‘business process transformation’ – such 
as automation, self-service, lean and agile process design – is a changed relationship between 
employers and their staff, partners, suppliers and customers (read ‘citizens’ for public services – 
or clients, or patients or tax payers or just ‘service users’). In a digital model, people are trusted 
and empowered to do things without recourse for approval, using the tools and information 
resources at their fingertips.  

This creates new tensions and risks, which are mitigated through training, support and 
accountability – such as allowing staff to use social media, or suppliers being able to check and 
report electronically on their performance, or citizens having access to and amending their own 
records, or automated end-to-end payment systems.

In smart places, HR leaders can get more involved by seeking to establish partnerships with 
local suppliers and other business leaders, to grow a pool of technology-competent leaders as 
well as a technology skills base in an area. This could include running events, training sessions 
and networking on topics of mutual interest, such as mobile and flexible work, the implication 
on business of social media, and of course, smart places.

HR leaders in councils also need to ensure that the non-IT aspects of digital change are not 
tackled in a piecemeal fashion, such as in individual programmes, teams, or training just in 
specific technology competencies. A holistic workforce planning approach is needed, assessing 
current and future skills gaps and how they are best addressed internally or externally. 

This includes assessing current skills and competency levels against digital horizons, and then 
determining how to tackle the gaps. They need to set clear expectations on digital competency 
as well as changing responsibilities and behaviours. This applies to all staff in general, to all 
leaders as well as the specific implications for individual future professional services jobs.
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A failure to anticipate the digital impact on skills, job design and competency levels, is a failure 
to deal with the growing gap between technology potential and service pressures facing the 
public sector. It is also a growing risk as technology dependency results in new vulnerabilities 
and regulatory obligations, such as GDPR. Chelmsford City Council has prioritised this in their 
‘root and branch’ digital programme, which is reviewing every process and every service for 
digital potential, see Figure 17, below.

Planning for digital skills in the workforce will also help to ensure new ways of working are 
readily embedded and that digital systems are well-designed, so that they do not, for example, 
depersonalise or disenfranchise people – whether citizens, staff or partners. 

Figure 17: ‘The Sharp 60’ – Chelmsford City Council’s digital transformation programme

Chelmsford City Council has embarked on a digital transformation that will deliver both 
channel shift and the transformation of its internal IT Team. Key to the transformation 
of its team is a heavy investment in training, coaching and mentoring.  Called ‘The Sharp 
60’ programme, the IT professionals will be trained in the new technology, change 
management and leadership skills. Senior Interims are tasked with one-to-one coaching 
and personal development of their council counterparts over a six-month period. The 
objective being to avoid the use of third party service providers to roll out a 1,000- seat 
CRM platform.

Key message:

HR professionals have not always been at the forefront of technology. Yet with the 
fundamental impact of digital operating models on workforce design, processes and 
cultures, it is essential that they become digital experts – at least in understanding the 
implications of technology on new business models. A close alliance between HR and IT 
professionals can help to maximise the benefits each professionals sector can bring in 
small places.
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Case Study - Milton Keynes MK:Smart

As a leading smart city, Milton Keynes Council, has been focusing on the importance of 
education in a smart city in its MK:Smart programme

Working with a range of partners, the programme has developed a number of different 
smart solutions. For example, the Urban Data School is a joint initiative between 
researchers at the Open University and Milton Keynes schools, to develop a data literacy 
program for primary and secondary school students. It uswwes smart city data as a key 
educational resource from which to develop data literacy skills in students as well as 
fostering and understanding of urban its use, particularly around sustainability. 

Working with Fronesys –  a global partnership of associates that help citizen businesses 
deliver integrated thinking to increase sufficiency and to reduce risk overall performance–- 
MK:Smart has developed an Urban Start-up Lab. This is designed as a complete support 
programme run by technical and business experts to support businesses who wish to take 
advantages of the opportunities offered by the availability of city data.

MK:Smart has also developed a smart city MOOC – a six-week free online course to help 
students navigate their own way through the complex landscape of smart cities. Students 
hear from innovators, entrepreneurs, city leaders, communities and businesses connected 
with students from around the world, exploring issues facing smart cities of different sizes 
and situations. The course allows students to explore what it’s like to live in a small city, 
the role of systems thinking, living labs, open data, crowdsourcing and roadmaps to have a 
chance to debate the challenges of privacy, ethics and security.
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Conclusions

The UK has set a leadership position in digital adoption – open data, in the finance sector, the 
rate of citizen adoption of online services and smartphone technology. But this also masks 
some key barriers that must be addressed to retain that position and to exploit the potential of 
new technology now available.

Smart places will wish to take that lead, seeking to ensure digital maturity in all sectors creates 
improved social, economic, industry and research value. But this depends on citizen skills as 
well as digital maturity in all sectors – from leaders and entrepreneurs, to frontline staff and 
contractors delivering vital services in our communities.

In promoting ‘digital’, smart places must therefore consider education and skills as key 
component of success –  it is central to a well-prepared workforce for the future, low 
unemployment and high competitiveness. Without this, the skills gap that exists will only 
increase in the face of international (let alone regional) competition. This includes promoting 
IT start-ups, IT graduates, IT apprenticeships, and broader digital training and awareness for 
citizens:

• Providing encouragement and incentives to digital start-ups, IT apprenticeship schemes and 
links to universities and colleges

• Promoting and demonstrating the value of digital public services through practical means 
– the improvement to services and their efficiency, setting a lead in digital training and 
recruitment

• Working with job centres, recruitment agencies and training organisations to create a rich 
portfolio of technology coaching, apprenticeships, mentoring, and skills development, at all 
levels

• Including digital transformation in key investment areas such as transport/infrastructure, 
energy, education, innovation/R&D, environment sustainability, etc., focusing on the skills 
needed to deliver this as well as those necessary to use the results

• Focusing on the digital skills of young people, from early years to post-graduate/early career 
development, encouraging more to choose a career in IT where skills gaps are most severe 

• Promoting the importance of digital leadership and explaining what it means, as defined by 
this smart places research. It is more than digital transformation or world-class IT. There is a 
growing need for digitally savvy leaders, in all professions, not just CIOs and CDOs or Chief 
Data Officers.

Smart places need digital and business skills to combine. Digital natives leaving full-time 
education who have grown up with technology and are now joining the workforce are 
technologically mature in their outlook, and their understanding if combined with business 
experience, is a powerful combination. 

But many seasoned leaders at the top of organisations are still not comfortable with IT, let alone 
the new operating models which are described by digital. This is a barrier, and organisations 
that have out-of-date leadership are not those that will be the most attractive employer to the 
next generation of leaders.
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Councils in smart places need to work with schools and colleges to ensure that education 
content and delivery harnesses the opportunity of technology and its role in the future. This 
includes digital leadership skills and digital entrepreneurial mindsets, as well as technology 
skills. 

In creating smart, sustainable and inclusive economies, smart places must therefore consider 
education, skills and jobs at the heart of their planning.

In fact, a good place for councils to start is in their own workforce. ONS latest data (2016) 
reports that, even after cuts, more than 2.2 million people work in UK local government.49 
Therefore, there is a significant community benefit from training this workforce to think digitally 
and to understand technology potential, let alone to acquire digital awareness.

There is also an important role here for professional associations, such as Socitm, BCS, 
PPMA, SOLACE, LGA, LCIOC, Tech UK, CIPFA and many others, to take the issue of place-based 
technology impact on jobs, education and skills seriously. Solace, for example, recognises this in 
its digital leadership work, but even this is limited to a few enthusiasts and has yet to be widely 
accepted. Socitm can take a lead, but others need to join in this effort and become advocates 
for change.

Digital skills are the key to creating jobs, employment and protecting workers from the rate of 
unpredictable technology development that demands greater adaptability, but also ultimately 
defines the success of smart places.

Key message:

Digital skills are the key to creating jobs, employment and protecting workers from the 
rate of unpredictable technology development that demands greater adaptability, but also 
ultimately defines the success of smart places.
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