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A word of thanks…

• Our research partners at the 
American Institutes for Research

• Learn more about their work at AIR.org,
and access more about the OECD Survey 
of Adult Skills (PIAAC) dataset at 
PIAACgateway.com

• Walmart for financial support 
We thank Walmart for their support but acknowledge that the findings, 
conclusions, and recommendations presented here are those of National Skills 
Coalition, and do not necessarily reflect the opinions of Walmart. 

http://www.piaacgateway.com/


What you told us you want 
to learn today

• What the data tells us about US 
workers’ digital skills (31%)

• What skills are in demand (35%)

• What curricula or program models 
to teach (16%)

• How to connect this data to 
advocacy for policy change!



Our agenda today

• Context: Examples of digital skill 
demands in the workplace

• Deep dive: Data on US workers’ 
foundational digital skills

• Implications: What the data means

• Action: How you can connect the 
dots for policymakers



What we’re not going to 
cover today
• Specific program models or 
curricula

• Lists of job titles or occupations or 
credentials that are in demand

• Digital access issues

Check out the Resources slides at 
the end of today’s webinar for 
recommendations



Context



The pandemic 

has brought 

home a new 

reality:



Businesses 

need workers 

who are 

digitally 

literate.



Even frontline workers 
need digital skills

• From healthcare to grocery stores, 
manufacturing to construction, 
demands are changing fast

Let’s look at some examples…



The new face of 

food-safety training

Photo credit: Honeygrow/Kyle Huff



Restaurant workers are being 
trained with VR goggles

• Virtual reality (VR) is equipping 
Honeygrow workers to follow food safety 
protocols

• Kentucky Fried Chicken created a VR 
simulation “escape room.” 

• An animated Col. Sanders won’t let 
workers leave until they demonstrate the 
correct 5-step chicken frying process



Voice 

assistants 

expanding 

in the elder 

care field

Yvonne Meyer, Los Angeles retirement home resident. 
Photo credit: CNBC.



Home health workers are 
teaching their patients to use 
Alexa

• Libertana Home Health has deployed 
Echo Dot with Amazon Alexa at 5 
independent living units in California

• Health and social workers teach clients 
how to use Alexa to summon a Libertana 
app to connect with caregivers, 
schedule medication reminders and 
appointments, and more.



Mobile tools 

are growing 

in the retail 

sector



Retail workers are using 
custom apps

• Frontline Walmart workers use:

• Claims App to manage returns 
and determine destination (e.g., 
resale, donation) for rejected 
items

• Price Change App to efficiently 
manage shelf pricing updates 



Grocery 

workers are 

completing 

online 

training.



National Grocers Assoc. courses 

are available to member stores.



Safety 

training often 

requires 

digital skills



Construction workers are 
completing required training 
online

• Mobile-first training is now 
available for workers to complete 
on tablets or even smart phones

• Widely required training such as 
OSHA-10 certifications has been 
among the first to move online





Salespeople are using web-
based learning games

• Bridgestone Tires is boosting sales 
workers’ product knowledge with 
an online tool

• The web-based tool is usable via 
smartphone, tablet, or desktop



The next frontier 

for manufacturing 

workers



Assembly line workers are 
using augmented reality (AR)

• Boeing tested an AR program for 
training aircraft assembly workers

• Workers made fewer mistakes 
compared to those trained using a 
traditional manual or even a tablet 
computer



But US workers have 

crucial digital skill gaps. 



Deep dive



What do digital skill gaps 
look like?

• Data you’re about to see comes 
from rigorous assessment called 
PIAAC 

• Organized by OECD and conducted 
in US by IES of the US Department 
of Education

• US workers ages 16-64

• Employed at the time of survey





How we are defining 
“No” digital skills:

• Workers who failed to meet one or 
more of 3 baseline criteria to even 
take the full digital skills 
assessment:

1. Prior computer use

2. Willingness to take the computer-based 
assessment

3. Ability to complete 4 out of 6 very basic 
computer tasks, such as using a mouse or 
highlighting text on screen



How we are defining 
“Limited” digital skills:

• Workers who can complete simple 
digital tasks with a generic 
interface and just a few simple 
steps

• For example, sorting e-mails that 
respond to an event invitation into 
different folders



Digital skill 
gaps vary 
by industry.







These gaps have 
consequences for 
economic 
competitiveness













Workers 
want to 
upskill... 



…but those who already
have greater skills are 
more likely to do so.





Digital skill 
gaps occur 
among all 
demographic 
groups.









Workers of 
color face 
greater skill 
gaps.









Many immigrants and 
English learners are 
also people of color.



Implications



Structural racism helps drive 
digital skill gaps.



Factors can include:

• Unavailability of broadband access

• Lack of device access

• Limited K-12 education

• Low income

• Irregular or unstable employment



Don’t 
underestimate 
people.



Fragmented knowledge

• Definition: Comfortable with certain 
tasks, unfamiliar with others

• Don’t underestimate ingenuity and 
expertise.

• Avoid assumptions about who lacks 
digital skills and why

• Engage workers in identifying which 
interventions can help them make 
bridges between the skills they have and 
the skills they need



A quick note about in-demand 
skills & program models

• There isn’t an easy, single answer 
to how to upskill workers

• However, providing a baseline of 
foundational digital skills & a sense 
of self-efficacy can help people to 
adapt to the digital demands of any
job



Draw on existing best 
practices in workforce dev.

• Industry sector partnerships & 
employer advisory councils can 
provide crucial intelligence on 
local hiring needs

• Partnerships among workforce 
boards, Career and Technical 
Education, and adult education can 
improve jobseeker outcomes



Resources

• Digital access issues: National Digital Inclusion 

Alliance www.digitalinclusion.org

• World Education’s Ed Tech Center 
edtech.worlded.org/

• Digital US coalition digitalus.org/

• Curricula and tools for teaching 
digital literacy: Blended Learning Guide by David 

Rosen and Jen Vanek; GoogleDoc from Ed Tech Center 

https://edtech.worlded.org/
https://digitalus.org/
https://www.newreaderspress.com/blended-learning-guide
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1RWNTnBFmy5tZ4d_ssg2BoUPuCUNG_4fV/view


Resources (continued)

• Information on different types of 
credentials: Credential Engine database of 730,000 

credentials

• Resources on competency-based 
education and hiring: Skillful.com/, College 

for America, Urban Institute brief, Opportunity@Work.

https://credentialengine.org/
http://www.skillful.com/
https://www.snhu.edu/about-us/college-for-america
https://www.urban.org/research/publication/better-connecting-students-jobs-guide-policymakers-encourage-and-support-integrating-competencies-postsecondary-education-and-training?cm_ven=ExactTarget&cm_cat=IBP_jpmc+competencies+%26+credentials_community+college+list&cm_pla=All+Subscribers&cm_ite=new+brief&cm_ainfo=&&utm_source=urban_EA&&utm_medium=email&&utm_campaign=jpmc_competencies_and_credentials&&utm_term=ibp&&utm_content=community_college_list
https://blog.opportunityatwork.org/discovering-stars-just-got-easier-introducing-a-new-and-inclusive-jobs-marketplace-a046395514e8


Actions



What can you do now?

• Educate policymakers about existing 
digital skill gaps & potential remedies

• Advocate for expanded data 
collection on digital skills 

• Support dedicated federal investment 
via Digital Upskilling Grants (Learn 
more; NSC policy brief coming soon)

https://medium.com/national-skills-coalition/digital-fluency-for-a-resilient-economy-38bf4a9e569c


American workers deserve our 
investment in their digital skills.



Time for your 
questions!
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