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Foreword
Skills Builder Partnership works to ensure that one day, everyone 
builds the essential skills to thrive.

We are focused on how to build 
the essential transferable skills of 
speaking and listening; creativity and 
problem solving; teamwork and 
leadership; and planning and adapting.

With more than 1,100 partners in 
forty countries, reaching 2.4 million 
children and young people, we are 
united by a shared model of teaching 
and measuring essential skills - the 
Skills Builder Universal Framework.

Our partners span education 
institutions of all ages, NGOs and 
learning providers, plus employers 
who use our approach to support 
education and to develop their  
own teams. 

We have demonstrated that 
through a structured and rigorous 
approach to building these skills,  

all children and young people can 
make progress. Doing so opens up 
new opportunities for their futures.

As our global partnership grows, 
we have the opportunity to learn from 
diverse global settings, developing 
new insights towards our mission. 
This Insight Paper brings together our 
learning about how different countries 
and territories are responding to AI - 
and how we can mobilise and support 
individuals’ essential transferable 
skills to meet the challenge.

It has never been more important 
to invest in the essential skills of 
children and young people everywhere. 
We hope you will join us.

Tom Ravenscroft
Founder & CEO  
Skills Builder Partnership

Foreword
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At KPMG International, we are proud to be a founding partner of 
Skills Builder Global. This collaboration reflects our commitment 
to strengthening essential skills worldwide, and supports our 
ambition, across our global organisation, to help economically 
empower 10 million disadvantaged young people by 2030, 
recognising that education is central to helping young people 
build the skills and confidence to thrive. 

As a global organization of more 
than 275,000 professionals in over 
138 countries and territories we see 
every day how critical skills are 
enabling individuals to succeed in 
the workplace and navigate change 
with confidence. Across the global 
organisation, our work with clients 
and communities shows that the full 
value of AI can only be realised 
when it is combined with human 
expertise and judgement. 

This report highlights growing 
importance of the essential human-
centric skills in an AI-enabled world. 
Capabilities such as creativity, 

problem solving, communication, 
teamwork, leadership and 
adaptability will be fundamental in 
helping young people prepare for the 
future world of work and respond to 
new opportunities and challenges 
shaped by technological change. 

Addressing this requires 
collective action. By bringing 
together education, business, 
government and civil society, we 
can better equip young people for 
the future - supporting more resilient 
communities and sustainable 
economic growth. 

Roisin Murphy 
Head of Global Sustainability  
KPMG International

Foreword
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Executive Summary

The global labour market is experiencing its most profound 
transformation since the Industrial Revolution.1 As generative AI 
and advanced machine learning models move from experimental 
novelties to operational engines, the architecture of work is 
being rewritten. Yet, as technologies accelerate, we are seeing 
something else: the critical competitive advantage in an artificial 
age is the uniquely human capability to apply judgement, creativity 
and collaboration alongside technology.2

This paper unpacks the symbiotic 
relationship between human 
capability and machine intelligence. 
It explores extensive data from 
the Essential Skills Tracker 2025,3 
primary insights from an international 
education leader roundtable, and 
deep-dive explorations across five 
distinct economies - Colombia, 
Czechia, Hong Kong SAR 
(China), Japan, and Nigeria.4

As we look to what young 
people need, technical fluency 
is essential, but insufficient in 
isolation. The capacity to use, 
optimise, and safely manage AI 
technologies is underpinned by an 
individual’s mastery of essential skills: 
leadership, teamwork, listening, 
speaking, planning, adapting, 
creativity, and problem solving. 

What is more, to thrive, humans 
must specialise in what cannot 
be easily automated: the ability 
to build human relationships, to 
draw in contextual understanding, 
to make unexpected connections 
and to motivate and lead others. 
These require those same, 
very human, essential skills. 

Without a concerted, multi-
stakeholder effort from education 
systems, business leaders, 
NGOs, and governments to build 
these core human capabilities, 
technological acceleration could 
contribute to deepening systemic 
inequalities for young people and 
widen the global productivity gap.

As we range across continents, we 
will see that parts of the solution can 
be found in unexpected places - but 
an approach that supports everyone 
to thrive will be vital to ensure young 
people reach their full potential.

Executive 
Summary
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The speed with which AI has permeated global employment is striking. The World Economic Forum 
(WEF) estimates that around 1.1 billion jobs could be transformed by technology over the next 
decade while AI and information processing will affect 86% of businesses by 2030.5 For certain 
individuals this might mean transitioning into entirely new occupations or mastering unfamiliar skill 
sets. This is no longer a purely speculative scenario; it has become an operational reality.

This has significant implications 
for young people in the current 
education system. How they are 
prepared will either set them on 
course for economic empowerment or 
exacerbate existing inequality traps. 

For this paper, we explored 
how the world is responding to this 
technological change by looking at a 
deliberately diverse set of countries 
and territories: Colombia, Czechia, 
Hong Kong SAR (China), Japan, 
and Nigeria. A global roundtable 
of education leaders also drew 
in other countries including India, 
Lebanon, the UK, and the UAE.

These are all countries or 
territories where Skills Builder 
Partnership has been working 
with school systems, governments 
or NGOs to develop robust 
approaches to building skills.

The pace of this shift has 
produced stark regional variations 
in adoption and perception:

	» The global adoption contrast 
In Nigeria, globally high 
proportions of the youth 
population already use AI 
to master complex topics, 
bypassing traditional structural 
deficits in the formal education 
system.6 Conversely, in 
established European markets 
like Czechia, employer optimism 
is met with worker hesitation: only 
59% of workers feel confident 
using these technologies, below 
the international average of 69%.7

	» The Higher  
Education disruption 
Technical skills and knowledge 
are changing at a rapid pace. 
Education leaders in the UAE 
note that students entering 
their fourth year of higher 
education are discovering 
that technical skills in highly 
specialised courses can 
become redundant, automated 
by generative platforms.8

	» The workplace  
efficiency shock 
Data from the Essential Skills 
Tracker 2025 survey in the 
UK revealed that while only 
27% of workers are currently 
required to use AI as part of 
their day-to-day employment, 
they report an average 43% 
higher level of anxiety.9 Across 
the board, 55% of UK working 
adults report an immediate need 
to learn new technologies to 
perform their current roles.10

This rapid re-orchestration of 
work has created new challenges for 
employers. In 2025, the challenge of 
upskilling and reskilling employees 
officially overtook workplace wellbeing 
to become the most urgent priority for 
human resource executives globally.11

Through our work, we’re seeing 
that a key question facing corporate 
boards and policymakers is no 
longer how fast the technology will 
evolve, but how effectively human 
workforces can adapt to lead it.

AI is reshaping 
pathways into 
work 

AI is reshaping pathways into work
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An intuitive first response to AI might be to target technical proficiency - learning to code, 
understanding algorithmic structures, or obtaining computer science credentials. But this is an 
incomplete strategy. As AI automates routine elements of coding, drafting, and data processing, the 
value of technical expertise lies in how it is applied, governed and combined with human judgement.12

Emerging as crucial is the deployment of 
‘essential skills’ as defined by the Skills Builder 
Universal Framework.13 These are the highly 
transferable skills which are used by almost anyone 
to do almost any job, and which support the 
application of technical skills and knowledge. 

The Universal Framework works to break 
down these broad skills into practical teachable, 
measurable steps allowing for quantitative analysis 

of skill levels. The approach itself has been 
intensively tested with tens of thousands of learners 
and comprehensively reviewed in 202514 as well 
as being validated in a peer-reviewed journal.15

It is now widely adopted with official Skills Builder 
partners in more than fifty countries in 2025, directly 
reaching 2.4 million children, young people and 
adults that year.16 It is used by education institutions, 
NGOs, businesses and at a governmental level.

The evidence:  
Essential skills for unlocking 
AI opportunity

The evidence
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The eight skills that it incorporates are:

Speaking: Transmitting information  
or ideas

SPEAKING

Problem Solving: Finding solutions  
to challenges

Creativity: Using imagination and 
generating new ideas

Planning: Setting goals and designing 
routes to achieve them

Leadership: Supporting, encouraging and 
motivating others to achieve a shared goal

Teamwork: Working cooperatively with 
others to achieve a shared goal

Listening: Receiving, retaining and 
processing information

LISTENING

Adapting: Overcoming challenges and 
setbacks to achieve goals

P
R

O

BLEM SOLVIN
G

CREATIVITY

ADAPTING

PLANNING

LE
ADERSHIP

TE
AMWORK

As this paper argues, these are not separate from AI skills: they are the vital enablers and complements that make AI 
tools productive, safe, and innovative.

The empirical link: essential skills enable AI use

The Essential Skills Tracker 2025 
established a definitive, statistically 
significant link between an 
individual’s essential skill level and 
their frequency of AI use, using a 
representative sample of UK adults. 

Workers who report frequently 
using AI in professional settings 
possess an average essential skill 
score that is 6% higher than non-
users, even when strictly controlling for  
formal education levels, geographic 

region, and job types.17 A worker 
in the upper quartile of essential 
skill proficiency, on average, uses 
AI 30% more at work compared to 
a worker in the lower quartile.18

There is strong evidence of the 
benefits of higher levels of essential 
skills, which has been borne out as a 
wage premium even when controlling 
for education levels and other factors. 
In the UK context, moving from the 
lower to upper quartile essential 

skill score is associated with a wage 
premium of between 8.9% and 
14.6%. In 2025 this equates to a 
premium of £3,700 to £6,100. Those 
who report regular usage of AI earn 
£8,300 more per year than peers.20 

The relative increase in average 
Skill Score for regular AI users 
compared to AI non-users bears 
this out:

Relative increase in average Skill Score for regular AI users compared to AI non-users

Creativity 21%

Problem Solving

Leadership

Speaking

Planning

Adapting

Teamwork

Listening

14%

14%

13%

12%

10%

10%

4%
Source: Essential Skills Tracker 2025

The evidence
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Essential skills as vital enablers

This data reveals that effective AI interaction benefits from high-level human oversight and ethical judgement.  
Basic, low-level prompts can be easy to execute, but the resulting output is frequently generic, inaccurate, or 
commercially unviable. 

To extract value from AI, an employee must possess deeper capabilities to structure and engage. Using the Skills 
Builder Universal Framework to break these skills down into precise capabilities illustrates why this is the case.  
For example:

	» Creativity and prototyping: Regular AI users score 33.6% higher in Creativity Step 12 (Prototyping: I 
create quick tests of an idea). AI can generate raw concepts at lightning speed, but it should be supported 
by a creative human mind to structure rapid, iterative experiments and refine algorithmic outputs.21

	» Strategic planning and project management: Advanced AI adoption demands complex cognitive 
orchestration. Frequent AI users score 34.7% higher in Planning Step 14 (Project Planning: I use planning 
tools to organise complex projects) and 26.4% higher in Planning Step 15 (Adaptive Planning: I use data to 
evaluate progress and make adaptations).22 The technology makes it easier to implement but the individual 
must establish the strategic roadmap, evaluate metrics, and pivot resources when anomalies occur.

	» Critical problem solving as a filter: In an environment flooded with automated information, 
synthetic data, and hallucinations, Problem Solving Step 15 (Evaluating Approaches) is a vital 
defence mechanism.23 individual workers must act as deliberate, critical consumers of digital data, 
evaluating algorithmic bias and validating machine conclusions before they are operationalised.

CREATIVITY

PLANNING

P
R

O

BLEM SOLVIN
G

This is where the practical design of the Skills Builder Universal Framework matters: by codifying broad human capabilities 
into measurable steps, it gives educators and employers a shared way to build these skills deliberately. Next, we consider 
the challenges that may arise when young people enter the workforce without access to structured skills development.

The evidence
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The risk:  
AI and the skills trap 
AI implementation without investment in human skills creates risks across the journey from education 
into work. Essential skills need to be built early and reinforced through lifelong learning.

The skills trap starts early

While the AI wage premium has already been 
highlighted, the economic consequences of failing 
to integrate these skill sets will likely increase 
inequality. The current landscape risks exacerbating 
what Skills Builder has coined the ‘Skills Trap’.

Historically, individuals from socio-economically 
disadvantaged backgrounds have enjoyed fewer 
opportunities to build transferable essential skills through 
their formal education or early-career roles. In 2026, this 
baseline deficit could trigger a damaging domino effect. 

Cluster analysis of the working-age population 
reveals that individuals who successfully pair a high 
essential skill score with frequent AI usage form an 
elite economic cluster, commands a mean annual 
income at least 53% higher than their peers.24

To prevent AI from widening existing inequalities, 
wider access to essential skills development at every 
stage of the socio-economic pipeline is key.

Low Essential  
Skills Profile

Slower/Lower  
Adoption of AI Tools

Confinement to Low-Wage,  
High-Automation-Risk Roles

Exclusion from the  
AI Wage Premium

Deepened Economic and Social 
Stratification

1

2

3

4

5

The risk



10 | skillsbuilder.org

The AI wellbeing challenge

The Essential Skills Tracker 2025 
brought to light another challenge: 
where AI  implementation is 
introduced without sufficient human 
skills development and support, 
some workers report higher 
levels of anxiety - highlighting the 
importance of pairing AI deployment 
with human capability building.25

However, this anxiety spike 
disappears for workers who 
choose to adopt AI freely rather 
than feeling it has been imposed. 
This suggests that autonomy and 
a sense of preparedness play an 
important role in how individuals 
experience these technologies. 

Here, essential skills serve as 
a psychological shock absorber. 
Shifting a worker from the lower to 
the upper quartile in Adapting skills 
is associated with a predicted 9% 
decrease in workplace anxiety. Similar 
upskilling in Speaking and Teamwork 
is linked to a 7% reduction in anxiety. 

When an organisation trains their 
teams with these core communicative 
and adaptive capacities, it can 
empower employees to process 
organisational ambiguity, articulate 
their technical challenges, and 
collaborate transparently to use 
the technology available. 

The implication here is clear: 
that a core part of setting up young 
people to thrive in the workplace 
is to ensure they enter it with the 
essential skills to quickly engage 
with those tools with confidence.

The risk
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New challenges 
in building skills 
for young people
When education leaders from ten countries including India, Kenya, Lebanon, and the UAE 
gathered for an international roundtable to support this paper, the conversation moved beyond 
geographic boundaries, revealing shared experiences and insights around the human element of 
this technological shift. The discussion highlighted a tension at the heart of this paper: many of the 
immediate barriers young people face are still practical ones - unequal access to tools, uneven 
technical confidence and limited support to use AI well.

Four significant themes emerged:

Young people are facing a rapidly changing 
skills landscape

Educators are exploring how to practically equip learners for a fast-changing world of work, where AI is reshaping 
job requirements. This means confronting the reality that the life span of a technical skill is quickly changing:

New challenges in building skills for young people

1

We have fourth-year university students discovering that the highly lucrative career pathways 
they entered as freshmen have been rendered redundant by AI before graduation. If we are 
not building highly adaptable, thinking learners in our K-12 systems, we are failing them.

– School Principal, Abu Dhabi, UAE26
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Young people are not starting from the  
same place

Challenges in access to technological resources and connectivity can easily become big barriers. In India, while central 
policy conversations focus on embedding computational thinking and advanced AI models into the national curriculum, 
the reality on the ground remains highly unequal. 

Founders of the Inquilab Foundation noted that the overwhelming majority of public schools in rural areas lack 
functional computer laboratories and specialised IT educators.27 This reflection is reinforced by compelling OECD 
research which highlights significant disparities in global education access - and even within countries when 
considering urban and rural contrasts.28

Curricula are struggling to keep pace  
with change

The pace of change means that in many cases, formal curriculum review processes which tend to be deliberately 
thoughtful and considered have struggled to keep up. For example, in Hong Kong SAR29 and Japan30 governments 
have actively encouraged schools to innovate rather than await central direction. 

In Lebanon, school networks are stepping in to lead on how to train educators to use AI tools31 This means they are 
able to be more nimble, flexible and responsive to the needs to their learners, although it does place a greater burden 
on educators.

3

Educators need support to prepare  
young people well

Education leaders in the roundtable emphasised that AI must be framed not as a teacher replacement, but as an 
administrative partner. 

By automating routine grading and lesson assembly, teachers gain the time needed to double down on their true value 
proposition: character development, moral direction, and human-to-human empathy. However, this can be a meaningful 
shift - particularly for educators working in systems that have traditionally focused on memorising knowledge. 

This is a conclusion reflected elsewhere, including in OECD reviews of effective use of generative AI in education.32

4

New challenges in building skills for young people

2
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Ways different 
global systems 
are responding 
How are different nations navigating this paradigm shift? Our core case studies, combined with 
leader roundtable inputs, reveal an international landscape characterised by deep structural 
variations, regional experiments, and scalable best practices:

Colombia: connecting AI policy to young people’s 
wellbeing and readiness

In Latin America’s high-altitude 
tech hubs, Colombia is attempting 
an interesting national experiment: 
binding its ambitious technological 
roadmap directly to mandatory socio-
emotional learning (SEL).33 Faced 
with a rapidly growing AI market, yet 
held back by significant connectivity 
deficits in rural schools, the state 
launched the CONPES 4144 National 
AI Policy, allocating more than $100 
million to human talent development 
and ethical technological adoption.34

The cornerstone of the Colombian 
model is structural curriculum 
integration. Rather than treating 
essential skills as elective workshops, 
regional Secretaries of Education 
have embedded these competencies 
as core institutional requirements.

Most notably, in 2026, the ICFES 
Saber 11 state exam - the gatekeeper 
to higher education - now includes 
evaluating emotional competencies, 
empathy, and social skills.35

Concurrently, social enterprise 
innovations like Coschool are scaling 
low-resource, AI-powered tools like 
Flori to monitor student wellbeing 
and deliver Universal Framework-
aligned skill development across 
the public sector, demonstrating 
that technology can be leveraged to 
humanise classroom environments 
rather than automate them.36

Czechia: helping young people move beyond rote learning

For decades, Czechia served 
as the heavy manufacturing 
“workshop of Europe”, operating 
an education system traditionally 
geared toward technical specialization 
and memorisation. The arrival of 
generative AI triggered remarkably 

swift national change. As recently 
as 2024, educational institutions 
largely prohibited AI tools due to 
academic integrity fears; by 2026, 
this resistance has dissolved 
into pragmatic adoption.37

The Czech model focuses 
heavily on systemic teacher 
enablement. Through the national 
AIDIG project (2024–2026), the 
Ministry of Education has executed 
a big upskilling push, committing 
to providing every public school 

Ways different global systems are responding
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educator with access to paid, 
professional-grade AI tools to 
assist with administrative duties.38

To ensure teachers are not 
overwhelmed, social enterprises like 
Schola Empirica have translated and 
deployed the Skills Builder Universal 

Framework locally. Teachers use 
custom generative AI agents to 
instantly build classroom activities 
and learning puzzles directly 
mapped to the 16 granular steps 
of the Universal Framework, using 
the efficiency gains of AI to free up 
human time for direct, empathetic 

student mentorship.39 This means that 
young people are better supported 
to build the essential skills too.

Hong Kong SAR (China): encouraging local 
innovation for young people

East Asia is moving quickly 
into AI and is willing to invest 
heavily to make it happen. Under 
directives from the Chief Executive’s 
Policy Address, the Hong Kong 
Education Bureau launched the 
AI for Empowering Learning and 
Teaching Funding Programme, 
injecting immediate, direct grants 
into every publicly funded and 
Direct Subsidy Scheme school to 
deploy advanced digital tools.40

One of Hong Kong’s advantages 
lies in its decentralised, highly 
autonomous school ecosystem, 
where over 70% of schools are 
managed independently by non-profit 
School Sponsoring Bodies. These 
institutions operate with agility.41

To guide machine usage, the 
territory leverages its Learning to 
Learn 2+ blueprint, categorising 
human capabilities into ‘Generic 
Skills’ (Thinking, Personal, and Social 

Skills) layered with explicit core values 
like empathy and perseverance.42

By partnering with Ednovators, 
a Hong Kong NGO, to map these 
abstract attributes to the observable 
steps of the Skills Builder Universal 
Framework, Hong Kong schools 
are building cross-disciplinary talent 
pools where arts students master 
technical algorithmic logic and 
engineering students are anchored 
in deep humanities values.43

Japan: Reframing AI to support young people’s 
economic futures

While some countries focus on AI 
as a threat to human employment,44 
Japan’s demographic reality 
has led to a completely different 
perspective. Projected to face an 
acute deficit of 11 million workers 
by 2040, Japan has approached AI 
as enabler rather than competitor.45

Under the 2026 AI Act, the state 
has established agile governance 
frameworks to accelerate digital 
transformation across corporate 
and civic life.46 To supply the 
talent required for its integrated 

‘Society 5.0’ blueprint, the Ministry 
of Education is executing a 10-
year curriculum review cycle 
extending to 2037. This framework 
expands the educational metric 
from purely academic performance 
to incorporate self-initiative and 
dialogue-based learning.47

Through the national GIGA 
School Project, which equips every 
single student with a personal 
digital device, and partnerships with 
organisations like Asknet to localise 
the Skills Builder Handbook, Japan 

is pioneering an educational model 
where experimenting with AI explicitly 
serves to enhance higher-order 
thinking skills, social creativity, and 
human-to-human collaboration.

Ways different global systems are responding
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Nigeria: turning young people’s appetite for AI  
into opportunity

Nigeria combines two extremes: a 
traditional education system - where 
even computer science students 
often graduate without hands‑on 
access to computers - and a highly 
adaptable, young population.48 With 
a median age of 18, many young 
Nigerians use mobile AI tools to teach 
themselves advanced skills, working 
around the system’s limitations.49

To formalise this digital 
energy, the Federal Ministry of 
Communications, Innovation 

and Digital Economy (FMCIDE) 
launched the Digital Nigeria 
2026 agenda, systematically 
connecting public schools to a 
national data infrastructure.50

The state’s macro policy 
recognizes that hardware 
investments are insufficient without 
human capability. Through the 
National Artificial Intelligence 
Strategy (NAIS) review,51 and 
on-the-ground interventions by 
consultancy partners like Concinnity, 

Nigeria is working to embed the 
structured steps of the Universal 
Framework into its newly revised 
national curriculum.52 The objective 
is clear: activate Africa’s largest 
youth dividend by ensuring that 
natural digital curiosity is backed by 
the structured problem-solving and 
communication capabilities required 
to lead the global digital workforce.

UK: aligning behind a shared approach to help 
young people thrive

Building essential skills is a 
national priority in the UK to dismantle 
the persistent ‘skills trap’ affecting 
disadvantaged individuals. Rather 
than treating these capabilities as 
optional add-ons, the Skills Builder 
Universal Framework has achieved 
widespread uptake across England, 
fuelled by ambitious partnerships with 
education institutions, businesses, 
NGOs, and government agencies.

The rapid progress in AI 
technologies has further motivated 
the focus on these skills. Recent 
research reports highlight that the 
need for essential transferable skills 
in the workforce is accelerating.53

In response, through collective 
impact and collaboration with key 
partners - including the Careers 
& Enterprise Company (CEC) and 
the Fair Education Alliance - the 
development of essential skills and 
the Universal Framework has been 
recommended in statutory guidance 
for Careers Education.54 More 
recently, the Universal Framework 
has been used to develop England’s 
Standard Skills Classification, creating 
a shared language across the country.

This systemic integration was 
underpinned by 898 UK partners 
who delivered 2,370,000 high-quality 
skills opportunities in 2024-25. The 
depth of this reach is illustrated 

by the CEC tracking 300,000 
learners’ performance using the 
framework, and by Accelerator 
programme participants making 
an accelerated progress across 
all eight essential skills.56 Moving 
forward, the Partnership continues 
to expand local, place-based 
approaches to democratize essential 
skills development nationwide.

Ways different global systems are responding

http://www.skillsbuilder.org/global/file/the-essential-skills-advantage-case-studies
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Educational change:  
Enabling young people  
to thrive
To build an education system fit for an AI-enabled future, ministries of education, standard-setting 
boards, and institutional leaders can play a critical role by moving beyond reactive strategies. Adding 
‘AI Literacy’ or basic coding classes to an already overloaded curriculum will not be enough to set 
our young people up for success.

These four drivers can inform policymakers, educators and employers as they consider systemic reform:

Build essential skills through the curriculum 
for every young person

Abstract human attributes should be codified with the same academic rigour applied to mathematics or science so that 
they can be taught and assessed with the same commitment and high expectations.

Governments can benefit from adopting established, progressive skills taxonomies - such as the Skills Builder Universal 
Framework - to break down competencies like Creativity, Problem Solving, and Teamwork into explicit, measurable steps 
from early childhood through higher education. In the UK, this is transforming how essential skills are taught and 
measured - an approach which is being replicated in other settings as diverse as Uganda, Kenya, Czechia and beyond.57

1

Enable young people to understand their 
essential skills

If an AI model can achieve a passing grade on a standardized assessment within seconds, that is not measuring 
everything that humans need to succeed. 

Assessment architectures should broaden from content recall toward application-based evaluations, project-based 
portfolios, and oral presentations to assess essential skills as well as technical competencies. 

Colombia’s inclusion of emotional competencies in its state higher education gateway serves as a vital model for this 
transition,58 whilst Nigeria is also looking to find robust certification routes for essential skills.59

2

Educational change: Enabling young people to thrive
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Equip educators to teach essential skills

We cannot expect educators to build AI-ready students if they themselves are not AI literate. Governments should 
consider funding national initiatives - similar to Czechia’s AIDIG project - to grant every public school educator access to 
high quality digital tools and comprehensive professional training.60

Crucially, this training should focus on using AI to handle administrative workloads, allowing teachers to redirect their 
energy toward direct student relationship management and foundational human skill development.

It should be complemented by significant investments in ensuring that teachers are also equipped and confident to teach 
and assess their learners’ essential transferable skills - as the vital complement to AI literacy.

3

Use AI to strengthen thinking and skills,  
not replace them

When integrating technology into the classroom, educational software can be designed to support, rather than automate, 
cognitive effort.61

As advocated at our education leader roundtable, AI tools used by students can be designed to act as Socratic mentors 
- that is, asking probing questions, offering feedback, and challenging student assertions - rather than simply providing 
answers. This helps ensure that the technology supports, rather than diminishes, the learner’s independent critical 
thinking capacity. 

In this way, AI tools can also contribute to accelerating the development of learners’ essential skills by acting as a coach 
while giving access to the latest information about the workplace. 

4

Educational change: Enabling young people to thrive



18 | skillsbuilder.org

How businesses can support 
young people’s skills

The responsibility for preparing society for the AI economy does not rest solely with the education 
sector. The corporate community also has a clear financial and societal interest in supporting this 
transition. Investment can underpin young people equipped with AI and essential skills joining the 
workforce ready to drive innovation and organisational success - to the benefit of those organisations 
and the wider economy. 

Conversely, without a highly skilled, adaptable workforce, organisational investments in digital 
infrastructure will fail to deliver productivity gains.

Business leaders should consider leaning into three key operational areas:

Signal the skills that matters in the  
labour market

How organisations signal talent requirements is becoming as important as the requirements themselves. Leaning on 
traditional proxies like degrees can unintentionally narrow the pool.

There’s a move toward more skills-led models. In practice, that means using hiring rubrics, job adverts, and recruitment 
filters to make capabilities - especially essential skills - clear and assessable. If those signals don’t evolve, organisations 
risk narrowing their options at a time when the talent pool is both tighter and more competitive.  

For example, some businesses including UK retailer Oliver Bonas have used the Skills Builder Universal Framework to 
identify the essential skills needed for each job role and level. This information is used to upskill relevant stakeholders 
internally and inform interview questions 

1

Invest in essential skills and  
lifelong learning

Organisational training budgets should be reviewed to consider the balance in their allocations. Rather than focusing 
exclusively on short-lived technical skills, learning and development (L&D) frameworks would benefit from treating 
essential skills as lifelong professional development requirements. 

Providing employees with structured opportunities to build adaptive, communicative, and collaborative capacities is 
consistently associated with reduced workplace anxiety linked to AI.

2

Why businesses should invest in the skills young people need
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For example, Amazon uses the Universal Framework to train its new UK apprentices in essential skills alongside the 
technical skills which are developed through regular sessions, opportunities to apply those skills, and then reflections 
to track progress.

Work with educators and communities to 
build future talent

Businesses are increasingly expected to move beyond siloed corporate social responsibility (CSR) initiatives and enter 
deep, structural partnerships with schools, NGOs, and local government bodies. 

Businesses can actively support the deployment of frameworks like Skills Builder into underserved school districts, 
sponsor regional innovation cohorts, and provide mentors for project-based learning initiatives. By directly supporting the 
educational ecosystem, business leaders help build a resilient, inclusive talent pipeline capable of thriving in change.

For example, KPMG UK’s WorkReady programme contributes to the KPMG global commitment to help economically 
empower 10 million disadvantaged young people by 2030. WorkReady includes workshops which are hosted in UK 
schools and provide students with an essential insight into the world of work and technology’s impact on the workplace, 
whilst developing their core transferable skills and exploring innovative technologies.

3

Why businesses should invest in the skills young people need
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The AI revolution is fundamentally a human story. The speed with which these technologies are 
disrupting global employment underscores the need for an immediate, coordinated shift in how we 
value, develop, and measure human capability.

While the specific technical 
tools, programming languages, and 
operational platforms of tomorrow 
remain volatile and unpredictable, 
we know the essential human 
skills required to navigate them.

The international field evidence 
gathered in this report demonstrates 
that there is no singular path to 
readiness. Whether driven by 
macro demographic deficits as 
in Japan, strict policy mandates 

as in Colombia, or rapid capital 
orchestration as in Hong Kong, the 
most successful models are those 
that reject the false dichotomy 
of technology versus humanity. 
Instead, they choose to treat AI as 
an accelerator of human potential.

Sustainable technological 
leadership cannot be achieved by 
optimizing machine efficiency alone. 
It calls for, and depends on a shared 
commitment from business, education 

systems, NGOs and governments 
working together. By embedding the 
practical, structured steps of the Skills 
Builder Universal Framework into 
education and employment pathways, 
we can help ensure that every young 
person develops the essential skills 
to adapt and succeed in an AI-
enabled future. This is not only vital 
for individual opportunity; it is also 
how economies and societies will be 
better equipped to thrive and prosper.

Conclusion
Conclusion

Skills Builder Universal Framework
The Universal Framework is an open-source tool available to support anyone, anywhere to 
build and measure essential skills. It is complemented by teaching and assessment tools and 
training programmes for education institutions, businesses and NGOs.

To see more examples of how the approach is being brought to life, or to join the Skills Builder 
Partnership, just go to: www.skillsbuilder.org
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