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About the OECD 

The OECD is a unique forum where governments work together to address the economic, social and environmental challenges 
of globalisation. The OECD is also at the forefront of efforts to understand and to help governments respond to new developments 
and concerns, such as corporate governance, the information economy and the challenges of an ageing population. The 
Organisation provides a setting where governments can compare policy experiences, seek answers to common problems, identify 
good practice and work to co-ordinate domestic and international policies. 

About the OECD Centre for Entrepreneurship, SMEs, Regions and Cities 

The Centre helps local, regional and national governments unleash the potential of entrepreneurs and small and medium-sized 
enterprises, promote inclusive and sustainable regions and cities, boost local job creation and implement sound tourism policies. 

About this policy highlights  

This booklet reproduces highlights from the Future-Proofing Adult Learning in London, United Kingdom report, which 
provides new insights on threats and opportunities facing London in light of the labour market shock from COVID-19 
and other structural changes from the future of work, such as automation and digitalisation. This report falls within the 
Programme of Work of the OECD’s Local Employment and Economic Development Committee and was developed 
with financial support from the JPMorgan Chase Foundation. 
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COVID-19 has been a shock and the path 
to recovery remains uncertain 

London’s labour market has been hit hard by COVID-19 

COVID-19 has been a shock to London’s labour market with the potential to exacerbate employment and social 

inequalities in the long term. The latest estimates of economic growth saw London’s GDP contract by an 

unprecedented 16.6% in the second quarter of 2020, and despite the success of the vaccine programme in the UK, a 

return to pre-COVID levels seems unlikely before mid-2022. Current estimates suggest that more than 660 000 

foreign residents have left London during the pandemic, reducing the available labour supply to firms and local 

consumption, and, thus, potentially slowing down the economic recovery (ESCoE, 2021). 

Unemployment sits around 6.9% (as of November 2020), while jobs fell by around 229,000 between March and 

September 2020, with the greatest falls being registered in the Arts & Entertainment, Accommodation & Food and 

Construction sectors. London has seen a significant drop in overall labour demand with many firms reducing their 

hiring activity. From 1 February 2020 to 15 January 2021, overall job postings have dropped by 40%. This overall 

decline in demand has been stronger in London than other UK cities.  

London could experience heightened labour market difficulties in 2021. A large part 

of the labour market resilience so far has stemmed from government support 

schemes. Since March 2020, the UK government furlough scheme has provided a 

strong relief mechanism for employers and workers. As of 31 January 2021, there 

were 712,200 furloughed employments in London. There is a risk of a jobs crisis 

within London’s labour market in 2021, especially as the furlough scheme 

eventually winds down. Nearly 976,000 Londoners were claiming Universal Credit 

(UC) as of November 2020. More than half had started claiming since the pandemic 

began and the increase is greater in London than in other parts of the UK. Adult 

learning will be a critical part of the policy response to enable Londoners to 

transition to new employment opportunities by allowing them to gain the skills needed in a post-COVID labour 

market. 

Within London, the Arts 
& Entertainment, 

Accommodation & 
Food and Construction 

sectors contracted by 
more than 19% in 2020 

and lost up to 6% of 
their jobs. 
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THE IMPACT OF COVID-19 ON TOURISM AND HOSPITALITY  

IN LONDON 

Tourism plays an important role for London’s economy. In 2019, London attracted 21.7 million overnight 

visits from abroad. These international tourists spent almost 16 billion GBP in London, which is equivalent 

to more than 3% of London’s total GDP. The actual contribution of tourism to London’s GDP is even larger 

if domestic day tourists are included in the spending figures.  

COVID-19 has brought tourism in London to a standstill. Revised OECD estimates indicate that the shock 

caused by COVID-19 has amounted to a 60-80% decline in the international tourism economy in 2020. 

The top five countries in terms of tourism spending in London, the United States, China, France, Italy, 

and Germany, alone accounted for more than 5.5 billion GBP or 35% of all international tourism spending 

in London. Given that these countries either face a resurgence of the pandemic or are subject to travel 

restrictions, the revenue loss for London’s tourism economy will be drastic. 
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The future of work will change the 
geography of jobs 

The pandemic might also have a lasting impact on where and the way people work in London. COVID-19 has been a 

catalyst for technological change in the labour market, as remote working has become the new normal. Additionally, 

remote working is changing London’s economic geography, as economic activity has moved away from the city 

centre, putting many jobs in Central London’s service industry at risk. 

Commuting numbers have plummeted, which has hit Central London 

particularly hard. Before COVID-19, more than 900,000 people, or around a 

fifth of London’s workforce, commuted into London on a daily basis. 

Commuters constituted a vital source of customers for Central London’s 

service economy, ranging from cafés and restaurants to high-street stores. 

There is likely to be inertia in the return of workers, tourists and visitors to 

central London even when restrictions are progressively lifted, which is going 

to continue to have a major impact on sectors that rely on footfall. As a survey 

from the British Council for Offices (BCO) suggests, the pandemic appears to 

have changed working patterns for good. In the future, many white-collar 

workers plan to adopt a mixed approach, combining several days a week in the office with remote working 

 

 

Remote working is a 
source of resilience but 
also changes the 
geography of jobs. Since 
March 2020, commuting 
in and to London has 
fallen by more than 50%. 

 
POTENTIAL FOR TELEWORKING IN LONDON AND  

ACROSS THE OECD 

No other city or region across 
the OECD has a greater 

capacity for remote working 
than London. Around 55% of 
jobs in London can easily be 
transitioned to teleworking, 

compared to 43% in the UK and 

34% across the OECD. 
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Even before the global pandemic, London’s economy faced a host of significant challenges. London’s labour 

productivity has been stagnant over the past decade, holding back London’s economy and prosperity. Since the 

financial crisis, London has had low labour productivity growth compared to other OECD metropolitan areas, such as 

Amsterdam, Barcelona, Berlin, Oslo, Paris, and Stockholm. While many of these cities recorded an increase in labour 

productivity of more than 10% between 2008 and 2018, labour productivity only grew by 2% in London.  

Automation could change London’s labour market significantly and its impact will likely be 

accelerated by the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic 

The COVID-19 crisis could accelerate the impact of automation and digitalisation. A wide body of evidence shows 

that firms are more likely to invest in automation following economic crisis periods and recent OECD analysis shows 

that this is already the case during the pandemic. Due to social distancing and lockdown measures, firms and 

employees in London have embraced remote-working and digital tools.  

While automation is a source of productivity, it can also have negative implications. 

Combined with COVID-19, the impacts could represent “a double whammy” on 

certain groups, entrenching disadvantage in the labour market. OECD estimates 

show that 8% of jobs are at high risk of automation in London, meaning that they 

have the strong potential to be displaced by robots or machines. 21% of jobs are 

likely to face significant change, where the job remains but the skills required to 

stay in that job change. The impact of automation is concentrated on specific 

sectors of London’s economy and certain vulnerable groups such as low-skilled and 

low-paid workers. Additionally, young people and immigrants tend to work in jobs 

that face the highest exposure to potential automation.  

The importance of digital skills will rise further as London’s economy undergoes a process of significant transition. As 

firms adjust to the future of work, embracing digitalisation and automation, being able to work and learn in a 

technology-rich environment becomes essential. COVID-19 has further accelerated this transition. While the share 

of people with essential digital skills for work is higher in London (57%) than the national average (48% for the UK), 

more than 40% of the population still lacks the necessary skills to thrive in a digital work environment. Addressing 

this digital skills gap should be a key priority for adult learning providers and policy makers in London, as it not only 

prepares workers for employment but also empowers them to learn independently online. 

29% of jobs in 
London could be 
impacted by 
automation, which 
means new skills will 
be required for these 
workers to remain in 
the labour market. 

DIGITAL TALENT PROGRAMME, LONDON 

To improve the quality and quantity of relevant digital skills, London has started a new programme, the digital talent 
programme. It aims to increase the digital skills and employment opportunities of young people, especially for females, 
disadvantaged groups as well as individuals from black and ethnic minority background (BAME). The programme consists of 
10 projects designed to address several inequalities in the sector: 

• Under-representation of female workers - just 17% of Tech/ICT workers in the UK are female, only one in ten females 

are currently taking A-Level computer studies; 

• Under-representation of BAME workers - 15% tech workers are BAME; 8.5% senior management are BAME; 

• Under investment in educators. 

As of October 2020, the programme has exceeded its targets of reaching underprivileged groups. Most of the participating 

learners move on to a work placement or receive financial and mentoring support to start their own businesses, after completing 

training on the programme. As part of the programme, London also aims to increase the capacity and knowhow of SMEs in 

providing apprenticeships, with a stronger focus on digital skills. 

https://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/industry-and-services/the-digital-transformation-of-smes_bdb9256a-en
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London’s labour market is undergoing a transformation with middle-skill jobs disappearing 

and non-standard form of work rising 

Driven by skills-biased technological change and automation, London is experiencing a polarisation of the labour 

market. The share the share of middle-skill jobs has declined by 9 percentage points since 2000. Most of the middle-

skilled jobs that have disappeared have been replaced by high-skill jobs. However, middle-skill workers will require 

targeted support via learning and training opportunities to move into new occupations or different sectors. 

The risks of automation extends beyond the risk of job replacement. Stable jobs could be increasingly replaced by 

occasional short-term contract gig work. As most places in the OECD, London has seen a rise of non-standard forms 

of work, consisting of temporary, part-time or self-employed work. While non-standard work offers new 

opportunities such as greater compatibility of family and professional life or an easier transition into the labour 

market for youth, it also creates new challenges. Individuals in non-standard work arrangement have less social 

protection, are less likely to benefit from training and adult learning opportunities, and are more vulnerable to 

economic shocks such as the current COVID-19 pandemic 
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Better alignment of skills with demand can 
boost productivity outcomes 

Skills mismatches and an ineffective use of skills are widespread in London and could explain why labour productivity 

has not increased in recent years. Mismatches, depending upon their intensity and scale, can be damaging. They can 

act as a drag on economic growth, while also limiting the employment and earnings potential of workers. 37% of 

London’s labour force are mismatched by qualification, working in jobs that do not correspond to their level of 

qualification; 19% are overqualified and 18% underqualified for their job, meaning that qualification mismatches are 

higher in London than in most comparable OECD metropolitan areas.  

 

Before COVID-19, more than 21% of firms in London had unfilled vacancies and the main reason for vacancies was a 

lack of qualified, skilled candidates. Sixty-one percent of London’s employers report the quality of applicants as a 

major problem in filling vacant positions. Hard-to-fill vacancies have a direct impact on business operations. Firms 

with skills-shortage vacancies struggle to meet customer demand, produce new products or services, and lose 

business to competitors.  

Despite its importance for skills development, employers do not invest enough into staff training. Job-related training 

has been falling in London, with less than 18% of economically active Londoners receiving such training throughout 

the preceding four months. Those that could benefit the most from job-related training, namely low-skill workers, 

are less likely to receive it. Limited financial resources are a major impediment for those firms in London that would 

be willing to provide more training, with almost 50% of firms citing funding as an important limitation. Online training 

and e-learning offer potential to increase the accessibility of training, but less than half of London firms take 

advantage of it.   
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In terms of vocational education and training, the apprenticeship system in London has become more important over 

the past two decades. The number of apprenticeship in London more than quadrupled between 2005 and 2017, from 

around 11,000 to above 44,000. However, it has fallen since the introduction of the national apprenticeship levy in 

2017. Because of the global pandemic, workplace learning and apprenticeships are under pressure. Just 39% of 

apprenticeships are currently continuing as normal and estimates predict that apprenticeship starts could fall by up 

to 50%. 

 

High performance work practices, which refers to management practices, such as flexible working, greater use of 

team-working, and more autonomy to lower-level staff could help foster more effective use of skills in the workplace 

across London. Employees’ skills are only valuable if they are put to good use and high performance work practices 

have been shown to achieve greater use of skills at the workplace. Many firms in London have adopted some high 

performance work practices but there remains room for improvement when it comes to skills- and training-related 

practices such as designing training plans or allocating sufficient resources to skills development. 

 

  

 
THE LONDON PROGRESSION COLLABORATION 

London faces several challenges in terms of progression and apprenticeships. It has (i) poor rates of 

progression from low to mid skills levels, (ii) low levels of apprenticeships compared to other regions, 

and (iii) high levels of low pay. Therefore, the GLA and IPPR assessed whether targeted support for 

businesses could increase apprenticeship levy spending in London and improve prospects for 

Londoners in low skilled work. As a result, the London Progression Collaboration (LPC) was launched 

with the financial support of JPMorgan in February 2020 with the objective of supporting in-work 

progression through the creation of new apprenticeships. The LPC offers support in accessing 

apprenticeship levy funds, aiming to include individuals and businesses where it can make the most 

difference. The initiative focuses on SMEs by facilitating the transfer of unspent levy funds to small 

businesses in London. In response to the COVID-19 pandemic, the LPC launched Reskilling the 

Recovery – a campaign asking London’s apprenticeship levy payers to pledge unspent funds for 

transfer to small businesses in the capital. To date, the campaign has secured pledges of over GBP 

3.5 million, and received requests for levy transfer totalling over GBP 2.5 million. 
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SPREADING HIGH PERFORMANCE WORK PRACTICES IN LONDON 

In 2019, the Mayor of London launched the Good Work Standard, which sets the benchmark for high employment 

standards for London’s employers. The Good Work Standard has four pillars – fair pay and conditions, workplace 

wellbeing, skills and progression and diversity and recruitment. Employers that meet the benchmark are recognised 

by the Mayor and have the option to become a Good Work Champion, with the aim of supporting and encouraging 

other London employers tow work towards and achieve best practice. By motivating employers to pursue the 

inclusive employment and workforce development practices in the Mayor’s Good Work Standard, the programme 

sets out to ensure that employers achieve high standards in areas such as working conditions, diversity and 

inclusion, flexible working, health and wellbeing, apprenticeships and training, and communication with employees. 

As of February 2021, there are 90 accredited Good Work Standard employers, employing over 200,000 Londoners. 
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The current state of London’s adult 
learning system  

Skills play a fundamental role in shaping labour market outcomes. For example, an additional year of completed 

formal education is associated with an increase in the likelihood of being employed by about 1% and increases wages 

by 12%. Furthermore, having the skills and qualification demanded by firms in the local economy can raise workers’ 

income and employment opportunities. In recognition of the importance of skills and learning, London has developed 

a dedicated skills strategy. Skills for Londoners sets out for “a city for all Londoners - making sure Londoners, employers 

and businesses get the skills they need to succeed in a fair, inclusive society and thriving economy.”  

 

 

As of 1 August, 2019, portions of the adult education budget (AEB) were devolved from the UK government to the 

Greater London Authority. As part of this devolution, the GLA is responsible for commissioning AEB-funded provision 

to Greater London, and have the freedom to set priorities and funding rates. It will be important to evaluate the 

benefits of devolution. As part of wider efforts to ensure that AEB provision becomes more responsive to London’s 

needs, the GLA is currently developing a new framework for impact measures in order to meet both economic and 

social objectives of adult education. 

Preliminary evidence suggest that the devolution of adult learning funding to London has some potential benefits. 

Early signs indicate that provision is becoming more ‘plan-led’, with a greater uptake of qualifications in skills shortage 

sectors. A study prepared by IFF Research pointed to other benefits, including (i) a better matching of skills supply to 

employer demand, boosting productivity, (ii) increased flexibility in tailoring employment and skills support to the 

 
SKILLS FOR LONDONERS STRATEGY 

 

Within the London skills strategy, the Mayor set out an ambition to create “a single, integrated skills and adult 

education offer for London to deliver a more strategic, whole-system approach to post-16 skills.” The Strategy 

identifies three priorities for action: 

• To empower all Londoners to access the education and skills to participate in society and progress 

in education and work – through the creation of an all-age careers offer, targeted employment and skills 

provision for the most disadvantaged groups, and devolution of the AEB. 

• To meet the needs of London’s economy and employers, now and in the future – through the 

Mayor’s Good Work Standard and Growth Hub, alongside a focus on developing apprenticeships and 

London’s wider technical and vocational provision. A London Occupational Skills Board was also created to 

advise on aligning skills provision with skills needs in London. 

• To deliver a strategic city-wide technical skills and adult education offer – through the creation of a 

new Skills and Employment Knowledge Hub, to work with sub-regional partnerships and others to create a 

more collaborative and strategic skills system. 
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distinct and changing needs of local communities and economies, (iii) raising accountability and local ownership, and 

(iv) improved educational and employment outcomes. 

The impact of COVID-19 on adult learning in London 

Until recently, most adult learning provision took place via face-to-face teaching and direct interaction between 

teachers and learners. COVID-19 has made such personal interaction and face-to-face delivery of learning 

programmes difficult or, to some extent, impossible. Consequently, adult learning providers in London needed to 

adapt their teaching methods quickly to online delivery. It will be important to share best practices among providers 

on “what works” and the benefits of online learning versus face-to-face delivery post-COVID.  

Online learning has the potential to broaden access to programmes at a low cost, as many components of online 

course work as well as online learning platforms are scalable. However, the move to online learning creates new 

significant challenges for adult learning in London. First, learners require adequate digital skills to benefit from online 

learning opportunities fully. Second, computer equipment and a decent learning environment are prerequisites but 

in many deprived households both might be hard to come by, which might further disadvantage already 

disadvantaged groups. Third, online learning can only be as good as teacher’s ability and experience in delivering 

online courses. Given the sudden surge in online solutions, teachers will need support and training on the most 

effective use of using digital tools for their courses. Finally, an important part of adult learning in London is currently 

work-based. This type of learning is hard to move online and faces significant impediments due to COVID-19. 
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OECD Recommendations 

Creating an adult learning ecosystem in London 

Examine opportunities for further devolution to foster an integrated and joined-up adult learning offer 

Work with national government 

departments to examine possibilities 

for further devolved adult skills 

funding 

This would include looking at how more flexibility can be injected 

into the management and implementation of the UK Shared 

Prosperity Fund, the National Skills Fund, and the National Careers 

Service. 

Ensure London has access to 

consistent local data to shape adult 

learning decisions and priorities 

This would include improved access to consistent data on adult 

learning participation, learners’ progress, learners’ subsequent 

employment outcomes (via the UK Individualised Learner Record), 

as well as outcomes for individual local training providers. Ideally, 

these data would be consistently shared with the GLA or provided in 

a simplified manner through a data cube. Thus, the GLA could 

regularly evaluate training providers and assess policy priorities. 

Ensure any new adult learning 

strategies or funding addresses the 

multi-dimensional barriers faced by 

some groups to enter the labour 

market 

London should aim to fund place-based programmes based on 

evidence that they address the full range of adult education and 

skills needs, supporting individual to access and progress in 

employment. 

Create quality information and advice about careers and jobs in London 

Look at opportunities to create a 

“made in London” career guidance 

platform 

Such a platform would aim to provide employers and workers with 

actionable labour market information on local training and 

employment opportunities. As the labour market changes rapidly, 

quality information about jobs and careers should be available for 

Londoners. Steps could also include strengthening the partnership 

with the London provider of the National Careers Service, which 

provides information and free tools for young people and adults 

about jobs, careers, writing a CV and training via its website. Such 

information and accompanying support should serve everyone, 

regardless of their career level or life stage. It would be critical to 

ensure equal access among all learners and target disadvantaged 

groups. 

Use technology to help individuals 

engage more in careers counselling 

and training aligned to an evolving 

labour market 

London could aim to create skills development roadmaps and 

networking opportunities through digital badges or skills passports. 

Digital badges would enable individuals to demonstrate digital skills 

acquired and acknowledge the breadth of learning that can take 

place online. 
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Bringing employers on board to strengthen investments in adult learning and workplace 

training 

Strengthen workplace training and apprenticeships: 

Actively involve employers in 

designing adult learning programmes 

Stronger collaboration and exchange of information between 

training providers and local firms could help shape programmes 

according to local needs, incentivise providers to respond to firm 

needs and ensure firms make use of such training opportunities. 

This could be considered within any accountability provisions to 

providers from the London Adult Education Budget. 

Introduce new support measures for 

training in SMEs 

Training tax credits, issued by the national government, could help 

alleviate those barriers. Furthermore, employer-led training 

networks could help SMEs play an active role in identifying training 

needs and shaping programmes. London could also look at how 

discretionary funding could be used to influence and incentivise 

employer take-up of apprenticeships as well as support SME 

engagement with the Apprenticeship Service. Local business advice 

and support services could also help firms to develop better HR and 

management practices.  

Ensure firms make use of available skills 

Build awareness of the benefits from 

effective skills use and development 

This could include for example targeted campaigns setting up award 

mechanisms for employers who do implement high-performance 

work practices. This could also include a local strategy that 

emphasises skills use policies. Currently, there is no explicit focus on 

improving skills use as an overall objective in the Skills for Londoners 

Strategy. Such a focus would help to join-up thinking and action to 

support short-term employer skills needs, while linking them to 

business performance and development as well as longer-term local 

economic development aspirations. 

Appoint a local coordinator, if 

feasible, to act as a catalyst for 

engagement 

The success of any new initiative focused on better using skills 

requires the co-ordination and marshalling of stakeholders and 

resources. Having an identifiable person within the GLA who can 

raise awareness, while engaging local firms and linking them with 

human resources consultants, could help operationalise such 

actions. 

Establish peer-learning platforms that 

spread good workplace practices 

It would be important to identify businesses that already 

demonstrate good company practices and can provide champions 

for change among local firms. A peer network with mentors drawn 

from exemplar firms can help provide mentoring support and 

advice, particularly for SMEs and start-ups, as well as within 

industries and supply chains. These champions could help drive a 

local “business case” about how and why skills use policies benefit 

local firms.local “business case” about how and why skills use 

policies benefit local firms. 
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