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INTRODUCTION 

The review explores employer engagement with the skills system which for the purpose of this document 

refers to schools, colleges (FE), universities (HE) and independent training providers (ITP). The aim of the 

review is to understand employer engagement with skills providers and the impacts of this, with a specific 

focus on employers. It includes a summary of employer experiences, challenges, and opportunities 

regarding engaging with the skills system in the UK.  

It is important to understand employer engagement within the skills system as they play an increasingly 

central role in skills delivery and are key to understanding the local skills demands. By training workers, 

businesses increase their productivity which is a key challenge for the Government and one which if 

overcome brings benefits to all.  

“The economic evidence points unequivocally to increased investments in skills and 

improved productivity growth going hand-in-hand” (Gambin and Hogarth, 2016).  

Employers also engage with the skills system through activities with schools, colleges and universities 

such as offering support with careers advice and providing work placements. Thus, helping to provide 

skills and experiences to the workers of the future. 

The review begins with a conceptualisation of employer engagement and an overview of skills, both 

sections provide the context for investigating the current evidence on employer/skills engagements. 

Several issues are then discussed in detail: navigating the complexities of the skills system, funding 

challenges, communication and collaboration, employer issues and opportunities, and structural and 

sectoral issues. Lastly, the review focuses on digital, basic and STEAM skills which are a growing issue for 

employers and skills providers.  

 

CONCEPTUALISING EMPLOYER ENGAGEMENT 

Employers are not a homogenous group, there are differences in terms of sector, size and geography 

and these differences impact on engagements with the skills sector. For example, research shows larger 

employers are more likely to invest in training compared to small employers. Additionally, the retail, 

hospitality, construction, and manufacturing sectors invest less in training compared to the financial 

services and healthcare sectors. 

A report from the British Council outlines the ways in which employers engage with the UK skills system 

on a range of levels from delivery to influencing at a national level. Put simply, employer engagement is 

employers and providers (Schools, FE and HE) working together to improve skills for the benefit of 

individuals and businesses. Employers hold a unique place as they drive the demand for the skills 

(nationally and regionally) and directly deliver skills development to their employees. Thus, 

understanding their role within the skills system and the factors which influence this are crucial. 

• Employer engagement in the skills system includes: 

I. Employer Representative Bodies (ERB). 

II. Industrial Partnerships. 

III. Sector Skills Councils. 

• Employers also influence at an institutional level locally, regionally, and nationally via: 

I. Further Education (FE) College Governance. 

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/571688/ER6_The_UK_skills_system_how_well_does_policy_help_meet_evolving_demand.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/690344/ANNEX_B_-_Basic_Skills_in_Workplaces_update_13March.pdf
https://www.britishcouncil.org/sites/default/files/bc_uk_skills_sector-an_introduction-june_2017_0_0.pdf
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II. Sponsorship of University Technical Colleges (UTCs). 

III. Local Enterprise / Regional Skills Partnership membership. 

IV. Institute for Apprenticeships and Technical Education board membership. 

• Employer engagement at delivery: 

I. Employing apprentices. 

II. Providing T-level placements. 

III. Input into FE and HE curriculums. 

IV. Providing work experience. 

V. Providing mentoring. 

VI. Providing equipment and materials. 

A recent report with employers (CBI, 2021) has noted a 20% decline in employer engagement with 

schools, colleges and universities over the since 2019 which is perhaps unsurprising given the Covid-19 

pandemic. Links with universities (84%) were most common for employers, followed colleges (77%) and 

schools (74%). By far providing work placements (79%) and careers advice or motivational talks (72%) 

were the most common forms of employer engagement from the businesses surveyed. Other forms of 

engagement included:  

• Employees volunteering in institutional leadership and governance. 

• Employees involved in curriculum design and/or delivery for specific subject/courses. 

• Help to develop and deliver careers programmes (including CV/interview workshops). 

• Mentoring to support learners. 

• Direct financial investment and/or IT, digital or technical equipment. 

• Supporting remote teaching of classes, lectures or workshops during the Covid-19 pandemic. 

The evidence from the CBI report supports the types of employer engagement with the skills system 

outlined earlier and demonstrates some employers are already active in this area. Interestingly, the CBI 

(2021) found over 40% of businesses planned to increase their engagement with schools, colleges and 

universities over the next year.  

 

SKILLS OVERVIEW 

Over the last two decades, the skills system has become increasingly focused on the role employers can 

play in shaping and delivering the skills agenda, most notably through apprenticeships (Gamblin and 

Hogarth, 2016).  The employer centred principles which underpin the apprenticeship system have now 

been extended by the Government who have reinforced their commitment to an employer led skills 

system across post-16 technical education.  

The Skills for Jobs White Paper announced a raft of new and expanded policies within the skills system, 

with the aim to build a workforce with the technical skills for the future, to boost productivity and 

safeguard jobs. Major developments include: 

• Improve and expand existing technical education (apprenticeships and traineeships) and introduce 

T-Levels which offer a mixture of work experience (20%) and training (80%), the reverse of 

apprenticeships.  

• English, maths, and digital skills support to improve the basic skills of adults. 

• The National Skills Fund provides £2.5 billion to reskill and upskill adults. 

https://www.cbi.org.uk/articles/skills-for-an-inclusive-economy-cbibirkbeck-education-and-skills-survey-2021/
https://www.cbi.org.uk/articles/skills-for-an-inclusive-economy-cbibirkbeck-education-and-skills-survey-2021/
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/571688/ER6_The_UK_skills_system_how_well_does_policy_help_meet_evolving_demand.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/571688/ER6_The_UK_skills_system_how_well_does_policy_help_meet_evolving_demand.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/957856/Skills_for_jobs_lifelong_learning_for_opportunity_and_growth__web_version_.pdf
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• A flexible lifetimes skills guarantee with access from 2025 to a lifelong loan for four years post-

eighteen education. 

• Investment in the estates and facilities of colleges so they can deliver the high-quality training 

required. 

• Pilot Local Skills Improvement Plans to meet local labour needs via the collaboration of employers, 

skills providers and other stakeholders. 

• Strategic Development Funding to implement local programmes in response to the Local Skills 

Improvement Plan. 

It is hoped the employment focus will provide the UK with a skills system able to meet labour market 

needs and to simplify the overly complex system. However, currently there is limited employer 

engagement: 

“At an overall level, engagement with skills policy initiatives was relatively low, with 10% of 

employers having any staff undertaking a formal apprenticeship, 3% of employers having 

had anyone undertake a Traineeship over the last 12 months…” (Employer Skills Survey, 

2019).  

The latest annual education and skills survey from the CBI (2021) found over half of businesses are 

increasing their investment in workforce training and development in the next year. Businesses were 

confident about being able to recruit workers with entry-level, intermediate-level, and higher-level skills 

and there was a growing demand for workers across these levels. Businesses expected the biggest 

demand for skills in the next five years to be those unattached to qualifications such as communication, 

however they felt least confident in addressing these skills gaps.  

The 2019 Adult Participation in Learning Survey reported the lowest levels of adult learners in the UK, 

with only one third having participated in learning in the last three years. There are variations 

geographically and across demographics with older adults least likely to be engaged in learning. Those 

furthest from the labour market are least likely to be learning, but there are also reductions in those 

working and learning. As the authors note: 

“This is of particular concern given the growing need for adults to upskill and retrain 

throughout their working lives in response to technological and economic change” 

Most adults took part in learning for their work or career with improving their current role the biggest 

benefit noted. The top locations for learning took place in a HE institution or at work. In terms of funding, 

payment by employers was most common although closely followed by learners paying themselves. 

Recent and current learners reported work and time pressures as the biggest barrier they faced, however 

the majority faced no barriers to their learning. There are many benefits to adult learning, the top three 

being: improved subject knowledge, improved skills for work, and improved self-confidence. Notably, 

13% had not seen any benefits from learning.  

The Covid-19 pandemic and subsequent lockdowns impacted adult learning in a range of ways, most 

dramatically by the overnight shift to online learning (where possible). The Learning through Lockdown 

Report provides important insights into how the pandemic changed adult learning. 43% of adults chose 

to learn through lockdown, with the majority (90%) doing so online. Yet, for some lockdown disrupted 

their opportunities to learn with courses cancelled or pressures from work and home preventing learning. 

Importantly, the report found adults who were most in need of upskilling or reskilling were the least likely 

to have learnt during lockdown. 

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/936489/ESS_2019_Skills_Needs_Report_Nov20.pdf
https://www.cbi.org.uk/articles/skills-for-an-inclusive-economy-cbibirkbeck-education-and-skills-survey-2021/
https://learningandwork.org.uk/what-we-do/lifelong-learning/adult-participation-in-learning-survey/
https://learningandwork.org.uk/resources/research-and-reports/learning-through-lockdown/
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“We know that workers with fewer qualifications and those in lower skilled or lower paid 

roles were more likely to have been furloughed or to have lost their jobs. Despite facing a 

greater need to upskill and retrain to find work in the post-covid economy, these workers 

are least likely to be accessing learning opportunities” 

Thus, inequalities in learning persisted during the pandemic. The report offers an interesting insight into 

learning during this unique time yet changes in the methodology mean the data is not directly 

comparable to other adult participation in learning surveys.  

Positively, the most recent Adult Participation in Learning Survey found an increase in adult learning, 

with 44% of having participated in learning in the last three years. This increase could be due to the 

learning adults participated in during lockdowns, with the prevalence in online learning continuing. 

However, as previous reports have shown the inequalities in learning persist which reinforce social 

inequalities.  

 

NAVIGATING THE SKILLS SYSTEM 

A recent CIPD report highlights the complexities within the UK skills system, with successive changes in 

oversight from Secretaries of State (sixty-five in the last thirty years) and shifting departmental 

responsibility, leading to a legacy of instability: 

“To say the skills system is complex is a massive understatement. It is also one that has 

constantly changed, with a bewildering variety of institutions, incentives, structures and 

priorities – some short-lived, some more enduring”. 

This complexity must be navigated by providers, learners, and employers with the latter often most 

overlooked. A Skills Commission (2020) report found employers “… felt unsure of who to articulate their 

skills needs to and the view was expressed that the burden was increasingly being placed upon individual 

employers to design, procure and deliver training”. 

Research, for the Department for Work and Pensions (DWP) and Department for Business, Innovation 

and Skills, investigated what employers wanted from an ‘aligned employment and skills system’ and the 

current ‘alignment’ of the system. The research was carried out in 2011 and so the policy context is 

outdated, yet the employer insights and understandings of skills system engagement are useful for this 

review.  

The research found employers faced difficulties at every stage of engaging with the skills system. Notably, 

the issues and the ability to overcome them varied across businesses and geographically. There were 

misconceptions and confusion surrounding the Government support provided for skills (in terms of offer, 

eligibility, and naming) which was confounded by an overload of information. Thus, employers were 

overwhelmed and felt unable to navigate a skills system which seemed opaque. Larger employers found 

the skills system easier to navigate as they had the HR resources to do so unlike smaller companies who 

often had a ‘non-expert’ fulfil this role. Employers suggested a more coordinated and clear approach 

would improve their access and navigation of the skills system.  

The experience of the skills system was mixed, with employers providing mixed feedback. Positive 

employer experiences often included a good account manager who was consistent (and if was replaced 

a formal handover smoothed the journey) and provided good customer service with regular updates. 

https://learningandwork.org.uk/resources/research-and-reports/adult-participation-in-learning-survey-2021/
https://www.cipd.co.uk/Images/from-inadequate-to-outstanding_2017-making-the-UK-skills-system-world-class_tcm18-19933.pdf
https://www.policyconnect.org.uk/research/skills-commission-englands-skills-puzzle-piecing-together-further-education-training-and
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/32382/11-914-what-employers-want-employment-skills-system.pdf
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Negative experiences were shaped by the bureaucratic and rigid skills system for example having to 

provide the same information to multiple organisations frustrated employers. The perceived bureaucracy 

of engaging with the skills system deterred some employers from engaging with it altogether. 

Employers suggested a more aligned service could be achieved from organisations within the skills 

system sharing information, this would make it easier for employers to navigate, allow for a more 

targeted approach and reduce the burden on employers.  

In terms of accessing the skills systems, employers preferred to use existing contacts. For some the best 

way to engage was via existing Government contacts (i.e HMRC) and for smaller employers this was 

through a mixture of public, private and employer bodies.  

Research investigating employer engagement with FE colleges in London described how employers felt 

the skills system was difficult to navigate: 

“The world of further education came across as one of funding restrictions, changing 

government policy, changing qualifications and regulations” (NIACE, 2014).  

The research demonstrates the uncertainty the shifting nature of the skills system brings to employers, 

which does not encourage their engagement. Research qualitatively investigating why employers do not 

invest in basic skills found the overwhelming amount of choice and information regarding the skills 

system caused ‘choice overload’ and subsequently employers did not invest in training. 

The market-based approach to qualifications has also been critiqued as it has led to many accredited 

courses which is confusing to employers: 

“Employers told us the current system is confusing, with unnecessary, overlapping 

qualifications – often with multiple optional elements making it impossible to judge what 

an applicant can do” (Salisbury Review, 2015).  

Without employer input, the centrally organised funding and regulations have guided the skills system, 

subsequently producing low-quality courses which do not meet the needs of employers (Dromey and 

McNeil, 2017). The Government has announced wide-ranging reforms to technical education (see Skills 

for Jobs, 2020) which includes an employer-led set of standards to shape the content of courses, 

qualifications and apprenticeships. This alignment with employer standards is designed to instil 

confidence in the skills system for all players and ensure the right education and skills are being delivered. 

“Our reforms will address these problems by: giving employers a central role in identifying 

local and national skills needs; aligning the majority of qualifications and training to 

employer-led standards; supporting smaller businesses to access apprenticeships; and 

supporting the participation in English, maths, and digital skills that employers need” (Skills 

for Jobs, 2020).   

 

FUNDING CHALLENGES 

Broadly, employers encounter issues with the funding, targeting and measurement of the skills system. 

It is worth noting, funding for FE is chronically underfunded with the adult education budget nearly 

reducing by half between 2009-10 and 2018-19 (The Skills Commission, 2020). Skills for Jobs introduced 

several new policies and funding for lifelong learning and technical education.  

https://lep.london/sites/default/files/documents/publication/FE%20Colleges%20Employer%20Engagement.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/690344/ANNEX_B_-_Basic_Skills_in_Workplaces_update_13March.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/536046/Report_of_the_Independent_Panel_on_Technical_Education.pdf
https://www.ippr.org/files/publications/pdf/skills-2030_summary_Feb2017.pdf
https://www.ippr.org/files/publications/pdf/skills-2030_summary_Feb2017.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/957856/Skills_for_jobs_lifelong_learning_for_opportunity_and_growth__web_version_.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/957856/Skills_for_jobs_lifelong_learning_for_opportunity_and_growth__web_version_.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/957856/Skills_for_jobs_lifelong_learning_for_opportunity_and_growth__web_version_.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/957856/Skills_for_jobs_lifelong_learning_for_opportunity_and_growth__web_version_.pdf
https://www.policyconnect.org.uk/research/skills-commission-englands-skills-puzzle-piecing-together-further-education-training-and
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/957856/Skills_for_jobs_lifelong_learning_for_opportunity_and_growth__web_version_.pdf
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The research with employers found larger businesses perceived the funding model for skills as inflexible 

and did not match their needs, with local providers not being able to divert from national priorities. 

Others were unaware of the Government funding or felt it replicated training already provided, especially 

for smaller employers. The cost of training and lack of obvious benefit is a deterrent for some employers 

(Gamblin and Hogarth, 2016). Notably, In the recent Skills for Jobs White Paper, the Government outlined 

its aim to streamline and simplify the skills funding system to allow for a more local focus. 

The current funding system for adult education has been criticised for promoting low-skill courses which 

are not reflective of local labour market needs. Additionally, the funding is focused on processes and not 

outcomes which do not align with employer/labour market targets such as job progression or 

productivity (Review of Post-18 Education and Funding, 2019).  

“Despite there being strong demand from employers and individuals for short modular 

courses which people could undertake flexibly at intervals, the funding system does not 

facilitate this kind of delivery” (The Skills Commission, 2020). 

Notably, funding by UK employers is half the EU average and employer skills expenditure has been in 

decline over the last decade. Additionally, employers are not utilising the skills of their workforce as the 

UK has the highest overqualification levels compared to other countries in Europe (Dromey and McNeil, 

2017). These findings are supported by Green et al (2013) who quantitatively investigated the decline in 

training by UK employers across a range of measures from 1997 – 2013. One reason to explain the 

decline is “…managers becoming less optimistic about the value of skill formation for their businesses”. 

This reasoning is reflective of the low-skills labour market which dominates parts of the UK economy.  

A further issue for employers is the historical focus of skills towards sixteen- to eighteen-year-olds which 

is highlighted by the dominance of apprenticeships within technical education. The recent focus of the 

Government (post 2015) has been to increase the quality and number of apprenticeships. The 

apprenticeship levy1 was introduced to help fund the three million apprenticeships between 2015 – 2020. 

However, the introduction and implementation of the levy has been criticised (CIPD, 2017).and the 

number of apprentices has reduced by 20% since 2017 (The Skills Commission, 2020). Dromey and 

McNeil (2017) argue the apprenticeship levy will not restore the diminishing employer investment in skills 

and could increase the regional disparities in skills and subsequently productivity.  

Additionally, the Government focus on apprenticeships ignores millions of older (post eighteen) who 

have skills needs. A CIPD report exploring the UK skills system concludes: 

“The majority of people who will be working in 2030 are already in the workforce, and will 

be untouched by the current round of educational reforms. UK employers spend less on 

training than other major EU economies and less than the EU average. Participation in job-

related adult learning has fallen significantly in recent years, leaving us languishing close to 

the bottom of the league table”. 

Thus, there is clearly a need from employers to broaden the focus of the skills system and increase the 

flexibility and clarity within it. The focus on educational spend must shift to a lifetime approach. Some of 

the proposals in the Skills for Jobs White Paper chime with this need such as the commitment to lifelong 

learning and creation of skills bootcamps.  

 
1 This is a tax (0.5% of their total pay bill) for employers with apprentices and an income of over three million 

pounds.  

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/32382/11-914-what-employers-want-employment-skills-system.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/571688/ER6_The_UK_skills_system_how_well_does_policy_help_meet_evolving_demand.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/957856/Skills_for_jobs_lifelong_learning_for_opportunity_and_growth__web_version_.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/805127/Review_of_post_18_education_and_funding.pdf
https://www.policyconnect.org.uk/research/skills-commission-englands-skills-puzzle-piecing-together-further-education-training-and
https://www.ippr.org/files/publications/pdf/skills-2030_summary_Feb2017.pdf
https://www.llakes.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2021/03/43.-Green-et-al.pdf
https://www.cipd.co.uk/Images/from-inadequate-to-outstanding_2017-making-the-UK-skills-system-world-class_tcm18-19933.pdf
https://www.policyconnect.org.uk/research/skills-commission-englands-skills-puzzle-piecing-together-further-education-training-and
https://www.ippr.org/files/publications/pdf/skills-2030_summary_Feb2017.pdf
https://www.ippr.org/files/publications/pdf/skills-2030_summary_Feb2017.pdf
https://www.cipd.co.uk/Images/from-inadequate-to-outstanding_2017-making-the-UK-skills-system-world-class_tcm18-19933.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/957856/Skills_for_jobs_lifelong_learning_for_opportunity_and_growth__web_version_.pdf
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COMMUNICATION AND COLLABORATION 

Linked with some of the challenges raised in the previous section is the issue of communication. Clear 

and consistent communication is integral to the success of the skills system, yet currently employers are 

often left lacking clarity and unaware of the benefits of training. 

“Improving awareness about, access to and the effectiveness and relevance of basic skills 

development will be necessary for raising the skills of low-skilled workers in England” 

(OECD, 2020). 

Research found simple jargon free messages and marketing (print and online) was desired by employers. 

Currently, employers can be left confused by the number of acronyms and branding on skills messaging 

which does not clearly convey what the services offers and the outcomes of engagement. It is also 

important to consider who delivers and engages with employers: 

“The most effective messengers are those who are authoritative (respected within an 

industry, speak the industry’s language and with whom employers already have an 

established relationship) and relatable (such as employers that operate in a similar sector 

or operating environment)” (Booth, 2017).  

The challenges of clarity cuts across the employer/skills system dynamic, as both partners need to clearly 

articulate their needs and provisions. For example, employers need to explain in detail their skills 

requirements and skills providers need to articulate (in a business-friendly way) how they can provide 

support and training. Research exploring employers engagement in the London FE sector found a need 

for employers to clearly articulate their skills requirements to providers and colleges who work with 

employers to identify the specific skills are favoured.  

“Employers must commit to articulating clearly the standards of knowledge and skill that 

their industries – not just their companies – need now and in the likely future, and participate 

in training the next generation of employees by offering work placements alongside 

apprenticeships. Colleges and training providers must redouble their efforts to understand 

and deliver on employers’ needs…” (Salisbury Review, 2015).  

Research has found listening to employers needs and understanding the local labour market is key to 

successful outcomes and plays an important role in communication. In keeping up to date with the local 

labour market needs, skills providers can tailor the skills delivery and instil confidence in the employers 

they engage with who subsequently see the benefit of this relationship. The Salisbury Review into 

technical education in the UK also noted the importance of detailed and current labour market 

information.  

Additionally, communication needs to be improved across the organisations and Government 

departments within the skills system so that information is shared and resources appropriately targeted 

(Department for Innovation, Business and Skills, 2011). Research found employers were frustrated when 

information had to be repeated such as explaining their business or providing data. Additionally, some 

employers felt Government services had become a ‘tick box exercise’ for example when completing a 

Training Needs Analysis. Thus, it is important advisors can effectively communicate with employers and 

provide them with a sense of progression towards the agreed objectives.  

There is a need to provide clear advice to employers about the benefits of training their workforce for 

example a return of their investment via increased productivity. A Lincolnshire County Council report 

https://www.oecd.org/skills/centre-for-skills/Raising_the_Basic_Skills_of_Workers_in_England_Report_Summary.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/32382/11-914-what-employers-want-employment-skills-system.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/690344/ANNEX_B_-_Basic_Skills_in_Workplaces_update_13March.pdf
https://lep.london/sites/default/files/documents/publication/FE%20Colleges%20Employer%20Engagement.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/536046/Report_of_the_Independent_Panel_on_Technical_Education.pdf
https://lep.london/sites/default/files/documents/publication/FE%20Colleges%20Employer%20Engagement.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/536046/Report_of_the_Independent_Panel_on_Technical_Education.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/32382/11-914-what-employers-want-employment-skills-system.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/32382/11-914-what-employers-want-employment-skills-system.pdf
https://www.local.gov.uk/sites/default/files/documents/Lincolnshire%20County%20Council_BI_%20literature%20review.pdf


Understanding Employer Engagement: Desk Review 

 

10 
 

notes employers respond most to honest advice around skills which recognizes the upfront costs of 

training and explains how this upfront cost forms part of a evidence based strategy to increase 

productivity/profitability.  

Clearly articulating the benefits in a business-friendly way is key as an employer’s primary role is not to 

train their employees (it is to provide good and services for profit) and so it is important to outline how 

training helps the business meet its own objectives. Thus, “…skill is a derived demand; it springs from 

business need rather than existing in its own right” (CIPD, 2015). 

Employers respond best to training which is tailored to their needs and is contextualised to their 

workplace. Thus, it is important the skills providers have the communication skills and business 

knowledge to do this successfully. Research with employers found contextualisation of training was the 

most important factor in engaging and motivating employers to invest in training their workforce. 

Connecting training to an employer’s workplace ensures the skills will be utilised daily and the direct 

benefit of obtaining these skills is clear. The contextualisation of training also extends to the naming of 

courses, with more specific titles (where the objective is clear) being preferred by employers.  

“Contextualising basic skills content can have several benefits, in terms of engaging and 

retaining low skilled adult learners; improving their attitudes towards learning and self-

confidence, and resulting in the skills that are used and maintained in the workplace” 

(OECD, 2020).  

The successful contextualisation and relevance of training is particularly useful for engaging with smaller 

employers: 

“Training needs to be demand driven, targeted on real needs and specific working 

environments. Flexibility in delivery systems is crucial – specifically the need for unit-based, 

‘bite-sized’ qualifications compatible with the workplace” (Stone, 2010). 

There is also a need for high quality information, advice and guidance surrounding careers for learners 

(CIPD, 2017). It is important these services have good relationships with employers, so they can provide 

current and correct advice on the local labour market.  

“As a result of the lack of local market data and poor advice and guidance, learner choice, 

and therefore funding, is not ideally aligned to pathways that could lead to better financial 

returns for individuals and local economies. In a system where funding follows learner 

choice, this mismatch between the choices of individuals and labour market need has the 

knock-on effect of then limiting the feasibility of providing higher value vocational and 

technical courses” (The Skills Commission, 2020).  

The Careers and Enterprise Company (CEC) is an employer led organisation set up by the Government 

in 2015 and is the main provider of careers education across schools and colleges in England. A key goal 

for the organisation is to embed employer engagement within careers education for the benefit of young 

people and businesses. In their latest annual report, they noted over three million young people were 

‘benefiting from regular and meaningful employer encounters’, a number which has increased by 70% 

in two years. The CEC involves employers in a range of ways from ‘cornerstone employers’ who use their 

successful experiences to stimulate business support to engage with education providers. To ‘enterprise 

advisers’ who are business volunteers helping schools and colleges deliver high-quality careers 

education. Findings from the annual report show the positive impact the ‘cornerstone employers’ an 

https://www.cipd.co.uk/Images/unlocking-workplace-skills-role-employers_2015-november_tcm18-10227.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/690344/ANNEX_B_-_Basic_Skills_in_Workplaces_update_13March.pdf
https://www.oecd.org/skills/centre-for-skills/Raising_the_Basic_Skills_of_Workers_in_England_Report_Summary.pdf
https://dera.ioe.ac.uk/1305/1/PRAXIS%20Edition%205%20WEB%20PDF_1.pdf
https://www.cipd.co.uk/Images/from-inadequate-to-outstanding_2017-making-the-UK-skills-system-world-class_tcm18-19933.pdf
https://www.policyconnect.org.uk/research/skills-commission-englands-skills-puzzle-piecing-together-further-education-training-and
https://www.careersandenterprise.co.uk/who-we-are/
https://www.careersandenterprise.co.uk/media/wdhapp0d/cec-annual-report-2019-20.pdf
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‘enterprise advisers’ are having. 67% of advisors believing ‘they are helping improve the outcomes of 

young people’ and 61% of ‘cornerstone employers’ have seen improvements in the career guidance.  

Research with employers and stakeholders has highlighted the ‘patchy’ provisions of the skills system 

regionally. The ‘patchiness’ coupled with poor communication negatively impacts the relationship 

between employers and providers. There were examples of good and bad practice for example larger 

employers had access to Government account managers and were generally happy with this service, 

however, were frustrated at the lack of a similar resource at a local level. Yet, smaller businesses missed 

out on this opportunity altogether and the benefits the access to an account manager brings. A local 

level resource who could help connect up the skills system with employers would alleviate some of the 

challenges surrounding communication and navigation which have been discussed.  

The difficulties of engaging with the skills system mean it is labour intensive for employers and skills 

providers. For example, a pilot study for T-Levels showed out of 10508 new employer leads 735 became 

industry placements, which is a  conversion rate of 6.9%. Clearly, a considerable amount labour is needed 

to create and nurture relationships between providers and employers. Similarly, it can be labour intensive 

for employers to engage with the skills system particularly with the difficulties already discussed. The 

perceived difficulties and labour can be off putting for employers, which could lead to disengagement 

with the skills system.  

 

EMPLOYER ISSUES AND OPPORTUNITIES 

Employers also encounter issues and opportunities from their personal understandings and previous 

engagements with the skills system. The Learning and Work Institute (2020) summarise the benefits 

employees saw in learning from their recent Adult Participation Survey: 

“It finds that learning has helped people to be more productive at work or to produce work 

of a higher quality. Other work-related benefits include greater job security and satisfaction, 

securing a new job or promotion, and improving working relationships” 

Such benefits extend to the business with higher levels of productivity and profitability, as well as higher 

levels of staff retention.  

DfE research exploring the potential employer engagement with T-Levels found employers saw benefits 

and challenges in providing work-based learning2. Motivations and opportunities from supporting work-

based learning for employers included benefits to the company (raising business profile, creating a future 

talent pipeline, and filling temporary staffing gaps) and altruism (helping young people and supporting 

the local community). For shorter work-based learning, altruistic reasons were more common whereas 

company benefits were more important in the longer placements which required more employer 

resources.  

The major hurdle for employers delivering work-based learning was the supervision and training needed 

to support the placement. For example, extra administrative resource is needed as well as quality control 

to avoid expensive errors to the business. Smaller employers who were not providing work-based 

learning reported the extra resource required as the reason. It was suggested the hurdles could be 

overcome through close collaboration with the learning provider and more planning and flexibility from 

 
2 Work-based learning includes work experience, work placements and apprenticeships.  

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/32382/11-914-what-employers-want-employment-skills-system.pdf
https://www.aoc.co.uk/sites/default/files/Employer%20engagement%20toolkit.pdf
https://learningandwork.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/08/Better-basic-skills-guide-for-providers.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/737471/Employer_Capacity_Report.pdf
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the employer to support learners. Thus, employers require clear information about the costs and benefits 

of supporting work-based learning to ensure meaningful opportunities for learners and businesses.  

Some employers fear staff could leave or be ‘poached’ after training (Booth, 2017). If an employee is 

‘poached’, employers must deal with the loss of staff (and the costs attached to this) and potentially 

loose an asset to their competitors; subsequently reducing their market advantage. For smaller 

businesses, this is a particular concern as larger employers may provide higher wages and so they are 

more likely to provide in-house un-accredited training (Stone, 2010).  

The time and financial costs of training are off-putting to employers. Research investigating employers 

reluctance to invest in basic skills training found “courses that require a shorter time commitment and 

those delivered over short time periods are viewed as more attractive” (Booth, 2017). The time and 

money spent on training is more acute for smaller businesses who have less resources compared to 

larger companies.  

For example, the cost for smaller businesses for formal staff training is three more per employee than 

larger firms. Smaller employers can also find it more difficult to access tailored training as providers are 

put off by their own costs in delivering personalised training for a small number (Stone, 2010). As small 

employers (businesses with under fifty employees) account for 99% of the UK business population, this 

is an important issue. To overcome the cost barrier, research has found smaller companies collaborating 

to provide training. However, for a successful collaboration there needs to be an organiser and few 

companies have this capacity.  

Moreover, as the costs and onus of training are increasingly moved towards employer this issue becomes 

more pertinent.  

“Unless employers are assured that they can appropriate a return on their investment in 

skills they may be unlikely to make that investment” (Gamblin and Hogarth, 2016).  

“…for the average employer, the link between skills investments, productivity and their 

bottom line remains unclear” (Booth, 2017). 

Thus, it is important consider the varying impacts on different businesses, how to effectively support their 

training needs and successfully communicate the benefits of training for their workforce.  

Previous experiences with skills providers can negatively impact on employer engagement. Research 

found a range of factors affected the employer journey through the skills system including: 

• An effective account manager who guides employer through system with consistent 

meetings/communications, if replaced a formal handover eases the disruption.  

• An agreed set of objectives for the employer and skills provider to work towards and a sustained 

sense of progression throughout the journey.  

• Regular ‘follow ups’ to ensure progress is being made and the employer needs are being met. This 

also can maintain the interest of hesitant employers. 

More broadly, these issues relate to a lack of ownership, poor communication and customer service, and 

slow progression. Such negative experiences can dissuade employers from future engagements with the 

skills system and vice versa. The research demonstrated that certain issues can be successfully managed, 

yet if consistent contact is not kept with employers during difficulties, they are likely to disengage.  

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/690344/ANNEX_B_-_Basic_Skills_in_Workplaces_update_13March.pdf
https://dera.ioe.ac.uk/1305/1/PRAXIS%20Edition%205%20WEB%20PDF_1.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/690344/ANNEX_B_-_Basic_Skills_in_Workplaces_update_13March.pdf
https://dera.ioe.ac.uk/1305/1/PRAXIS%20Edition%205%20WEB%20PDF_1.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/690344/ANNEX_B_-_Basic_Skills_in_Workplaces_update_13March.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/571688/ER6_The_UK_skills_system_how_well_does_policy_help_meet_evolving_demand.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/690344/ANNEX_B_-_Basic_Skills_in_Workplaces_update_13March.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/32382/11-914-what-employers-want-employment-skills-system.pdf
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Research exploring barriers to employer investment in basic skills from a behavioural perspective 

highlights the cognitive barriers employers face which can prevent training their workforce. The barriers 

include present bias, perceived costs and benefits, illusion of explanatory depth and confirmation bias, 

choice overload, and a scarcity mindset. The latter three were identified as the most important for 

employers. For example, the illusion of explanatory depth3 combined with confirmation bias4 can cause 

difficulties in identifying training as employers perceive alternative (more tangible) issues and evidence 

of skills gaps is overlooked. The complexity of the skills system induces choice overload for employers 

which causes the decision to be postponed (potentially forever). A scarcity mindset5  is induced by the 

lack of resources (time and money) which lessens the appeal of training investment. The research 

provides interesting insights into how the cognitive barriers impact on employers providing basic skills 

training and how these barriers intersect (and compound) other factors such as business resource and 

the complexity of the skills system.  

Recommendations derived from the research (Booth, 2017:44) are based on the behaviourally informed 

EAST principles: 

• “Easy: make a behaviour easier by making it the default, reducing the hassle factor of taking the 

action, and by simplifying messages”  

• “Attractive: attract attention to the message or behaviour through use of images, colour, 

personalisation and salient messages; and design rewards and sanctions for maximum effect”  

• “Social: show that the majority perform the desired behaviour, and tap into social identity, networks 

and commitments”.  

• “Timely: prompt people when they are most likely to be receptive, consider immediate costs and 

benefits, and help people plan their response to barriers to the behaviour” 

The principles were used to guide recommendations around identification of skills needs, prioritising 

training, organising training, and encouraging employee’s participation. The EAST principles are useful 

to consider when engaging with employers as it provides a simpler more focused way to communicate 

and collaborate.  

The Covid-19 pandemic accelerated many trends around home and flexible working (for some groups) 

and this brings challenges and opportunities for employers and skills providers. Importantly, skills 

providers must have a flexible and agile approach to meet and support the new ways of working. For 

example, by providing quality courses digitally or being able to deliver course content across a range of 

hours. The Association of Colleges (2020) report some colleges are already offering such flexibility for 

example in allowing access to specialised machinery for businesses.  

Certain industries such as construction and creative require flexibility due to the short-term project-based 

nature of their work. This has meant training like apprenticeships which are twelve months are not always 

suitable. The Government has announced a desire to increase the flexibility within the apprenticeship 

scheme so that it can support workers across more flexible sectors.  

 
3 ‘The overconfidence people have in how well they understand complex phenomena' 
4 ‘People favour information that confirms existing beliefs’ 

 
5 ‘a mental state which causes people to make poor long-term decisions by focussing on the present and 

on scarce resources’ 

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/690344/ANNEX_B_-_Basic_Skills_in_Workplaces_update_13March.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/690344/ANNEX_B_-_Basic_Skills_in_Workplaces_update_13March.pdf
https://www.aoc.co.uk/system/files/AoC%20Innovation%20in%20Further%20Education%20Colleges%20survey%20summer%202020%20final.pdf
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STRUCTUAL AND SECTORAL ISSUES 

In some areas and sectors, FE does is not currently able to provide suitable provision to meet current 

and future labour market needs. This is a complicated issue connected to the lack of detailed local labour 

market insight and the irrationalities produced by the funding system.  

The facilities and estates within FE are currently unable to deliver the training needed due to years of 

underinvestment. New capital funding of an initial £200 million was announced to improve the college 

estates in 2020-21 and a further £1.3 billion is expected by 2025. The works and investment are essential 

if high-quality courses are to be delivered locally at a national scale (Skills for Jobs, 2020).  

Currently, there is a lack of suitable trainers and staff to provide the courses needed now and in the 

future for example in the green and digital industries. Urgent action is also required to tackle the issues 

of recruiting and retaining staff within FE (see College Staff Survey, 2019). To address this, the 

Government has announced new funds, yet it is argued this does not go far enough (The Skills 

Commission, 2020). There will also be a Government led recruitment drive, new Ofsted oversight of initial 

teacher training, and a redevelopment of FE initial teacher training to ensure a high-quality as it is 

currently delivered at an inconsistent standard (Skills for Jobs, 2020). 

More generally, there are sectoral issues which impact on employer engagement with the skills sector. 

These issues intersect with the themes previously discussed and the national agenda for skills, yet are 

challenges felt acutely by employers. The national shortages surrounding digital, basic (English, 

numeracy and ESOL) and STEAM (Science, Technology, Engineering, Arts and Maths) skills which are 

discussed next illuminate these issues. Increasingly, digital skills are included within discussion of basic 

skills due to the growing digital nature of society. Yet, for the purpose of this review digital and basic 

skills remain separated so that the issue can be appropriately explored across industries and employer 

engagement.  

DIGITAL SKILLS 

“Overall, 30% of skill-shortage vacancies were caused at least in part by a lack of digital 

skills” (Employer Skills Survey, 2020).  

Across all sectors, there is a growing need for digital skills and this demand was highlighted by the 

Government in the recent Skills for Jobs White Paper which introduced Digital Skills Bootcamps to upskill 

adult learners. The requirement for digital skills in work is almost universal, roles which require digital 

skills pay more, and are in high demand with 82% of online job adverts requiring digital skills (Department 

for Digital, Culture, Media and Sport, 2019). Notably, the report suggested gaining specific digital skills 

reduces the risks associated with automation and aides career progression. Importantly, digital skills 

should be driven by local needs as this will vary across the labour markets throughout the UK.  

 The 2021 Essential Digital Skills Report found 36% of working adults lack the digital skills required for 

work. Workers who are most likely to lack digital skills are older (aged 55 – 64), part-time, without formal 

qualifications and working in the service sector. Notably, the research showed since the pandemic more 

people are using the internet with an additional 1.9 million people showing basic digital skills. Additionally, 

compared to 2020 there are 5.6 million more adults with the essential digital skills (EDS) needed in the 

workplace.  

“Education, income and industry have the greatest correlation with an individual’s ability to 

have Work EDS” 

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/957856/Skills_for_jobs_lifelong_learning_for_opportunity_and_growth__web_version_.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/1027275/CSS_follow_up_survey_Sep_2020.pdf
https://www.policyconnect.org.uk/research/skills-commission-englands-skills-puzzle-piecing-together-further-education-training-and
https://www.policyconnect.org.uk/research/skills-commission-englands-skills-puzzle-piecing-together-further-education-training-and
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/957856/Skills_for_jobs_lifelong_learning_for_opportunity_and_growth__web_version_.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/936489/ESS_2019_Skills_Needs_Report_Nov20.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/957856/Skills_for_jobs_lifelong_learning_for_opportunity_and_growth__web_version_.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/807830/No_Longer_Optional_Employer_Demand_for_Digital_Skills.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/807830/No_Longer_Optional_Employer_Demand_for_Digital_Skills.pdf
https://www.lloydsbank.com/assets/media/pdfs/banking_with_us/whats-happening/211109-lloyds-essential-digital-skills-report-2021.pdf
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The diagram below from the Essential Digital Skills Report (2021:32) shows the proportion of working 

adults over eighteen that have Work EDS, split by industry from 2020 and 2021: 

 

The diagram indicates EDS has increased across all industries, but large variations remain with the 

technology sector demonstrating the highest levels and retail, service, and manufacturing and 

automotive industries the lowest. The report recommends people are motivated by outcomes of digital 

training such as the need to work from home or connecting socially and so providers should utilise an 

outcomes approach in the future to engage with learners.  

BASIC SKILLS 

Numeracy (using maths in everyday life) and English (reading, writing and speaking) are basic skills and 

it is estimated nine million working age adults lack one or both these skills (over 25% of the working age 

population). Notably, over five million of those who lack basic skills are employed (Learning and Work 

Institute, 2020). Subsequently, people struggle to complete tasks in the day-to-day life and at work. Yet, 

adult participation in basic skills has seen a 60% in the last decade (Adult Participation in Learning Survey, 

2021).   

Low levels of basic skills are problematic as it impacts on individuals, businesses, and the UK:   

• People with low basic skills lack confidence and can struggle to adapt to workplace changes. They 

are at a higher risk of lower wages, limited career progression and loosing their job to automation 

(Booth, 2017; Learning and Work Institute, 2020). 

https://www.lloydsbank.com/assets/media/pdfs/banking_with_us/whats-happening/211109-lloyds-essential-digital-skills-report-2021.pdf
https://learningandwork.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/08/Better-basic-skills-guide-for-providers.pdf
https://learningandwork.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/08/Better-basic-skills-guide-for-providers.pdf
https://learningandwork.org.uk/resources/research-and-reports/adult-participation-in-learning-survey-2021/
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/690344/ANNEX_B_-_Basic_Skills_in_Workplaces_update_13March.pdf
https://learningandwork.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/08/Better-basic-skills-guide-for-providers.pdf
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• Businesses are impact by low basic skills as it reduces employee performance and subsequently the 

businesses performance and profitability. 

• Low basic skills impacts at a national level due to lower productivity (Booth, 2017).  

Importantly, it can be difficult for businesses to see the lack of basic skills in a worker as they often employ 

strategies to hide this issue such as task-avoidance, re-checking tasks and relying on co-workers 

(Learning and Work Institute, 2020).  

To address the gap in adult basic skills in the UK, the Government is building in English and Maths 

requirements into courses for sixteen- and nineteen-year-olds without an intermediate level qualification. 

This is also a requirement to complete a T-Level, advanced technical or higher apprenticeship. 

Additionally, adults without an intermediate level qualification in English and Maths can be fully funded 

to take these qualification (Skills for Jobs, 2020).  

Concerningly, the Adult Participation in Learning Survey found only 40% of adults were aware of the 

free basic skills courses which reduced to 33% for those who left education at sixteen with no 

qualifications. The report explored factors which would motivate learners to participate in basic skills 

courses: 

• Flexibility of learning to fit around existing commitments (19%) 

• Online learning (19%) 

• Close location (16%) 

• Understanding the personal benefits of learning (15%) 

• Online with option of in-person support (14%) 

However, 40% stated none of the motivations listed would encourage them to participate in a basic skills 

course.  

STEAM SKILLS 

STEAM skills are Science, Technology, Engineering, Arts and Maths skills which will play an integral role 

in achieving the countries ‘fourth industrial revolution’ driven by the Government and relatedly 

responding to the risks of climate change via green innovations.  

STEAM promotes a critical way of thinking that collaborates between the STEAM disciplines. This 

approach is related to STEM (Science, Technology, Engineering and Maths) which is seen as key to high-

tech industries and subsequently benefits the national economy. The combination of STEM with artistic 

disciplines promotes creativity and curiosity which can accelerate innovative and critical thinking. Such 

qualities and the inter-disciplinary knowledge base STEAM provides will be a crucial factor in producing 

the workforce needed to achieve the future laid out in the UK’s 2021 Innovation Strategy.  

A Nesta report (2016) found businesses which use both arts and STEM skills outperform those using only 

arts or science skills.  

“There is evidence that the broader the set of skills a firm uses, the higher its level of 

innovative performance and future growth”. 

The report showed the combination of arts and STEM skills in businesses produced higher 

employment and sales growth and are more likely to commercialise ‘radical innovations’.  

 

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/690344/ANNEX_B_-_Basic_Skills_in_Workplaces_update_13March.pdf
https://learningandwork.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/08/Better-basic-skills-guide-for-providers.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/957856/Skills_for_jobs_lifelong_learning_for_opportunity_and_growth__web_version_.pdf
https://learningandwork.org.uk/resources/research-and-reports/adult-participation-in-learning-survey-2021/
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/1009577/uk-innovation-strategy.pdf
https://media.nesta.org.uk/documents/the_fusion_effect_v6.pdf
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