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1 Introduction 

1.1 Background 

The RSP Data Group has identified a series of ‘cross-cutting issues’ which affect a range 

of key sectors, employers, individuals and skills providers. 

While one key priority of the RSP is to align the supply of skills with the requirements of 

employers and the Regional economy, another is to ensure that every adult and young 

person gas basic employability skills and opportunities to progress 

This paper considers key trends and ‘cause and effect’ factors associated with access to 

the labour market and learning for individuals in the west Midlands. 

1.1.1 Key Themes 

• The benefits of learning 

• The West Midlands economy and change in demand for qualifications 

• Demographic change and the implications for the supply of labour and skills 

• Qualification attainment and access to the labour market for key groups and 

communities broken down by age, gender, ethnicity and locality 

• Barriers to labour market access and participation in learning 

• Gaps in knowledge and priorities for further research  

It is recognised that higher level skills are vital for individuals and communities if they 

are to access well paid employment and contribute to the development of a strong, high 

value added economy. These issues are covered in greater depth in the forthcoming 

‘graduates and the knowledge economy’ cross cutting issues paper. 
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2 Executive Summary 

2.1 The benefits of investment in skills 

Investment in skills results in substantial benefits for both employers and individuals: for 

employers in terms of increased productivity and for individuals in terms of earnings. 

There is a clear correlation in the Region between employment and qualification 

attainment. The benefits of learning do not only apply to attainment of higher level skills.  

• Only half of people with no qualifications are in employment: 

• Nearly 90% of people qualified to NVQ level 4 or above are in employment 

• More than 80% of people in the Region with a trade apprenticeship or an NVQ 

level 3 qualification are in employment 

• More than 70% of people with NVQ level 2 or other qualifications are in 

employment. 

2.2 The changing regional labour market 

The range and nature of job opportunities are changing: 

• There has been a shift in the balance of demand for employment from 

manufacturing to services and an increasing emphasis on higher skilled and 

‘customer facing’ roles 

• There will be fewer opportunities for the unqualified as the demand for higher 

level qualifications increases 

• At the same time growing groups in the population are continuing to experience 

barriers to participation in the labour market and in learning 
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2.3 Attainment and employment of hard to reach groups 

Young people not in employment, education or training are concentrated: 

• In the Region’s urban areas 

• Within certain ethnic minority communities 

Older people: 

• Levels of qualification attainment decrease with age 

• Employment rates decrease sharply from age 50 

• Many of those entering retirement early have done so involuntarily 

Women returnees 

Women are often well qualified but under-utilised in the workforce. Parity in employment 

rates at a young age is replaced by a 12 percent gap between the sexes which persists 

throughout working life and does not recover. 

Minority ethnic groups: 

• Only a very limited proportion of people from the Pakistani, Bangladeshi and 

Black Caribbean communities have higher level qualifications.  

• A high proportion of adults from Pakistani and Bangladeshi communities have no 

formal qualifications. 

• Employment rates vary widely according to ethnicity. All major minority ethnic 

groups have lower employment rates than the British group. 

• Even when people from some important minority ethnic communities have high 

level qualifications their chances of successful engagement in the labour market 

are still reduced. While the Indian community has high levels of employment, the 

Pakistani and Black Caribbean communities have low rates of employment. 

• In addition to being under-represented in the workforce as a whole, the same 

ethnic groups are under-represented in higher skilled and better paid occupations. 

They are also over-represented in lower level, elementary occupations. 
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2.4 Barriers to labour market access and participation and 
progression in learning 

2.4.1 Socio-economic barriers 

There is a cycle of exclusion, which affects large parts of the community and decreases 

their chances of success in the labour market 

A wide range of inter-linked socio-economic factors affects an individual’s chances of 

participating in learning and/or employment. These factors are often inter-linked and 

more than one may be present in the case of any one individual. Qualification and skills 

related barriers have a particularly significant impact. In order of importance the barriers 

affecting participation in learning are: 

• Lacking formal qualifications 

• Lacking basic skills 

• Having caring responsibilities 

• Having a low household income 

• Having a work limiting disability 

• Having left school at 16 

• Coming from a minority ethnic community 

• Being unemployed/benefit dependant 

• Being a lone parent 

• Being older than 50 

Some barriers can be addressed though policies and programmes to, for example, 

increase access to childcare, help ease the burden on carers in the community and engage 

the unemployed and benefit dependent in learning. 

2.4.2 Young people 

• Prior to age 16 family background is a key issue – In general children are less 

likely to attain good GCSE grades if their parents left school with low/no 
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qualifications, are disengaged from the labour market and/or work in low 

skilled/poorly paid jobs
1
. Ethnicity is a major influence on attainment at school, 

with only 1 in 4 Black Caribbean boys achieving 5 or more good GCSEs in the 

Region’s schools. 

• Post 16 those who under performed at school are more likely to be disengaged 

from employment, education and training 

2.4.3 Women returnees 

Many women experience difficulties in re-entering the workforce after starting families. 

A number of factors can combine to disengage this group of people: 

• Childcare: A lack of quality, affordable childcare is a significant barrier. Many 

women are making a trade off between working/learning or caring for their 

children 

• Absence from the workplace: Prolonged absence from the workplace can cause a 

loss of confidence. Retraining and access to learning can help bridge the gap 

between home and work. However women with caring responsibilities are less 

likely than others to participate in learning. 

• Parents with caring responsibilities require flexibility in working hours to balance 

work/learning and home 

2.4.4 Older people 

Research exploring factors that affect people’s retirement decisions indicates that a range 

of involuntary ‘Push’ and voluntary ‘Pull’ factors contribute to the disengagement from 

the labour market of many older people: 

• ‘Push’ factors include redundancy, health problems, industrial restructuring and 

caring responsibilities. ‘Pull’ factors include financial security 

• Employers can improve the retention of older people via flexible employment 

practices, redeployment and retraining 

                                                 
1
 DfES Economic Benefits of Skills 2005 
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2.4.5 People working within small businesses 

Within the workforce people working for small businesses are least likely to be accessing 

formal training. This reflects: 

• A preference among small businesses for informal, work based approaches to up-

skilling 

• A perceived lack of suitable provision of courses relevant to their needs 

• Prohibitive costs of training 

2.4.6 The Benefits System 

The benefits system can act as a powerful disincentive to some people who wish to return 

to work. This can particularly affect older people with pensions restrictions, lone parents, 

and those on incapacity benefit. 

2.4.7 Squeeze on lower-skilled jobs 

As demand for higher skilled workers increases, so competition for jobs at the lower end 

of the market increases, this creates additional pressure on those with low level skills and 

qualifications in accessing employment opportunities. 

2.5 Participation in learning 

The Region has the fourth lowest proportion of the working age population participating 

in learning generally and the second lowest proportion engaged in employment related 

training in the country. 
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3 How we measure skills 

While skills are recognised as one of the five drivers of productivity, there is no perfect 

measure of skills, and a range of measures tend to be used. The most common measures 

of skills are qualifications, reflecting the ready availability of data, although of course it 

is possible to have skills without having qualifications. On the job training in the 

workplace is also an important source of skills development, but is often not formally 

recognised and recorded in a systematic way.  

The 2005 Regional Skills Assessment used qualifications data to set out the current 

position regarding the skills of individuals and communities. In this paper we seek to 

look in more depth at the key issues facing the Region with regard to the skills of 

individual people, both in and out of employment. 

3.1.1 Employability Skills 

In recent years employers have increasingly identified a need for ‘soft’ or generic skills 

among existing and potential employees. These skills are difficult to measure as they are 

to a large extent attitudinal and are usually untaught in a formal sense. The increasing 

prominence of such skills may lead to some groups facing further disadvantage in the 

labour market. 

Employability skills tend to be mostly developed once in employment. Research shows 

that as people’s time in employment increases so does their confidence and level of 

‘employability skills’
2
.  

                                                 
2
 HESA 
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There is an emerging need for sophisticated 
‘softer’ generic skills  

Source: NESS 2003
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4 The benefits of learning 

Investment in skills results in substantial benefits for both employers and individuals: 

• For employers in terms of increased productivity 

• For individuals in terms of earnings
3
 

 

 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The higher earnings that result from education persist over an entire working lifetime, for 

both men and women. Rates of return vary across qualifications, but the social returns are 

generally found to be at a level which makes education appear worthwhile in comparison 

to what might be regarded as more traditional investments
4
. 

                                                 
3 Source: Estimated effect of training on earnings and productivity, British firms, 1983-1996 (Derived from Dearden, Reed and Van-

Reenan, 2000)
 

4
 Source: DfES 
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4% increase in 
value added per 
worker 
 

TRAINING 
5% point increase in 
proportion of workers 
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1.6% increase in 
wages 



 

Skills Needs of Individuals WMRO Page 15 of 59 

4.1.1 The Wider Benefits of Learning 

The benefits of individuals attaining skills are more far-reaching than purely financial. 

Increased education levels are linked to greater social inclusion, community cohesion, 

and reduced rates of offending and re-offending. There is a wealth of evidence linking 

education with outcomes such as better health, longer life expectancy, lower infant 

mortality and reduced crime. One study found that the proportion of people reporting 

good health rises from 17% of those with no qualifications to 35% for those with degree 

level qualifications or higher. Education is also associated with lower chances of 

depression, obesity, respiratory problems, and lack of exercise. 

 

Social Benefits of education  

Reduced social exclusion ���� 

Reduced crime ���� 

Higher earnings and productivity ���� 

Higher rates of employment ���� 

Better health ���� 

Better mental health ���� 

Increased community cohesion ���� 

4.1.2 Social rates of return to qualifications 

In simple terms, a rate of return is calculated by comparing the cost of an investment 

against the resulting flow of benefits. Unlike the “private” rate of return, the “social” rate 

of return includes the costs and benefits that accrue to society as a whole, in addition to 

the individual. 

For this reason, a high social rate of return generally provides stronger justification for 

public investment in education than an equally high private return. 
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Social Return Males Females 

First Degree 6%-8% 9%-11% 

2+ A Levels 15%-21% 14%-21% 

Source: Department for Education and Skills estimates 

4.1.3 Financial Benefits of Learning 

There has been extensive academic research on the financial benefits of gaining different 

kinds of qualifications, and the following calculations of the earnings benefits of various 

academic and vocational qualifications show the distinct benefits for men and women. 

The estimates are cumulative, so can be summed together to provide a return for a 

combination of qualifications. Therefore a male with a degree who also holds GCSEs and 

A-Levels is estimated to earn between 65 and 76% more than a male without any of those 

qualifications. 

• Returns to key academic qualifications  

Academic Qualification Returns for Males Returns for Females 

Degree 24-28 % 25-27 % 

2 or more A-Levels 15-17 % 14-16 % 

5 or more GCSEs at 

Grade C or above 
26-31 % 25-30 % 

 

• Returns to vocational qualifications  

Vocational Qualification Returns for Males Returns for Females 

Professional 36-45 % 42-49 % 

Teaching 5-8 % 27-32 % 

Nursing 6-14 % 15-18 % 
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HND / HNC 13-15 % 7-9 % 

4.1.4 Access to the Labour Market 

There is a clear correlation between employment and qualification attainment, as the 

chart below shows. A person’s chances of participating in employment vary greatly 

according to where they live and how well qualified they are. Urban areas and those 

which have been characterised by a strong manufacturing heritage, where relatively few 

people hold higher level qualifications, have lower employment rates than other areas. 

2

www.wmro.org

Employment rates and high level qualifications in West Midlands sub-regions
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However, in some areas, the correlation is not as strong, indicating that other factors are 

at play. For example, Birmingham has reasonably high rates of qualification but its 

employment rate does not reflect this. This indicates a greater degree of polarisation in 

the city, and points to large numbers of residents not achieving their potential for reasons 

other than qualifications. 

While the rate of employment for those with higher level qualifications is over a third 

higher than that of the unqualified, the benefits of learning do not only apply to 

attainment of higher level skills. More than 80% of people in the Region with a trade 

apprenticeship or an NVQ level 3 qualification and more than 70% of people with NVQ 

level 2 or other qualifications are in employment. 
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Employment rate according to Qualification level in the West Midlands
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5 The Changing Regional Labour 
Market 

5.1.1 Changing demand for skills and qualifications 

The West Midlands has experienced a significant shift in the type of employment on offer 

to potential workers. Although the traditional manufacturing base is still a major source 

of employment, the demand for higher level and customer facing staff, predominantly in 

the service sector, is growing strongly. At the same time the number of jobs in lower 

skilled and manual occupations are set to decline in real terms. In the short term this will 

be offset by significant replacement demand but in the longer term these occupational 

types will become less prevalent. 

4

www.wmro.org

Most employment growth is in higher level and 
customer facing occupations

Source: Working Futures 2

Growth in employment by occupation 2004-2014
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Perhaps unsurprisingly then the Region is also set to see an increase in demand for higher 

level qualifications, to fill the higher level occupations. Both nationally and regionally the 

demand for degrees and higher degrees is set to increase by almost a third this decade, 

while the West Midlands will experience a particularly sharp decrease in opportunities for 

those with no qualifications.  

5

www.wmro.org

Fewer opportunities for unqualified as the 
demand for high-level qualification increases

Source: DfES

Projected change in demand for qualification levels 1999-2010 
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Currently the West Midlands has a poorly qualified workforce relative to other regions. 

Although the gap with the national average is closing the Region still has the highest 

proportion of the working age population with no formal qualifications in the country. 
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A high proportion of the regional population 
has no formal qualifications
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5.1.2 Changes in Demographics 

The challenge for the Regional economy is to match the demand for skills with the 

available supply. The age profile of the regional population is set to increase in line with 

national trends. At the same time while the white British population is shrinking, there 

will be growth among non-white minority ethnic communities, with proportionately more 

people from these communities in the available workforce in the future. 
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Numbers of young people will increase only 
marginally and fall in some sub-regions  

Source: ONS

Forecast change in numbers of 16-24 year olds 
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6 Attainment and Employment 

This section highlights key groups that are on the margins of the regional labour market 

in terms of accessing employment and participating in learning, notably: 

• Young people not in employment, education or training 

• Older people 

• Women returnees 

• Minority ethnic groups 

• Those in disadvantaged localities 

• Those from socio-economic backgrounds not traditionally likely to engage in 

learning 

Section 8 goes on to highlight the key barriers these groups face when looking to access 

employment and learning. 

6.1 Young people not in employment, education or training 

Many young people in the Region are not engaging with either the labour market or the 

education system. They are more likely to live in the major urban areas and to be from a 

Black Caribbean, Pakistani or dual heritage community. 



 

Skills Needs of Individuals WMRO Page 24 of 59 

10

www.wmro.org

Unemployment among 16-24 year olds 
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Young People Not engaged in Employment, Education or Training
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6.2 Older people 

8
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Qualification levels by age group in West Midlands
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• Qualification rates are not evenly distributed throughout the population. Levels of 

attainment decrease with age, and older age groups are more likely to have no 

qualifications, and less likely to be qualified at Level 2 or Level 4. 

• The older generation is becoming increasingly important to the economy, with 

retention of older workers is a key issue.  

• Much learning and education funding does not allow for or encourage 

participation by older people 
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Employment by age and gender in the West Midlands
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Employment rates begin to decrease at 50 –
but many work on beyond retirement age

 

Employment rates are not constant throughout the age range and begin to decrease at the 

age of 50, well before State Pension Age. As the proportion of older people in the 

population increase it is becoming increasingly important to retain these older and often 

highly skilled people in the workforce. 

There are also, however, already high numbers of people working on beyond retirement 

age – almost 1 in 5 men aged 65-69 are in employment, and 13% of women aged 60-64 

in the West Midlands.  

Section 8.1.4 looks in more detail at the issues surrounding the participation of older 

people in the workforce. 

6.3 Women returnees 

Women are often well qualified but under-utilised in the workforce. The 2005 Regional 

Skills Assessment showed that women are more likely than men to hold formal 

qualifications and to be qualified to NVQ levels 2 or 3 but almost one in three are 

economically inactive.  

Despite almost equal rates of employment at a young age, female employment falls 

behind that of men from age 25, and never recovers to the previous rate. This indicates 
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many of the women who leave the labour market to have children do not re-renter the 

workforce. The gap remains at around 12% up until retirement age. 

While some may be inactive by choice, for example due to family or other caring 

responsibilities, many others are likely to be a valuable source of labour and skills. 

12
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Gap between male and female employment rates in West Midlands
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Many potential ‘women returnees’ are not 
returning to the workforce

 

6.4 Minority ethnic communities 

At present minority ethnic communities in the West Midlands are not utilised fully in the 

workforce, and several communities have particularly low employment rates. Policies to 

up-skill people from these communities will be vital if the increased demand for highly 

skilled workers in the Regional economy is to be met. 

Low rates of employment are exacerbated by lower levels of qualification attainment. 

However, even when well qualified some ethnic groups face barriers to accessing 

employment.  

The wider social and economic deprivation, which is a characteristic of the urban areas 

where these minority ethnic groups are concentrated is both a cause and an effect factor 

in this disengagement from the labour market. 
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6.4.1 Ethnicity and Qualification attainment  

Qualification attainment in the Region varies widely according to ethnicity, with some 

communities, notably the Indian community, along with non-British white groups, 

achieving high levels of attainment.  

Success at school is a major determinant of further learning and successful engagement in 

the labour market. However, many of the Region’s long-standing minority ethnic groups 

are not achieving the success at school of other groups. While the Indian and Chinese 

achieve above average GCSE results, Pakistani and Black Caribbean groups under-

achieve by significant margins. Black Caribbean boys have a success rate of just half the 

average for all pupils – only 1 in 4 achieve 5 or more good GCSEs (Grades A*-C). 

The Black Caribbean community is generally thought to continue with learning after 

school, and this will reflect why the qualification attainment of the adult population gains 

some ground after school age. Although Regional data is limited, Black Caribbean 

women nationally are known to perform significantly better than men both in terms of 

qualification attainment and participation in the labour market. This is the opposite case 

to the Pakistani and Bangladeshi communities, where women are largely not engaged in 

the labour market. 
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GCSE achievement of 15 year olds in the Region by ethnicity, 2004
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Proportion of each ethnic group of working age without any qualifications (WM)
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In line with national trends, within the Pakistani, Bangladeshi and some Black 

communities a relatively low proportion of people have higher level qualifications and a 

relatively high proportion have no formal qualifications. The Indian community on the 

other hand, achieves high level qualifications at an above average rate. 

15

www.wmro.org

Proportion of each ethnic group with Level 4+ qualifications (WM)
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6.4.2 Ethnicity and Employment 

The West Midlands is experiencing high rates of employment, with the regional average 

currently standing at 76%. Some of the Region’s minority ethnic communities, however, 

are under-represented in employment. Rates vary greatly according to ethnic community: 

• All non-white ethnic groups experience lower rates of employment overall than 

white groups 

• The Indian community has much higher rates of employment than other Asian 

groups. 

• Even when holding high level qualifications, minority ethnic groups experience 

lower employment rates than white British people. 

• When in employment, people from minority ethnic groups are disproportionately 

likely to be engaged in low level and lower paid occupations, while also being 

less likely to occupy high level managerial and professional positions. 
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Employment rate of ethnic groups in West Midlands
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Employment rate of those with Level 4+ qualifications (WM) 
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Proportion of those in employment who work in elementary or operative occupations (WM) 

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50%

British

Other White

Black Caribbean

Indian

Pakistani

Proportion of those in employment (%)

When employed, minority ethnic groups likely 
to be engaged in lower level occupations

Source: LFS 2003-2005  

 



 

Skills Needs of Individuals WMRO Page 32 of 59 

19

www.wmro.org

Proportion of those in employment who work in managerial or professional occupations (WM)
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• Youth unemployment is particularly high among the Black Caribbean and dual 

heritage White and Black Caribbean communities. Pakistani, Bangladeshi and 

other dual heritage groups also experience high rates of youth unemployment. The 

Indian and Chinese communities have rates well below average, reflecting the 

stark differences between the Region’s Asian communities. 
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Unemployment among 16-24 year olds in the West Midlands 
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• Engagement of minority ethnic communities in the labour market is limited in 

some important industrial sectors, particularly those which tend to engage a large 

proportion of workers with low level qualifications (Primary Industries and 

Construction). In the Construction sector just 3% of the workforce is from a non-

white ethnic minority. As these industries, which offer an outlet for many lowly 

qualified workers, continue to fail to engage those from minority ethnic groups, 

many of the poorly qualified from these groups have fewer opportunities to enter 

the labour market, and continue to represent a lost source of labour. 
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Some industries do not employ a proportionate 
amount of BME workers

 Proportion of people aged over fifty in 
employment by sector 2001
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6.4.2.1 Migrants 

Many new migrants are entering the Region from the new EU accession countries, as 

well as from further afield. Research shows many of these migrants are highly qualified 

but find their qualifications are not recognised in this country, and end up working in 

routine low skilled occupations. Provision of bridging courses is sporadic. 

Those who do work in the Region are concentrated in the hotels and catering, health, and 

food and drink industries. 
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Migrant workers are a significant part of the 
Region’s workforce

Proportion of workers in each sector non-UK born by gender, West Midlands 2004
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6.5 Locality and the effects of Deprivation 

There is significant skills related deprivation in many parts of the West Midlands Region 

(as measured by education deprivation for children and young people and a lack of skills 

and qualifications among the adult population.) The region has the third highest number 

of localities in the most deprived 10% in the country. These localities tend to be: 

• Concentrated in the Region’s urban areas, notably Birmingham, the Black 

Country and Stoke-on Trent 

• Where disadvantaged groups such as ethnic minorities tend to live 

• The populations of deprived areas are relatively poorly qualified 
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There is significant skills related deprivation in 
the West Midlands

Share of national 10% most deprived
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Concentration of Black and Minority Ethnic 
(BME) Communities and Multiple Deprivation

Source: Census 2001 and Indices of Multiple Deprivation 2004  
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Multiple Deprivation and qualification levels 
of the population are linked
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7 Learning Participation 

7.1 Progression Patterns 

Learning patterns are not always linear, and in many cases people may need to undertake, 

for example, Level 2 training in a number of industries and settings as their career 

progresses, or they change industry. Adults learn throughout life and will not necessarily 

increase their overall qualification level although they have increased their skills. 

Flexibility in provision is important to ensure non-linear paths in learning can be 

undertaken, particularly among older workers, those who may have experienced 

redundancy, and those returning to the workforce. 

7.2 Learning Participation 

The West Midlands has the fourth lowest rate of learning participation in the country
5
. 

National evidence indicates that: 

• Participation in learning declines steadily with increasing age 

• Less than 30% of those with no prior qualifications are engaged in learning 

• Less than half of unskilled manual workers are engaged in learning and only 10% 

are planning to participate in the future (See Appendix 2) 

                                                 
5
 The proportion of the working age population participating in any form of learning in the past three years, 

or since leaving full time education if that is more recent 
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Proportion of working age population undertaking any form of learning by Region
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The West Midlands has the fourth lowest rate 
of learning participation in the country

 

While detailed, up to date intelligence on learning participation at a regional level is 

limited, the 2004 LSC West Midlands Household Survey does highlight that only a 

quarter of those aged 55 plus are engaged in learning and rates of participation fall 

steadily downwards through the age groups
6
. 

7.3 Employment-related Training participation 

The proportion of people participating in employment related training
7
 is particularly low 

in the Region. At less than 14% the figure is the second lowest in England. Employment 

related training declines with age for both men and women.  

                                                 
6
 While the 2004 LSC West Midlands Household Survey is a useful source of information on learning 

participation in the Region, detailed analysis is limited by sample sizes.   
7
 
i.e. training connected with the respondent’s job, or a job the respondent might be able to do in the future.

 
Respondents may be in or out of employment
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Participation in employment related training in previous four weeks by Region
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Second lowest participation in employment-
related training in England

 

People working for smaller organisations are least likely to undertake employment-

related training. Only half of employees in small organisations (those with fewer than 5 

employees) have recently participated in training, as opposed to well over 90% for those 

in large firms.  
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Proportion of workforce undertaking training in previous four weeks - West Midlands Region
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8 Barriers to labour market and 
learning 

8.1 Socio-economic factors 

There is a cycle of exclusion which affects large parts of the community and decreases 

their chances of success in the labour market. In addition to this many people are unlikely 

to progress onto further learning if they have already under-achieved in the system. 

As the chart below shows, a wide range of largely socio-economic factors directly affect 

an individual’s chances of participating in learning.  Several of these factors may be inter-

linked and more than one may be present in the case of any one individual, further 

decreasing their likelihood of learning. 
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Participation in learning by various socio-economic factors 
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Qualification and skills related barriers have a particularly significant impact. In order of 

importance these are: 

• Lacking formal qualifications 

• Lacking basic skills 

• Having caring responsibilities 

• Having a low household income 

• Having a work limiting disability 

• Having left school at 16 

• Coming from a minority ethnic community 

• Being unemployed/benefit dependant 

• Being a lone parent 

• Being older than 50 

While all these factors independently lead to decreased likelihood of participating in 

learning, the most negative relationship to learning is among those with no qualification, 

followed by unskilled manual workers (likely to have low qualifications) and those with a 

Basic Skills difficulty.  

A number of these barriers relate directly to service provision and can be addressed 

through policies and programmes to, for example, increase access to childcare, help ease 

the burden on carers in the community, and engage the unemployed and benefit 

dependent in learning 

8.1.1 Socio-economic background 

Prior to age 16 parental background has a key influence, and after that prior educational 

attainment is the most important determinant of learning participation, although 

background remains important. 

• Children with parents from unskilled manual backgrounds, and whose parents 

therefore tend to have fewer qualifications, have been shown to have a 80% 
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probability of not achieving five or more GCSEs at grade A*-C, compared with 

only 31% for children with managerial or professional parents.
 8
 

• The probability of a woman undertaking a degree increases by 1.1 percentage 

points for every extra year of education undertaken by her mother. 

• A young adult’s chances of being in education or training are affected to a large 

extent by their parents’ occupation level: At age 19 only 4% of people whose 

parents are higher professionals are NEET (Not in Employment, Education or 

Training), compared with 19% of those whose parents are in routine occupations
9
  

8.1.2 Recognition of skills: 

• Workers who have worked in an industry for many years may have valuable skills 

which are not evidenced by qualifications. Transfer of these skills to new 

industries as the economy changes is dependent upon recognition by new 

employers of the existing skills of the workforce 

8.1.3 The Benefits System 

Benefit Dependency can act as a powerful disincentive to engagement with the labour 

market: 

� Many older people are able to play a limited role in the workforce as their 

earnings are capped by pensions regulations. 

� Parents, especially lone parents, may have difficulties accessing work as the cost 

of childcare combined with the loss of benefits acts as a disincentive. 

� Incapacity Benefits claimants, many of whom have a psychological complaint, or 

a short term injury, receive a higher rate of benefit the longer they claim the 

benefit. This has created a major disincentive to many people who could access 

the labour market. There is evidence that people who claimed the benefit as a 

short term action go on to develop psychological and confidence problems, 

further distancing them from the labour market.  

                                                 
8
 DfES ‘The Economic Benefits of Education and Skills’ 2005 

9
 Youth Cohort Study age 19 2005 
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Targeted learning schemes, particularly in localities with high incidences of benefit 

dependency, can start the process of breaking the cycle. 

8.1.4 Squeeze on lower-skilled jobs 

As the demand for higher level skills increases more employment opportunities become 

unobtainable for low skilled workers. This creates a squeeze effect on lower level jobs. 

While those at the higher end of the labour market experience greater demand and 

opportunity for their skills, those at the lower end experience fewer opportunities and 

decreased earning power as earnings are kept low by a competitive market.
10
  

8.1.5 Barriers faced by young people in participating in learning and 
employment 

Educational attainment becomes the main driving factor for young people post A-Level. 

It is imperative therefore that inequality of access, provision and opportunity are 

continually addressed at all stages of the educational process. 

• Some 28% of those young people who achieved fewer than 5 low grade GCSEs 

were not in employment, education or training, compared with 4% of those who 

had achieved 5 or more GCSE grades A*-C
11
.  

Some of the sections of the population we have highlighted as under-utilised but growing 

sources of potential labour and skills persistently under-achieve in the school system (for 

example Black Caribbean boys and those in urban areas). This school age under-

achievement will continue to influence their chances of participating fully in the labour 

market throughout their working lives. 

8.1.6 Barriers faced by women returnees to employment and learning 

There are a number of barriers affecting female return to work or learning which it is 

possible to address, such as access to childcare, transport and retraining. 

• Childcare: According to the Government’s Women and Equality Unit many 

women find that they have to make a trade off between working or caring for their 

children because of the rising costs of childcare. Despite investment by the 

                                                 
10
 IER/JRF: The Geography of Skills 2005 
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Government in recent years, a recent report showed that the average cost of a 

childcare place for children aged under two was £142 per week. A lack of quality, 

affordable childcare is a significant barrier to women returning to work.
12
 

• Absence from the workplace: Prolonged absence from the workplace can cause 

people to lose some of the confidence they once had, and make it harder to return 

to employment. Retraining and access to learning can help bridge the gap between 

home and work. Chart 29 above shows those with caring responsibilities are 

currently less likely than others to participate in learning. 

• Flexible working: Parents with caring responsibilities may require flexibility in 

working hours in order to enable them to balance work and home. The 

Government is working on initiatives to encourage workplace flexibility for both 

men and women. 

8.1.7 Barriers faced by older people to labour market participation 

Research exploring factors that affect people’s retirement decisions indicates that a range 

of involuntary ‘Push’ and voluntary ‘Pull’ factors contribute to the disengagement from 

the labour market of many older people:
13
  

• ‘Push’ factors include redundancy,  health problems, industrial restructuring and 

caring responsibilities. 

• Financial security was found to be the key ‘Pull’ factor acting as a disincentive to 

remaining in or re-engagement in the labour market. It did not operate as an 

independent factor, however, operating instead with a range of other push and pull 

factors.  

• Other pull factors included proximity to state pension age, looking after the home 

and other interests. Push factors combining with financial security included 

redundancy, caring repsonsibilities and ill health. 

• The research highlighted the positive role that employers can play in retaining 

older people in the workforce. The following positive examples emerged:  

o Employment policies which take into account health problems or caring 

responsibilities 

                                                                                                                                                 
11
 Youth Cohort Study 2005 

12
 Women and Equality Unit 

13
 DWP / ECOTEC Research: ‘Factors affecting the labour market participation of older workers’ 2005 
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o Redeployment  

o Retraining 

o Flexible working conditions 

o Providing the option of self-employment as a route to remain in work. 

However many employers have yet to take on board these issues, with some older people 

feeling that they had left the workforce with little encouragement to stay. 

Some felt retirement age should be a matter of choice and negotiation between employer 

and employee. Of those who sought to re-enter the labour market those with a recent and 

strong work history and higher level education tended to be more successful. 

Respondents on Incapacity Benefit were unaware of the benefit rules designed to enable 

them to access employment without it affecting their benefit. 

8.1.8 Training in Small Businesses: The importance of informality 
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Small businesses not providing any training for staff in the previous 12 months
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A third of small business in the West Midlands provides no formal training for staff, the 

highest proportion in the country. A key issue is a preference for more informal methods 
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of up-skilling staff. And there is a clear need for the development of informal, work-

based provision
14
.  

While the majority of business owners feel that while training and development are a 

priority for their business, almost 85% have no specific budget for training and 

development. 

When asked which activities helped them to do their job better, small business owners 

identifed three key methods of informal learning as most important: 

• Discovering what does and doesn’t work;  

• Reviewing what I did and thinking how to do it better;  

• Getting better by practice. 
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Barriers to training in West Midlands small businesses
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While time and cost implications are the barriers to investment in training for staff most 

commonly identified by small businesses, others include: 

• A lack of courses relevant to their needs 

• Unsuitable timing of courses 

• The inconvenient location of training on offer 

                                                 
14
 FSB: Developing the Business and Developing People’ 2002 
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8.2 Increasing Access and Raising Aspirations: Examples of good 
practice 

8.2.1 Key principles for increasing access to learning 

NIACE identifies four key principles for widening participation in learning and 

increasing demand for learning: 

• A learner-centred approach: Developing learning opportunities which are directly 

relevant and of interest to people – especially when attempting the first re-

engagement in learning since school. 

• Consultation: finding out what learning people want and how they want it  

delivered 

• Promoting learning: encouraging communities who do not engage in learning to 

do so, for example through the practice of learning brokerage 

• Tailored curriculum: Ensuring provision is accessible, flexible and relevant to its 

users 

8.2.2 Case study: Engaging disaffected young people 

8.2.2.1 Background 

The London Borough of Newham has undertaken innovative and effective work to 

address the very real problem of ‘NEET’ young people – those Not involved in 

Education, Employment or Training. The area has been characterised by high levels of 

deprivation and high rates of youth offending. 

The Borough Play Service has developed a Cultural Qualification and Volunteering 

Programme (CQVP) in Playwork and Sport which has worked closely with young people 

who were NEET and/or known to the Youth Offending team. The young people are given 

the opportunity and support to gain recognised qualifications with work placements and 

basic skills training. The aim was to enable the young people to obtain confidence and 

skill. The structured 12 month plus programme was individually tailored to meet the 

needs of each of the young people, and minimum requirements in terms of their 

commitment were set (12 hours per week for year one and 16 hours per week for year 2) 
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8.2.2.2 Key Outcomes 

The number of young people in Newham who were not in education, employment or 

training has decreased from 9.9% to 9.5% (December 2004-December 2005).  

Following the end of the Year One programme in July 2005:  

• 23 per cent of the young people were in work  and 45 per cent were moving on to 

further education or training  

• 32 per cent of the young people were currently seeking employment or further 

education/training  

• 18 per cent of the young people had successfully taken up Playworker posts in after 

school clubs in Newham and one was employed as a sports coach 

• As a result the program, the re-offending rates of the participants have declined 

significantly: In the quarter prior to acceptance on the programme, the Young 

People had committed a total number of 13 offences, compared to only one offence 

in the first quarter of this programme, or a 92.3 per cent reduction. The one offence 

committed was a minor offence (Shoplifting) compared to serious offences 

previously (GBH, Robbery, Burglary, carrying weapons etc). In the second and 

third quarter no offences were committed by the young people – a 100 per cent 

reduction rate  

• Newham’s Youth crime rate has declined by 23% in the past year and the re-

offending rates across Newham for young people have declined by 5%. 

• It is believed that although it has not been measured, that the progress of the project 

and the reduction in re-offending has reduced the burden on both the Youth 

Offending Team and Connexions. 

8.2.2.3  Impact on participants: 

Evaluation interviews were held with participants which identified a positive impact on: 

• Confidence 

• Self-esteem 

• Relationships 

• Communication 

• Self awareness 
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8.3 Case Study: Testbed Learning Communities 

Learning Communities take a ‘bottom-up’ approach to engaging people in learning. 

Extensive engagement with local communities is intended to inform local provision of 

learning services specific to the needs of the local community. A number of ‘Testbed’ 

areas have been identified as pilots for the scheme. The concept of joining up local 

planning and education and training provision involves close engagement with local 

employers, the voluntary and community sector and the public sector. 

By tackling low attainment at community level the initiative aspires to challenge and 

dissipate entrenched cultures of low aspirations, enabling individuals, families and 

communities to progress through learning. 

The TLCs in the West Midlands have achieved some notable success, for example 

• Encouraging inter-generational learning and equipping parents to support their 

children at school, by developing through Sure Start and Children’s Centres. 

Tamworth TLC is broadening the existing learning framework to include advice 

and guidance to support parents to identify progression routes for themselves and 

their children. 

• Linking with local employers to offer work experience and placements (Stoke-on-

Trent and Tipton) 

• Community engagement: Several TLCs have trained local people to act as 

Learning Champions – engaging and supporting their peers to participate in 

learning and also researching what local people want and feeding this back to 

learning providers. 

• The TLCs encourage local learning provision that is both more accessible for a 

wide range of learners and contributes to the creation of sustainable communities. 

A number of learning programmes have been delivered by mainstream providers 

in local neighbourhood venues, such as Newcastle College provision at 

Chesterton Salvation Army Centre. 

The local level involvement of the TLCs means they can engage with communities and 

propose some of the culturally-sensitive and tailored provision which is necessary to 

engage some of the groups least likely to engage in learning. By working closely with the 

voluntary and community sector along with learning providers and employers the TLCs 

can ensure learning and training provision is fit for purpose and targeted in the most 

effective way.
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9 Gaps in the evidence and 
potential further research 

Our review of the Regional evidence base relating to skills issues for individuals 

highlights a range of critical gaps in knowledge which could be addressed via a range 

of quantitative and qualitative research methodologies. 

9.1 Quantitative issues 

Gaps in the quantitative evidence base would require survey based solutions: 

• There is a lack of available Sub-regional and local level data on qualification 

attainment, labour market participation and participation in learning. Up to 

date region-wide data is available from the Labour Force Survey but the 

limited sample size means that sub-regional and local data is not available. 

The 2004 LSC West Midlands Household Survey provides only limited sub-

regional and local data due to a smaller sample size than for previous surveys. 

• Data on participation in learning within the Region by age and ethnicity, prior 

educational attainment is limited. Detailed analysis at a national level is 

available but regional data from the Labour Force Survey and the 2004 LSC 

West Midlands Household Survey is limited due to small sample sizes. 

• There are significant limitations associated with regional, sub-regional and 

local data on basic skills attainment. Basic Skills Agency Data is collected at a 

national level and ‘modelled’ to provide regional, sub-regional and local 

figures but these are unreliable due to the limited survey sample size. 

• While the Youth Cohort Study is a good source of national data, intelligence 

on young people’s participation and progression in employment and learning 

is limited at a regional level. 
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9.2 Qualitative issues 

A range of key issues highlighted in this report may warrant further exploration via 

qualitative research methods. For example: 

• Employability skill needs – relating to both employers and individuals 

• Progression in employment and learning 

• Attitudes to learning and barriers to participation at a regional level  

• The role of information, advice and guidance in promoting participation in 

learning and employment and tackling barriers to access 
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10 Appendices 

10.1   Appendix 1: Multiple deprivation in the West Midlands 
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10.2  Appendix 2: Participation in learning 
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Participation in learning by age 
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Participation in learning by qualification level
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Respondents very likely to participate in vocational learning in future
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Participation in learning by occupation level
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Employment-related training in previous four weeks by age and gender
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