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1 Background 

The ‘cross cutting issues paper on the skill needs of individuals’ produced by WMRO 

on behalf of the RSP in 20061 highlighted low rates of participation in learning and 

the labour market among some large and growing demographic groups. It stimulated 

debate in the RSP Raising Aspirations workstream and a desire to gain greater 

understanding of the issues. This would inform work to improve access to, and 

effectiveness of, programmes supporting engagement in work and learning. This 

project was commissioned by the work stream to explore some of the key barriers 

to engagement among these groups, as well as their aspirations, motivations and 

triggers to engagement. 

The research consisted of a two-stage process:  

1. A survey of Jobcentre Plus (JCP) clients 

2. In-depth qualitative research with groups and individuals at high risk of 

exclusion from learning and the labour market, and consultation with 

third sector organisations. This work involved contact with over 100 

individuals.  

The full report of the Jobcentre Plus survey is available at: 

http://www.wmro.org/resources/res.aspx/CmsResource/resourceFilename/142

3/JCP-survey-report_d1.1_HD.pdf 

                                                
1 For further details go to 

http://www.wmro.org/resources/res.aspx/CmsResource/resourceFilename/1004/sk
ills-individuals-final-report_v1.0_HD.pdf 
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2 Project Approach 

A partnership approach has been central in the development of this project, and a 

combination of methods was adopted. Firstly a quantitative survey of Jobcentre 

Plus clients was undertaken, with individuals asked about their attitudes towards 

skills, learning and employment. Following on from this survey a programme of in-

depth discussions with groups and individuals at high risk of exclusion from the 

labour market was undertaken.  

2.1 Jobcentre Plus Survey 

829 claimants were interviewed in Birmingham, Stoke and Coventry. These areas 

were chosen for their ethnic diversity and high levels of multiple deprivation. The 

interviews were conducted by Jobcentre Plus advisors following their regular 

meetings with the clients. 

Jobcentre Plus staff were used to collect the data during the course of their regular 

contact with clients, resulting in a random sample of clients. The data gives an 

indication of the issues facing key groups, their barriers to accessing the labour 

market, attitudes to learning, and potential triggers to engagement.  

615 of the respondents were job-seekers, while 73 were on sickness benefit (Income 

Support  or Incapacity Benefit).  91 respondents were lone parents, 2 were carers 

and 19 claimed other Income Support benefits. 

2.2 In-depth fieldwork 

To complement the JCP survey and gain more in-depth understanding of the issues, 

a second stage of research was undertaken.  

Individuals from a range of communities and groups at high risk of exclusion from 

the labour market were interviewed in focus groups and one to one interviews. 

Participants were encouraged to be open and frank about their views and were 

assured of the confidentiality of their views. Third sector organisations with 

detailed knowledge of particular communities or issues were also interviewed to 

give additional context to the findings.   

Respondents were recruited through a combination of methods:  Through contact 

with a third sector organisation, snowballing (word of mouth), and through free-

find, on-street recruitment. In total 110 individuals took part in the research.  

Focus groups were undertaken with: 
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• Workless males 

• EU migrants 

• Young unemployed people 

• Low paid and unemployed workers 

• White British low paid workers 

• Black Caribbean mixed gender 

• Black Caribbean mixed gender 

• Older workers 

• Pakistani males 

• Pakistani females 

• Bangladeshi males 

• Bangladeshi females 

• People with disabilities 

• Kurdish refugees 

• Female Somali refugees 

• Women with mental health problems 

Approximately half of Focus Group participants had engaged in no learning since 

leaving school. Of the others, some had undertaken recent learning, while others 

were currently learning or considering learning.  A full demographic breakdown of 

the Focus Groups, including employment status, is included in Appendix 2.   One to 

one interviews were undertaken with 19 individuals, 11 of whom were engaged in 

learning and the remainder unengaged. The individuals were recruited using a 

variety of methods, and they represent many of the communities featured in the 

focus group research. 

21 Voluntary and Community sector organisations in the Region were interviewed 

representing key communities. These included organisations with a local, regional 

and /or national geographic focus. 
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3 Executive Summary 

The regional economy is changing rapidly and in the future there will be fewer 

unskilled jobs, and a greater number of jobs requiring higher level qualifications. In 

order to meet future skills demand it will be important the whole of the potential 

workforce is up-skilled and utilised in the economy.  

A range of groups and communities, notably young unemployed people, unemployed 

and low paid adults, specific minority ethnic groups such as Pakistanis, Bangladeshis 

and Black Caribbean people, older people, people with a disability, migrants and 

refugees, are currently disadvantaged in the labour market. Low levels of 

participation in employment and learning within these groups reflect a range of 

interconnected issues and barriers.  

3.1 Positive aspirations 

For many people within these groups gaining sustainable employment and improving 

their standard of living is a key aspiration. For women from various backgrounds 

gaining social and financial independence is a common aspiration.  Asian women, 

lone parents, migrants, and unemployed people all assert high aspirations and 

recognise the need to learn in order to improve their chances. 

3.2 Employability 

Many research participants recognised that they need to improve their skills and/or 

qualifications in order to improve their employment prospects. For example many 

young people are locked into a cycle of needing work to get experience but needing 

experience to get work, while lone parents and long-term job-seekers expressed a 

lack of confidence in their own skills and experience. Many older people had found 

that transferring their skills from one industry to another was difficult. 
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3.3 Issues for particular groups 

3.3.1 Minority ethnic communities 

People from Black Caribbean communities are less likely to hold academic 

qualifications due to low attainment at school. Problems encountered in the school 

system such as racism have been a key contributory factor. Increased diversity in 

the teaching profession, along with increased use of mentors in schools, is felt by 

respondents to be key to breaking this cycle of low attainment. 

Within Asian communities there are significant differences in qualification 

attainment and employment rates. Rates among people from Pakistani and 

Bangladeshi communities are much lower than among the Indian community. Within 

the same community older people are likely to have much lower rates than younger 

people.  

Language barriers not only affect employment, but also parents’ ability to help 

their children at school. School correspondence in community languages is felt to be 

crucial to increasing parental support. Interestingly, women from Pakistani and 

Bangladeshi communities had high aspirations. However women from these groups 

felt they faced a barrier in employers’ attitudes towards them, particularly at the 

recruitment stage. Several had had personal experiences of being refused 

employment because of wearing a hijab, even though they were qualified for the 

job.  

3.3.2 Migrants 

For migrants English language proficiency is key to their successful participation in 

the labour market. Many are highly qualified professionals, but their lack of English 

language skills prevents them from working at a level suitable to their skill. ESOL 

(English for Speakers of Other Languages) provision is invaluable in enabling these 

groups to use their skills. Recognition of qualifications from overseas institutions is 

another factor preventing some migrants, particularly those from outside Europe, 

from working at a level they achieved in their native country. 

3.3.3 Young people 

While young people leaving school with no qualifications had a strong desire to do 

well they felt their previous low attainment and a lack of work experience was the 

key barrier to progress. Key barriers relate to a lack of locally available learning, 

training and employment and problems accessing transport to out-of-town 

employers. 
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3.3.4 Low paid workers 

Low paid workers in short term employment highlighted a lack of locally-available 

jobs, difficulties in getting through the recruitment process, and displacement 

caused by large numbers of migrant workers arriving in recent months. Crucially, 

people felt they had nowhere to go to get advice on careers, learning and work. 

They had no idea where they could get careers advice and had not received any 

advice since leaving school. 

3.3.5 Unemployed people 

Aspirations of unemployed people were more basic and centred on finding 

employment rather than any particular type of career. They felt, however, that 

learning could be a viable proposition if it were linked to employment, and if the 

practical barriers such as costs were overcome. While for sickness benefit claimants 

as we would expect, the most common barrier is their health, a lack of 

qualifications, employer relevant skills and experience were also cited. 

3.3.6 People with a disability 

A key barrier to participation for disabled people is the perception of others 

towards disability.  Previous negative experiences have made people wary and while 

they are keen to participate in learning they need to be sure that the learning 

provider will have the appropriate awareness and sensitivity. This is in addition to 

the physical accessibility issues which need to be dealt with. 

3.3.7 Ex-offenders 

Ex-offenders felt that that past criminal records were a barrier to their 

participation in work along with a lack of relevant qualifications, often reflecting 

poor experiences at school.   

3.4 Solutions and triggers to action 

‘Triggers’ to engagement in learning were mainly work related and the certainty of 

helping find employment is by a clear margin the most significant trigger to 

participation. Key groups such as young unemployed people, Asian women, and 

unemployed people all said they would be keen to learn if it was clearly linked to 

employment. 

Practical considerations such as the cost of courses and cost of transport being 

covered were also of significance. 
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The research has also highlighted the need for more effective information, advice 

and guidance (IAG) for those within disadvantaged communities to help them access 

work and learning. Specialist IAG service providers such as Connexions and 

Learndirect were not frequently used by respondents and friends, family and the 

internet were the most popular options. There is a widespread belief among 

respondents that learning provision is not flexible and does not cater for people’s 

needs. While this may not reflect reality a lack of effective IAG means many people 

are unaware of what is available. 

Many of those who have taken the initiative and begun the process of up-skilling 

have engaged the support of the voluntary and community sector (VCS) in doing so. 

This particularly applies to those who have been unengaged from learning and the 

labour market for some time, as well as those with negative experiences of the 

education system. For these people the VCS provides a link to services provided in a 

culturally-sensitive and non-threatening environment. Learning is often fully 

funded, overcoming barriers for those with limited means and based in the local 

community, which reduces transport barriers. 

Voluntary work, which is readily available in the VCS, or third sector, can provide 

invaluable work experience and a reference for those disengaged from the labour 

market.  We spoke to a number of people who had re-entered the world of work via 

voluntary work, thereby increasing their own confidence and employability. 

It is intended that this research will provide the basis for a debate on the steps that 

need to be taken to tackle the issues it raises. In section 7 we make 

recommendations for action, linked to the key barriers to engagement in work and 

learning identified and the relevant national, regional and sub-regional strategies.   
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4 Context and literature review 

The economy is changing rapidly, and nowhere is this more evident than in the West 

Midlands. In the future there will be fewer unskilled jobs, while a greater number of 

jobs will require higher level qualifications.  

The region has a particularly low skills capital, characterised by low levels of 

qualification attainment, high proportions of skill shortages, and high rates of 

worklessness. These problems are concentrated within some minority ethnic groups, 

and within urban areas.  

The West Midlands has the most ethnically diverse population of any Region outside 

London. Much of the future growth in the Region’s workforce is predicted to come 

from its minority ethnic communities, which have younger age profiles than the 

White British population. In order to meet future demand for skills, it is important 

the whole of the potential workforce is up-skilled and utilised in the economy.  

4.1 Key ethnic differences in engagement 

• 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 White 

British group, but while the Indian community has relatively high levels 

of employment, the Pakistani and Black Caribbean communities have 

low rates. 

• 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.  

• 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 correspondingly over-represented in lower 

level, elementary occupations. 

While the Indian community achieves well, both men and women from the 

Pakistani, Bangladeshi and Black Caribbean communities are under-represented in 

work and learning. Rates of engagement in the labour market and learning are 

particularly low for women from the Pakistani and Bangladeshi ethnic groups. 
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4.1.1 Black and Asian women 

Despite the low rates of engagement of older women, national research shows 

young Pakistani, Bangladeshi and Black Caribbean women have high aspirations and 

achieve well at school2.  

This research shows there are barriers facing these women which are not to do with 

their own culture and attitudes: 

16 year old Black Caribbean, Pakistani and Bangladeshi girls: 

• Have better GCSE results than boys from the same ethnic origin and (in 

most cases) white boys, are more ambitious than white girls in the 

same schools, and want and expect to have a successful career. 

• Young, under 35 year old Black Caribbean, Pakistani and Bangladeshi 

women in employment are more likely to aspire to senior positions 

when they have dependent children than White British women. 

• Black Caribbean, Bangladeshi and Pakistani women in employment are 

more likely to be graduates than White British women and men. 

However, there are many barriers preventing these young women from achieving 

their potential:  

• High proportions of young (under-35) Black Caribbean, Pakistani and 

Bangladeshi women say they experience sexism, racism and 

discrimination at work and find it harder to get a job or get promotion 

than White British women. More than one in every six Black Caribbean 

and Pakistani young women in employment hear either racist or sexist 

comments.  

• One in every six young Pakistani women employees and one in eight 

young Bangladeshi and Black Caribbean women employees have either 

been asked about their plans for marriage or children at job interviews 

or been asked by their employers what their partner/family think about 

them working. Only one in 17 young White British women employees 

experience this.  

• One in five young Pakistani and Bangladeshi women employees 

experience negative attitudes towards them because of their religious 

dress.  

• About one in five young Pakistani, Bangladeshi and Black Caribbean 

women have often had to take a job at a lower level because no one 

would employ them at the level they were qualified for, compared to 

only one in twenty young White British women employees.  

                                                
2 Equal Opportunities Commission: ‘Moving on Up, Bangladeshi, Pakistani and Black 
Caribbbean women at work.’Sept 2006 
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• Over one in three of young Pakistani, Bangladeshi and Black Caribbean 

women employees surveyed had taken jobs below the level of their 

qualifications, a proportion more than 50% higher than the proportion 

of young White British women employees who had done so. 

There are different outcomes for Black Caribbean, Pakistani and Bangladeshi women 

in local labour markets 

• Some women’s labour market participation rates and unemployment 

rates vary according to which part of the country they live. Economic 

activity rates for Pakistani women range from 23% in Birmingham to 

42% in Tower Hamlets, for example, whilst the rate for White British 

women differs by only one percentage point. Black Caribbean and 

White British women have a similar range of variation in economic 

activity of around 13 percentage points between different parts of the 

county. The picture for Bangladeshi women shows more consistency – 

around a quarter are economically active across all parts of the 

country.3 

4.1.2 Black Caribbean men 

Nationally and regionally, Black Caribbean men have lower rates of employment and 

educational attainment than women from the same ethnic group. They also have 

less attachment to the labour market. The reasons for this are complex and inter-

related but are generally felt to include: Poor experience of school leading to 

detachment from the educational system; experiences of discrimination; reduced 

opportunities in employment due to concentration in certain industries; reluctance 

of employers to employ this group; and the resultant culture of detachment which 

can become cyclical. 

4.1.3 Refugees and asylum seekers 

Asylum seekers and those who subsequently become refugees face long waits before 

they are allowed to access employment. When they do enter the labour market they 

are often unable to access employment at a level suitable to their skills and 

qualifications. The reasons for this are both institutional and attitudinal, and 

include: 

• Lack of recognition of overseas qualifications; 

• Lack of opportunity to improve skills or develop them further; 

• Lack of UK work experience or understanding of UK modes of working; 

• Lack of UK references; 

• Lack of opportunity for purposeful activity during the ‘waiting period’, 

resulting in reduced motivation and lower self esteem 

                                                
3 EOC: ‘Moving on Up’ 
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•  Potential employers having negative attitudes to employing refugees 

and asylum seekers who have permission to work.4 

4.2 Lone Parents 

Many lone parents are benefit-dependent and a key element of the new Green 

Paper on reform of the welfare state involves helping them into work. There are 

many practical barriers to achieving this step into work. Barriers affecting lone 

parents include access to childcare, transport, and incentives and disincentives 

created by the benefits system. Being on a low income reduces access to a car and 

increases reliance on public transport. Lone parents tend to live in more deprived 

areas with poor access to employment opportunities and transport links. Although 

many live in urban areas which are well connected, new employment opportunities 

are often in out of town or difficult to access areas.  

4.3 Urban deprivation 

People living in urban areas experience increased risk of multiple deprivation with 

low levels of qualification attainment, a low skills capital and low rates of 

employment. These also link to poor health and low aspirations.  

4.4 Returning Women  

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. 

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 

and 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 

                                                
4 ASSET UK Policy Report: ‘Valuing skills and supporting integration’. Published by NIACE 
2005. 
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4.5 The Benefit Dependent 

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. 

The latter two are currently being reviewed by the government in an attempt to 

increase access to work for these groups 

4.6 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 qualifications, 

are disengaged from the labour market and/or work in low skilled/poorly paid jobs5. 

Ethnicity is a major influence on attainment at school, with only one in four 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. Young people not in employment, education 

or training are concentrated: 

• In the Region’s urban areas 

• Within certain ethnic minority communities 

4.7 Older people 

Older people are becoming increasingly important to the regional economy, as the 

age profile of the population is increasing. However, older people are not currently 

fully utilised in the workforce:  

• Levels of qualification attainment decrease with age 

• Employment rates decrease for those age 50 plus. 

• Many of those entering retirement early have done so involuntarily 

Research6 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 

                                                
5 DfES Economic Benefits of Skills 2005 
6 DWP / ECOTEC Research: ‘Factors affecting the labour market participation of older 
workers’ 2005 
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• Employers can improve the retention of older people via flexible 

employment practices, redeployment and retraining 

According to Age Positive: ‘Older people can experience high levels of disadvantage 

in the labour market. Almost a third of men and women in this age range are not 

working - 2.8 million people in all. Two-thirds of those retiring early do not do so 

voluntarily.’ 

Economic restructuring over the past twenty years has done much to trigger this 

decline. Other factors have also had an impact including: 

•  A general view in society, amongst employers and some older people 

that as people age they have less to offer in a work environment. This 

view is often based on false prejudices; 

• Incentives in occupational pension regimes that encourage employers 

to make early retirement arrangements; 

• A benefits system which has limited older people's incentive to work; 

• A range of public policies which have, in the past, encouraged older 

people to make way for younger people; 

• Obsolete skills exacerbated by uneven access to lifelong learning. 

This has encouraged a situation in which older people can face discrimination in 

accessing jobs:  One in four older people report that they have personally 

experienced discrimination in relation to an actual or potential job at some point in 

time.7 

According to the Third Age Employment Network8,  

• The 50 to SPA age group make up one-third of working age people; but 

they represent only one-tenth of those on employer and government 

training programmes 

• The 50 to SPA age group make up 40% of working age people without the 

equivalent of 5 GCSEs (NVQ Level 2); but they represent only 4% of 

those acquiring such qualifications  

The reasons for under-representation of older people in training and learning are 

multiple. They include uneven access to adult learning, which has been focused on 

younger people, in addition to cultural perceptions held by some older people of 

learning as a young person’s activity. 

Given this context of under-utilisation of multiple key groups in learning and the 

labour market, it was felt the issues for important groups in the West Midlands 

could be examined more fully.  

                                                
7 Age Positive: ‘Good Practice in the Recruitment and retention of Older Workers: Summary’ 
(DWP) 
8 www.taen.org.uk Briefing Papers 
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5 Research findings 

5.1 Positive Aspirations 

For many people within groups currently under-represented in work and learning 

gaining sustainable employment and improving their standard of living is a key 

aspiration. For women from various backgrounds gaining social and financial 

independence is a common aspiration.  Asian women, lone parents, migrants, and 

unemployed people all assert high aspirations and recognise the need to learn in 

order to improve their chances. Many of those who under-achieved at school regret 

this and would like to be able to increase their employability. 

5.1.1 Work-related aspirations 

A majority of the respondents had positive employment-related aspirations for the 

future. These ranged from wishing to access sustainable long-term employment to 

undertaking structured, career-orientated learning.  

 

 

 

 

Whether these people are all equipped to meet their aspirations, however, is 

debatable. Many are in circumstances where one or more barriers may conspire to 

prevent them undertaking the learning and training they need (barriers are 

considered in more detail in section 5.4). Many of those who experienced 

discrimination or have had other negative experiences in learning and work have 

aspirations to become self-employed.  

However some of those in low paid or casual employment had lower aspirations, and 

were particularly sceptical about their prospects even if they engaged in learning. 

These respondents had less belief in clear benefits from learning. 

 

 

 

 

“I want to work in the community and make 

a difference. It will make me feel good 

about myself. I think within six months of 

completing the course I should get the job I 

want” (Male, Asian, engaged learner, aged 

25-34) 

“I don’t want to go forward in education. 

The only thing [stopping me training and 

learning] is me. I don’t have the confidence 

and I don’t want to.” (Male, White British, 

low paid worker, aged 35-44) 
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Many of the Black Caribbean participants felt strongly that racial discrimination had 

hampered their learning at school and subsequent progress at work. Some felt 

further learning would hold little advantage because they would face the same lack 

of opportunity in the labour market. Others had taken the route of self-employment 

as a way to avoid discrimination at work. 

5.1.2 Learning to improve employment prospects 

Although many of the respondents were unengaged and had previously low 

attainment, the majority recognised that in order to gain sustainable employment 

they needed to improve their skills and qualifications. It is notable that nearly 70% 

of respondents to the JCP survey say they would be keen to participate in learning if 

it was likely to lead to a job. There are multiple barriers, however, which would 

need to be overcome in order to achieve this (see section 5.4 for further details). 

5.2 Employability 

Many research participants recognised that they need to improve their skills and/or 

qualifications in order to improve their employment prospects.  

In the JCP survey a lack of work experience was the most common barrier to 

employment cited by benefit claimants, followed by a lack of employer-relevant 

skills. The table below shows that long-term job-seekers, those without 

qualifications, and Indian and Black Caribbean respondents, were more likely to cite 

this barrier. 
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Table 1 – JCP survey: skills related barriers to employability 

Community % of respondents citing barrier 

Indian 48 

Long-term job-seekers 43 

Those with no qualifications 42 

Black Caribbean 40 

JSA claimants 39 

Long-term claimants 38 

Male 35 

0-6 months 35 

6-12 months 35 

African 34 

Pakistani 34 

Female 34 

Lone Parents 28 

Sick 26 

Have a degree 25 

 

Our in-depth research with key groups indicates that many people recognise their 

own shortcomings in terms of employer-relevant qualifications, skills and 

experience:  

• Lack of work experience is a major problem for young people, and 

leads to a cycle of needing work to get experience but needing 

experience to get work.  

• Lone parents, those who have been out of the workforce for an 

extended period and long-term job-seekers expressed a lack of 

confidence in their own skills and experience.  

• Older people had found transferring their skills from one industry to 

another was difficult. Several respondents had lost their long-term jobs 

through economic restructuring or redundancy and found it difficult to 

find new employment. 
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5.3 Employment and skills issues for key demographic 

groups 

5.3.1 Minority ethnic groups 

5.3.1.1 Black communities 

 
The JCP survey confirms other regional and national evidence that people from 

Black Caribbean communities are less likely to hold academic qualifications due to 

low attainment at school. The in-depth qualitative research highlights that problems 

encountered in the school system such as racism have been a key contributory 

factor. Increased diversity in the teaching profession, along with an increased use of 

mentors in schools, is felt by respondents to be key to breaking this cycle of low 

attainment. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

They are more likely, however, to hold vocational qualifications. 61% of Black 

Caribbean respondents had participated in learning since leaving full time 

education, compared with just 48% of survey participants overall and the qualitative 

research indicates that the prospect of improving employment prospects is the key 

trigger. 

5.3.1.2 Asian communities 

Regional and national data shows that there are significant differences in 

qualification attainment and employment rates within these communities: 

• Rates among people from Pakistani and Bangladeshi communities are 

much lower than among the Indian community.  

• Within the same community older people are likely to have much lower 

rates than younger people.  

“They used to look at me and say ‘you 

would be good at athletics… I got upset 

because I felt I could do more than just 

sports. (Male, Black Caribbean, aged 25-34) 

“In my school two teachers were sacked for 

making racist comments in class” (Male, 

Black Caribbean, aged 17, Birmingham) 

“It wasn’t until we had a Black supply 

teacher and he channeled me in the right 

direction that I realised what I had been 

missing out on. He also managed to inform 

my parents and they understood a lot more 

about my school.  (Female, Black Caribbean, 

aged 35-44) 
“My Black teacher built up a relationship 

with my parents and he helped me more 

than anyone else” (Male, Black Caribbean, 

aged 35-44 , Birmingham) 
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Our qualitative research shows that the issues and barriers to accessing work and 

learning also vary: 

• Older Asian men often still had English language barriers, and together 

with older women felt it was perhaps too late for learning and career 

changes. Younger people, however, had far more positive attitudes and 

both men and women were keen to learn.  

• Language barriers not only affect employment, but also parents’ ability 

to help their children at school. Both parents and children gave 

examples of school correspondence in English failing to get through to 

non-English speaking parents. School correspondence in community 

languages is felt to be crucial to increasing parental support. 

• Interestingly, women from Pakistani and Bangladeshi communities had 

high aspirations and the barriers they cited were similar to women 

from other groups. Cultural reluctance to engage in the labour market 

was not as prevalent as may have been expected.  National research9 

shows that young Asian women are highly motivated and have high 

aspirations – often higher than young White British women. 

• However, despite these positive aspirations, women from these groups 

felt they faced a barrier in employers’ attitudes towards them, 

particularly at the recruitment stage. Four of the Pakistani female 

respondents were in employment, and all had had experiences of 

having been refused employment because of wearing a hijab, even 

though they were qualified for the job.  

  

 

 

 

5.3.2 Migrants 

In the qualitative phase of the research we interviewed migrants from the EU, 

Africa, the Middle East, and Asia. In addition to the complex issues around 

integrating in a new country participants highlighted a range of issues relating to 

their participation in the labour market. 

                                                
9 See ‘Context’ section page 8 

“[Schools] send letters to your house and 

[they] get picked up by the children and 

thrown away… they need to have these 

letters in Bengali.”(Male, Bangladeshi, aged 

25-34) 

“The biggest help would be for employers 

to be taught about different cultures. To 

be more open-minded and see past 

appearances.” Female participant, 

Pakistani, Coventry. 
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For migrants from established migrant communities as well as those from recent 

migrant communities, English language proficiency is key to their successful 

participation in the labour market. Many of the recent migrant communities, such 

as refugees and Eastern Europeans, are highly qualified professionals, but their lack 

of English language skills prevents them from working at a level suitable to their 

skill. ESOL (English for Speakers of Other Languages) provision is invaluable to 

utilising the skills of these groups. 

For example, one of the Polish migrants interviewed is a qualified and experienced 

Pharmacist but is working as a kitchen porter. She is likely to lose her license to 

practice as language barriers prevent her doing so. Another Polish migrant is a 

qualified accountant but currently unemployed, while another is a qualified 

mechanic working as a packer in a seafood processing plant. 

Recognition of qualifications from overseas institutions is another factor preventing 

some migrants, particularly those from outside Europe, from working at a level they 

achieved in their native country. 

 

 

 

 

5.3.3 Women 

Many of the women from within the disadvantaged groups we focused on in this 

research had a strong aspiration to access work and learning. This was equally true 

of those from groups often perceived as less motivated to do this, such as lone 

parents and women from Pakistani and Bangladeshi backgrounds. A range of 

barriers, however, were identified: 

• Childcare 

• Transport 

• Flexibility of work and learning 

• Local provision of learning 

• Confidence 

• Lack of qualifications 

• Poor experiences of learning 

• Mistrust of institutions 

“Because they are newcomers they don’t 

understand the system or the culture and 

did not know how to get access to 

childcare.” (Somali refugee VCS organsation) 

“If you don’t speak English you have to do 

the cleaning… it is a low job” (Female Somali 

refugee, aged 25-34) 
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5.3.4 Older people 

The older people interviewed were largely pessimistic about the opportunities 

available to them in the labour market. Recent changes in the economy had left 

them feeling disenchanted and isolated. While they had undertaken employer-led 

training in the past they felt this was not well rewarded and when the industry had 

restructured they were left without transferable skills.  

Transfer of skills for people who had worked for a long time in a particular industry 

is a recurring theme. One respondent gave an example of being trained in industry-

specific skills on the job but then being made redundant. As the training was non-

accredited she is now unable to prove her skills to potential employers. This 

respondent is keen to learn and is considering an NVQ2 in childcare. She feels she 

lacks support, commenting that because she does not claim any benefits she has 

less access to IAG and support than someone in touch with public sector agencies.  

This group do have aspirations, but their pessimism about the labour market leads 

them to aspire to self-employment and the subsequent independence it offers. In 

terms of learning and training, they identify support for setting up in business as 

something which would engage them. Those who have already looked to set up in 

business found the financial risks were too great. 

 

 

 

 

5.3.5 Young people  

The young people interviewed as part of the qualitative phase of the work were all 

unemployed. They had left school early with low qualifications due to having 

endured bullying. While the respondents had a strong desire to do well they felt 

their previous low attainment was the key barrier to progress. Lack of work 

experience was also felt to hold respondents back.  

 

 

 

‘We need to find our own 

placement... colleges and firms need 

to work closer to help us.’ Male NEET 

respondent, aged 16-18, Stoke-on-

Trent 

“Because I’ve only ever done...electrical assembly work I don’t 

really know anything else and employers want you to have 

more [skills]. They also want to see a recognised qualfication 

which I don’t have.’ Female respondent, Asian, aged 45-54. 

“Can’t get an apprenticeship… not 

enough big employers”.  Male aged under 

25, White British, Stoke-on-Trent, 

unemployed 
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These young people were from the Stoke-on-Trent area. The area has particularly 

high rates of unemployment and respondents highlighted a lack of locally available 

learning, training and employment and problems accessing transport to out-of-town 

employers. Their aspirations centre on steady employment in skilled trades, with 

lack of employment experience and training cited as a key barrier.  

They comment that they lack support and guidance, and suggest more support in 

finding work placements, and regular contact with a mentor to support them in 

improving their position.  

5.3.6 Low paid workers 

The low paid workers we spoke to were in short term employment and identified 

more barriers and problems than most groups.  

Among the issues affecting them, they felt, were a lack of locally-available jobs, 

difficulties in getting through the recruitment process, and displacement caused by 

large numbers of migrant workers arriving in recent months. The cost of childcare 

was also seen as prohibitive for these people, whose earnings are low when they are 

in employment. The cost of learning is also felt to be prohibitive to them investing 

in their skills.  

Crucially, people felt they had nowhere to go to get advice on careers, learning and 

work. They had no idea where they could get careers advice and had not received 

any advice since leaving school. 

  

 

 

 

5.3.7 Unemployed people 

The unemployed people we spoke to tended to cite more barriers to their progress 

than other groups, and tended to have a less positive attitude towards their 

prospects. They identified more of the ‘attitudinal’ barriers to learning. Their 

aspirations were more basic and centred on finding employment rather than any 

particular type of career. They felt, however, that learning could be a viable 

proposition if it were linked to employment, and if the practical barriers such as 

costs were overcome.  

“If you get a job on the minimum wage, 

after you have taken out living costs, there 

isn’t much left” (Male, White British, 

unemployed, aged 25-34) 

“Lack of jobs and feedback from employers 

about applications is poor and frustrating.” 

(Female respondent, White British, aged 35-

44, Nuneaton) 
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Many people in this group had a short-term attitude to work and had gone from 

school into dead-end jobs with little training in order to earn money more quickly. 

Many acknowledged they now need to improve their skills and qualifications having 

not taken learning seriously enough at school. They identify numerous barriers to 

achieving this, notably: 

• Benefit dependency 

• Cost of learning 

• Transport 

• Criminal record 

• Displacement by new migrant workers 

• Mistrust of institutions due to poor experiences at school 

5.3.7.1 Long term job-seekers 

 
The JCP survey indicates that 56% of long-term job-seekers have no formal 

qualifications while 75% have qualifications below Level 2. The key barriers are lack 

of work experience and matching their skills to those required by employers. Some 

40% cite lack of qualifications as a barrier. Problems with basic skills are prevalent 

with 19% saying a problem with reading and writing presents a barrier to work and 

18% saying they have a problem with numeracy, compared to 10% of all survey 

participants. 
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Table 2 – JCP survey: barriers to work for long term job-seekers 

Barrier % of respondents 

 Lack of work experience 52.6 

Employers looking for other skills 43.1 

Right job not available 41.6 

Lack of qualifications 40.1 

Skills outdated 35.0 

No recent work history 31.4 

No references 23.4 

Employers think I’m too old 21.9 

Health/disability 20.4 

Transport 19.7 

Problem with reading and writing 19.0 

Problem with numeracy / maths 17.5 

Lack of confidence 17.5 

English language problems 13.1 

Jobs too far away from my home 12.4 

Worried about benefits if job doesn’t work out 12.4 

 

5.3.7.2 Claimants of sickness benefits 

The JCP survey reveals that some 48% of claimants on sickness benefits (Income 

Support or Incapacity Benefit) have no formal qualifications, while the proportion 

with qualifcations at less than level 2 is 67%. Only 1.4% have a degree level 

qualification. While as we would expect, the most common barrier for sickness 

claimants is their health, skills-related and external barriers are also significant:  

36% say a lack of work experience is a barrier, while a further 29% say lack of 

qualifications prevents them from accessing work. The next two most significant 

barriers for the sickness claimants are matching their skills to what employers are 

looking for and lacking recent work history.  



 

RSP Raising Aspirations Research   28 

• Only 37% of sickness claimants have taken part in learning since leaving 

full time education, compared with 48% of all claimants, and 76% of the 

general population10.  

Table 3 – JCP survey: barriers to work for sickness benefit claimants  

Barrier to work  % of respondents 

Health/disability 39.7 

Lack of work experience 35.6 

Lack of qualifications 28.8 

Employers looking for other skills 26.0 

No recent work history 26.0 

No references 24.7 

Lack of confidence 17.8 

Skills outdated 16.4 

Cost of childcare 15.1 

Right job not available 13.7 

Other caring responsibilities 12.3 

Mental health problem 12.3 

Problem with reading and writing 11.0 

Transport 11.0 

5.3.8 People with disabilities 

Focus group discussions with people with disabilities, along with consultation with a 

key voluntary sector representative group, have revealed that despite recent 

legislation aimed at reducing the barriers to work and learning for disabled people, 

many still remain. These are based only partly around practical and physical issues 

of accessibility and transport and problems also stem from the attitudes of people 

towards those with disabilities. 

 

 

                                                
10 National Adult Learning Survey 2002 

“People saw me in a wheelchair and 

they had a perception of what I was 

like and assumed that I could not 

answer for myself, without having 

even spoken to me.” Male, aged 35-

44, DLA recipient. 

“These [educational] organisations 

are not geared up to helping people 

with learning and health conditions” 

Male, with limiting long-term illness, 

aged 35-44, White British 
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A key barrier to participation for disabled people is the perception of others 

towards disability.  Previous negative experiences have made people wary and while 

they are keen to participate in learning they need to be sure that the learning 

provider will have the appropriate awareness and sensitivity. This is in addition to 

the physical accessibility issues which need to be dealt with. 

Transport to learning provision is also an issue, with transport provision often 

coming from a voluntary sector provider with limited funding.  

5.3.9 Ex-offenders 

Several participants felt that past criminal records were a barrier to their 

participation in work, as they felt many employers are unwilling to take a risk on 

someone with a criminal record even if their offence was minor and/or committed a 

long time ago. Many of these respondents had also had poor experiences at school 

which had led them to hold low qualifications and low aspirations for work.  

5.4 Barriers to engagement 

While many people not currently in employment or training have positive aspirations 

they may not be in the right circumstances to realise them. Barriers, both external 

and internal, need to be overcome in order to enable them to participate. 

The JCP survey asked respondents what they felt were the barriers to their 

participation in work. More than 40% cited a lack of previous work experience, while 

36% cited a lack of skills relevant to employers as a barrier.  35% cited a lack of 

qualifications. These practical and tangible barriers are more prevalent than the 

more internal barriers such as lack of confidence.  

Other factors were cited by respondents but with less frequency (e.g. transport 

issues (24%) lack of confidence (15%), health issues (14%) benefit issues (13%), 

language problems (9%), childcare issues (9%)) 
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Table 4 – JCP survey: barriers to participation in work (whole sample) 

Barrier to participation   % of respondents 

Lack of work experience 42 

Employers looking for skills I don’t have 36 

Lack of qualifications 35 

Right job not available 31 

No recent work history 24 

Transport 24 

No references 19 

Jobs too far away from my home 18 

My skills are seen as outdated 17 

Lack of confidence 15 

Health/disability 14 

Worried about benefits if job doesn’t work out 13 

Problem with reading and writing 10 

Problem with numeracy / maths 10 

English language problems 9 

Cost of childcare 9 

Employers think I’m too old 9 

Other caring responsibilities 6 

Criminal record 5 

Overseas qualification not recognised 4 

Employers reluctant as I’m from a foreign country 3 

Mental health problem 2 

 

In the qualitative fieldwork people were probed as to their barriers to work and 

learning. Key barriers identified included some which were prevalent throughout, 

and relevant to a wide range of groups. The table below outlines the key barriers to 

engagement in work and learning, which were mentioned by numerous people in our 

in-depth research. 
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Table 5: Barriers to work and learning 

Lack of IAG: A key issue for a wide range of 

people. Many of those with positive 

aspirations have no idea where to go for IAG. 

Inflexibility of learning: Many people feel learning 

provision is inflexible in terms of times, venues and styles 

of learning. 

Cost of learning: Seen as a prohibitive 

barrier, especially for the low paid. Those on 

benefits can only learn for a limited amount 

of time before they lose benefit entitlement. 

Mistrust of institutions Many of those with low 

qualifications had poor experiences at school and lack 

confidence to access learning again. Voluntary sector 

access is found to be a key trigger to engage such people. 

Language: Migrants from the EU, Asia and 

Africa are often well qualified but lack of 

proficiency in English means they take 

unskilled jobs or have difficulty accessing 

work. 

Lack of work experience/qualifications: Some groups 

such as young people identified their own skill gaps as a 

problem. Others felt their previous low attainment was 

holding them back. 

Transport: Cost and accessibility, both in 

terms of accessing learning and work. 

Confidence: Many groups feel intimidated by learning but 

do suggest ways of reducing intimidation. 

Benefit Dependency: Low paid work often 

does not pay significantly more than 

benefits, and learning is also limited by 

benefit restrictions. 

Racism: Both Black and Asian groups cited experiences of 

racism in learning and work which have restricted their 

chances and reduced their confidence. A more diverse 

teaching profession is cited as a possible solution, use of 

mentors in schools and diversity training for employers are 

possible solutions. 

Lack of locally-available learning provision: 

Many people would like learning to be 

available in their local area, and in an 

informal or community venue. 

Linking learning to employment chances: Those who are 

less keen to learn feel there is no definite link to 

employment to make it worthwhile. 

Childcare: Access to and cost of childcare is 

seen as prohibitive 

Low pay: The minimum wage is felt to be too low, 

particularly for those who would like to learn but can’t 

afford to. 

Transfer of skills: People who have worked 

in a particular industry often have trouble 

getting their skills recognised, as their 

learning may have been on the job and non-

accredited. 

Attitudes to disability: People with disabilities face 

practical barriers in terms of physical accessibility of 

venues. They also face attitudinal problems when tutors 

are inappropriately trained to deal with disabled students. 

Family Duties: Work around school hours and 

flexible working are important for parents 

who wish to return to work or learning 

Recognition of overseas qualifications: Many migrants are 

well qualified but find their qualifications are not 

recognised in this country. 

Criminal records: Former offenders feel 

hampered by their criminal records, even if 

their crimes were a long time ago. 
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The quotes below illustrate some of the barriers and attitudes to work and learning 

which emerged in our research:   

Flexibility of learning:  

 

 

Benefit dependency: 

 

 

 

Lack of work experience: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Low pay: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“If you do 16 hours or more a week of 

training or at college, then that would 

impact on your benefit and it would be 

reduced… you are better off on the dole” 

(Male, White British, unemployed, aged 25-34) 

“I have the skills but not work experience. I 

know after I’ve done this course they 

[employers] will say you haven’t got he 

[work] experience” (Young Asian Female, 

engaged learner) 

“College courses are too expensive and you 

can only join in September, not when it has 

already started” (Female, White British, low 

paid worker, aged 35-44) 

“If you pay me £8.50 per hour, I’d be happy 

to work” (Male, White British, unemployed, 

aged 25-34) 

“We are unable to get a job because we 

have no work experience, which we cannot 

improve because we cannot get a job” Male 

aged under 25, White British, Stoke-on-Trent, 

unemployed 
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Language: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Mistrust of institutions:  

 

 

 

“My parents cannot read or write English 

or Urdu and they didn’t know what we 

were taught in school so they couldn’t 

check our work, so we did as little as 

possible. It’s one thing parents pushing 

you to learn but if they don’t understand 

what you are supposed to be doing then 

they can’t check your work. So I did 

hardly anything at school.”  (Pakistani 

female, aged 25-34 

“I’m not cut out for learning. It makes me 

think of school and that environment [which 

I did not enjoy]”.  Male, aged 35-44, White 

British, low paid 
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6 Solutions and Triggers to action 

6.1 Triggers 

In the JCP survey respondents were asked to identify ‘triggers’ to engagement 

which would encourage them to learn. The majority of these were work related and 

the certainty of helping find employment is by a significant margin the most 

significant trigger to participation – 69% of respondents felt they would be 

encouraged to learn if they were certain it would lead to employment.  

Practical considerations such as the costs of courses and cost of transport being 

covered were of significance to over 40% of respondents. Only 3% of respondents 

said they would not be interested in learning. 

Table 6 – JCP survey: potential triggers to engage in further learning 

Potential trigger  % of respondents 

Certain it would help me find employment 69% 

Would lead to a higher paid or more secure job 59% 

Travel cost covered 47% 

Cost of course covered 44% 

No effect on benefit entitlement 38% 

If I knew it would be relevant/interesting 30% 

If had support from family/friends 18% 

Familiar venue 12% 

Childcare provided or cost covered 11% 

If others I know were doing the same thing 10% 

Provision for my health problem/disability 6% 

Not interested in learning 3% 
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6.2 Linking learning to work and increasing 

employability 

A key trigger for respondents was the knowledge that the learning would lead to 

improved employment prospects. Many were keen to learn in order to improve their 

employment chances, and this link to employment comes across as key to increasing 

participation. Key groups such as young unemployed people, Asian women, and 

unemployed people all said they would be keen to learn if it was clearly linked to 

employment. 

 

 

 

6.3 Information, Advice and Guidance 

Respondents in our research highlight the need for more effective information, 

advice and guidance (IAG) for those within disadvantaged communities to help them 

access work and learning.  

The Jobcentre Plus survey found that specialist IAG service providers such as 

Connexions and learndirect were not frequently used by benefit claimants and, 

apart from JCP itself, friends, family and the internet were the most popular 

options.  

Table 7 – JCP survey: use of sources of information advice and guidance 

 

 

Source of IAG % of respondents  

JCP 68% 

Friends or family 34% 

Internet 31% 

Connexions 26% 

School, college or university 20% 

learndirect 18% 

Employer 16% 

Community organisation 9% 

“I have the skills but not work experience. I 

know after I’ve done this course they 

[employers] will say you haven’t got the 

[work] experience” (Young Asian Female, 

engaged learner) 
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The qualitative fieldwork indicated that a lack of appropriate IAG is a problem for 

many people who have aspirations but few concrete plans to realise them. While 

many people were not averse to learning if the circumstances were right, the 

majority said they did not know what was available, or where to go to find out.  

 

 

 

There is a widespread belief among respondents that learning provision is not 

flexible and does not cater for people’s needs. While this may not reflect reality a 

lack of effective IAG means many people are unaware of what is available. 

 

 

6.4 The importance of third sector support 

Many of those who have taken the initiative and begun the process of up-skilling 

have engaged the support of the voluntary and community sector in doing so. 

Support from the third sector was identified as particularly important to those who 

have been unengaged from the labour market for some time and for those with 

negative experiences of the education system. The sector can provide a link to 

services provided in a culturally-sensitive and non-threatening environment. 

Another advantage is that learning provision often tends to be fully funded, 

overcoming barriers for those with limited means. Third sector organisations, 

moreover, are often based within community localities, which reduces transport 

barriers and many provide flexible learning options based outside normal hours.  

6.4.1 Voluntary work 

Voluntary work, while not exclusively provided within the third sector, does tend to 

be more readily available there, and this can provide invaluable work experience 

and a reference for those disengaged from the labour market. We spoke to a 

number of people who had re-entered the world of work via voluntary work, 

thereby increasing their own confidence and employability.  

 

 

 

“There is so much available for people who 

are on benefits but if you are not they are 

not interested in helping you” (Asian female, 

aged 45-54. Unemployed) 

“Need more information... only 

get information through word of 

mouth from your mates” (Male 

respondent, unemployed, White 

British, aged under 25) 

On IAG: “You don’t see them in town on a 

Saturday willing to tell you about what 

they can do.” (Female respondent, White 

British, aged 35-44, Nuneaton) 

 

“I know I need more skills if I want to work 

with children. I am trying to do voluntary 

work at my children’s school. I definitely 

want to start my career. I want to do 

something for myself now” (Female 

respondent, lone parent, Somalian, age 25-34) 
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The benefits of volunteering for young people are well known and have been pushed 

quite actively in recent years. However our research suggests that people of all ages 

can benefit greatly from voluntary work opportunities. Some growing industries 

report skills shortages in the region and could perhaps offer voluntary placements to 

people in need of work experience. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

6.4.2 Cultural sensitivity and styles of learning 

When engaging with a minority community and/or individuals who have had poor 

experiences of learning it is important to offer learning provision that is culturally 

sensitive – that is, learning which eliminates any cultural barriers to participation 

and actively engages people from diverse backgrounds. The third sector has been 

providing culturally sensitive services for years, and this role is becoming 

increasingly recognised by the public sector in planning provision. The city 

strategies are a good example of partnership between the public and third sectors.  

6.5 Social triggers to engagement 

Women in particular use learning as a way to meet people and they see learning as 

a way of increasing their own independence. Many of the Asian women we spoke to 

said they wanted to work in order to gain more social and financial independence. 

They knew they would need to learn in order to increase their employment chances 

and were prepared to do so. 

For several of these people the practical barrier of childcare had been reduced 

when their children became older and they were then able to take on some work or 

learning. 

 

“Free weekend courses in trades, childcare, 

IT, service oriented skills, etc… this would 

get loads of people back into learning” 

(Female, White British, low paid worker, aged 

35-44) 
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7 Recommendations 

Recommendation Barrier Strategy 

Targeted Learning Brokerage in local 

communities, as in the Testbed Learning 

Communities 

Lack of IAG Green Paper 

More IAG through JCP and VCS  Lack of IAG Green Paper 

Increased diversity of teaching staff in West 

Midlands schools 

Racism / 

Mistrust of 

institutions 

Leitch 

Use of Mentors in schools to help raise the 

aspirations of pupils 

Racism / 

Mistrust of 

institutions 

Leitch 

Face to face independent IAG service in 

local areas 

Lack of IAG Leitch , Green 

Paper 

Provision of voluntary work placements 

through JCP 

Lack of work 

experience 

Green Paper, 

Russell 

Commission 

ESOL (English for Speakers of Other 

Languages) provision to be improved – 

funded, flexible, and high quality 

Language Leitch, Green 

Paper 

Relaxation of 16-hour learning rule  Benefit 

dependency 

Green Paper 

Diversity training for employers – 

particularly focusing on the recruitment 

stage 

Racism Green Paper 

Work-based learning and training: increased 

use of apprenticeships  

Linking learning 

to employment 

chances 

Leitch, Green 

Paper 
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Recommendation Barrier Strategy 

More funded learning provision Cost of learning Leitch 

Locally available learning in community 

venues 

Mistrust of 

Institutions 

Leitch 

Bridging Courses for those with overseas 

qualifications 

Recognition of 

overseas 

qualifications 

Leitch 

Link VCS to public sector better Mistrust of 

institutions / 

Lack of locally-

available 

learning 

provision 

Third Sector 

Review, Green 

Paper, SEU 

More access to training for awareness of 

disability  

Attitudes to 

disability 

Pathways to 

Work – Green 

Paper 

Increased awareness of the provision of 

learning and IAG by the Voluntary and 

Community Sector 

Lack of IAG / 

Mistrust of 

institutions 

Leitch, Green 

Paper 

Feedback on job applications for candidates Lack of work 

experience 

City Strategy 

Widely-recognised Skills Passport or 

achievement record to help individuals 

communicate their own skills to employers. 

Lack of work 

experience  

/qualifications 

City Strategy 

Increased use of voluntary placements 

within skills shortage industries 

Lack of work 

experience 

Leitch, Green 

Paper, Russell 

Commission 

Skills shortage industries to offer work-

related training 

Linking learning 

to employment 

chances 

Leitch 
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Appendix 1: Summary of Key Strategies 

Strategy Priority Area 

Welfare Reform 

Green Paper: In 

Work, Better 

Off (2007) 

To achieve the aim of an 80% Employment rate, there is a need 

to: 

• Move more people on inactive benefits into work, particularly 

those on benefits for a long time. 

• Increase employment amongst Ethnic Minority groups 

(employment rate 14% below the national average), lone parents 

and older people. 

• Increase employment rates in cities, which have the lowest 

employment rates. 

• Equip individuals with the skills which they and employers 

need to compete in a global economy, providing effective support 

to adults where lack of skills is a barrier to finding and staying in 

work. 

• Work in partnership with employers to open up job 

opportunities to the most disadvantaged groups. 

Leitch 

Implementation 

Plan (2007) 

Introduces the first legal entitlement for adults to free training in 

basic literacy and numeracy. 

The Skills Pledge: Encourages all employers in the UK to make a 

‘Skills Pledge’ – a promise to the workforce that every eligible 

employee will be helped to gain basic skills and a first full Level 2 

qualification. Employers will be supported in this through Train to 

Gain and provided with an independent ‘skills broker’. 

Skills Accounts: To help eligible benefit claimants to access 

training that will support their return to work. 

New Adult Careers Service: Led by Jobcentre Plus to create a 

joined-up employment and skills system. 

Apprenticeships for young people to be increased and accessed 

through Train to Gain. 

School leaving age may be raised to 18 – result of consultation on 

this to be announced shortly. 
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WM Economic 

Strategy (2007) 

Achievement of the Vision to make the Region ‘world class’ is set 

to focus on three areas: economic growth, tackling social and 

economic exclusion, and respecting environmental limits.  

Closing the gap between the Region’s employment rate and that 

of the UK would require an additional 40,000 people entering 

employment. This would address 20% of the Region’s £10 billion 

output gap. 

City Strategy 

(in 

development) 

City Strategy aims to 
 

�  Close the gap between the City Region employment rate 
and that of the priority wards; and 

�  Increase the skills levels of individuals within the target 
wards  

 
City Strategy is further developing a partnership approach to 
deliver integrated services to address the needs of those furthest 
away from the labour market. People within these wards will be 
offered a package of pre and post employment support which will 
include a one to one jobs assessment and help in overcoming any 
other barriers to finding work. 

Russell 

Commission on 

Volunteering 

(2005) 

The Russell Commission put forward a national framework for 

youth volunteering(age 16-25) and proposed an ambitious plan to 

increase the number of young volunteers by one million.  

The framework has three main aims:  

• a step change in the profile of young volunteers, to ensure 

that all young people, regardless of background, have an equal 

opportunity to volunteer; 

•  a step change in choice and quality for young volunteers, 

with improved access to advice, better opportunities to enhance 

their skills, and greater support for their commitment of time; 

and 

• a step change in the number of young volunteers, with 

half of all young people aged between 16 and 25 years old – some 

3.5 million people – actively engaged in a form of volunteering. 

A new national organisation called V has been established to take 

this forward.   

European 

Structural 

Funds 

In the 2007-2013 round of funding, the West Midlands will receive 
funds under the Competitiveness and Employment programme. 
This objective will focus on six overarching priorities: 

• Promoting Innovation (ERDF)  
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• Tackling Barriers to Business Growth (ERDF)  
• Sustainable Development, Production and Consumption 

(ERDF)  
• Building Sustainable Communities (ERDF)  
• Extending Employment Opportunities to all (ESF)  
• Developing a skilled and adaptable workforce (ESF) 
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Appendix 2: Focus Group Demographics 

Young People Engaged in learning 

via VCS 

    

Respondent No. Gender Ethnicity Age group Economic 

Status 

Benefit LLI/Disability 

1 M Pakistani 16-18 Unemployed None None 

2 F British 16-18 Unemployed None None 

3 M British 16-18 Unemployed None None 

4 M British 16-18 Unemployed None None 

5 M British 16-18 Unemployed None None 

6 M British 16-18 Unemployed None None 

7 M British 16-18 Unemployed None None 

 

Disability Mostly engaged in 

learning via VCS 

    

Respondent No. Gender Ethnicity Age group Economic 
Status 

Benefit LLI/Disability 

1 M British 35-44 EI DLA Yes 

2 F British 55-64 Unemployed Unknown Yes 

3 M British 25-34 EI DLA Yes 

4 M British 65-74 Unemployed Unknown Yes 

5 F British 65-74 EI Unknown Yes 

6 M British 55-64 Unemployed Unknown Yes 

 

Workless Unengaged     

Respondent No. Gender Ethnicity Age group Economic 
Status 

Benefit LLI/Disability 

1 M British 35-44 EI IS Yes 

2 M British 25-34 Unemployed JSA Yes 

3 M British 16-18 EI IS None 

4 M British 16-18 Unemployed None None 

5 M British 35-44 EI IS Yes 



 

RSP Raising Aspirations Research   44 

6 M British 25-34 Unemployed JSA None 

 

Low paid and 

unemployed 

Unengaged     

Respondent No. Gender Ethnicity Age group Economic 
Status 

Benefit LLI/Disability 

1 M Indian 45-54 Unemployed JSA None 

2 M Indian 35-44 EI IS None 

3 F British 35-44 Employed HB/CB None 

4 M Indian 45-54 Employed None Yes 

5 F British 35-44 Employed None None 

6 M British 25-34 Unemployed JSA Yes 

 
 

Women mental 
health issues 

Mostly engaged via 
VCS 

    

Respondent No. Gender Ethnicity Age group Economic 
Status 

Benefit LLI/Disability 

1 F British 25-34 EI None Yes 

2 F British 25-34 EI, Vol. work IB Yes 

3 F British 19-24 EI IS, HB, 
CTC 

None 

4 F British 45-54 EI IS, SDA Yes 

 
 

Somali Women Unengaged     

Respondent No. Gender Ethnicity Age group Economic 
Status 

Benefit LLI/Disability 

1 F Somali 19-24 Unemployed JSA None 

2 F Somali 35-34 EI None None 

3 F Somali 25-34 EI None None 

4 F Somali 25-34 EI IS None 

5 F Somali 35-44 Unemployed JSA None 

6 F Somali 25-34 EI IS None 

7 F Somali 25-34 EI Unknown None 

8 F Somali 25-34 EI IS None 
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Older People Unengaged     

Respondent No. Gender Ethnicity Age group Economic 
Status 

Benefit LLI/Disability 

1 M British 45-54 EI IS Yes 

2 F British 45-54 Employed None None 

3 M British 45-54 EI IB Yes 

4 M British 55-64 EI IB Yes 

 
 

White British Unengaged     

Respondent No. Gender Ethnicity Age group Economic 
Status 

Benefit LLI/Disability 

1 F British 35-44 EI IS/Carers Yes 

2 M British 25-34 Employed None None 

3 M British 25-34 Employed None None 

 
 

Bangladeshi 
Women 

Unengaged     

Respondent 
No. 

Gender Ethnicity Age group Economic 
Status 

Benefit LLI/Disability 

1 F Bangladeshi 55-64 EI Unknown Yes 

2 F Bangladeshi 55-64 EI IS Yes 

3 F Bangladeshi 35-44 EI IS Yes 

4 F Bangladeshi 25-34 EI FC None 

5 F Bangladeshi 25-34 EI FC None 

6 F Bangladeshi 35-44 EI IS Yes 

7 F Bangladeshi 16-18 EI None Unknown 

8 F Bangladeshi 35-44 EI IS Yes 

 
 

EU Migrants Unengaged     

Respondent 
No. 

Gender Ethnicity Age group Economic 
Status 

Benefit LLI/Disability 

1 F Polish 45-54 Employed None None 

2 F Polish 35-44 Unemployed WTC, 
CB, HB 

None 

3 M Polish 45-54 Employed None None 

4 F Polish 19-24 Employed None None 
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5 F Polish 45-54 Employed None None 

6 F Polish 35-44 Employed WTC None 

7 F Polish 25-34 Employed WTC None 

8 M Polish 35-44 Employed None None 

9 F Polish 35-44 Employed CB None 

 
 

Bangladeshi 
Men 

Unengaged     

Respondent 
No. 

Gender Ethnicity Age group Economic 
Status 

Benefit LLI/Disability 

1 M Bangladeshi 25-34 Employed None None 

2 M Bangladeshi 75+ EI Pension None 

3 M Bangladeshi 19-24 Employed None None 

4 M Bangladeshi 55-64 EI, Vol. work None None 

5 M Bangladeshi 45-54 Employed None None 

6 M Bangladeshi 25-34 Employed None None 

7 M Bangladeshi 45-54 Employed None None 

 
 

Black 
Caribbean 

Split 
engaged/unengaged 

    

Respondent 
No. 

Gender Ethnicity Age group Economic 
Status 

Benefit LLI/Disability 

1 F Black 
Caribbean 

35-44 Employed None None 

2 F Black 
Caribbean 

19-24 Employed None None 

3 M Black 
Caribbean 

16-18 EI None None 

4 M Black 
Caribbean 

19-24 Unemployed Unknown None 

5 M Black 
Caribbean 

25-34 Employed None None 

6 M Black 
Caribbean 

25-34 Employed None None 

7 F Black 
Caribbean 

19-24 EI Unknown None 

8 F Black 
Caribbean 

35-44 Employed CTC None 
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Black 
Caribbean with 
mental health 

Split engaged / 
unengaged 

    

Respondent 
No. 

Gender Ethnicity Age group Economic 
Status 

Benefit LLI/Disability 

1 F Black 
Caribbean 

35-44 EI IS, DLA, 
SDA 

Yes 

2 M Black 
Caribbean 

35-44 EI IS, SDA Yes 

3 M Black 
Caribbean 

45-54 Unknown None Yes 

4 M Black 
Caribbean 

35-44 Unemployed Unknown Yes 

5 M Black 
Caribbean 

45-54 Unemployed Unknown Yes 

6 M Black 
Caribbean 

35-44 Unemployed IS Yes 

7 F Black 
Caribbean 

65-74 EI Pension Yes 

8 M Black 
Caribbean 

45-54 Unemployed IS Yes 

 
 

Kurdish Men Unengaged     

Respondent 
No. 

Gender Ethnicity Age group Economic 
Status 

Benefit LLI/Disability 

1 M Kurdish 19-24 Unemployed JSA None 

2 M Kurdish 19-24 Unemployed JSA None 

3 M Kurdish 25-34 Employed None None 

4 M Kurdish 25-34 Unemployed JSA None 

5 M Kurdish 19-24 Unemployed IS None 

6 M Kurdish 25-34 Employed None None 

7 M Kurdish 25-34 EI None None 

 
 

Pakistani Men engaged     

Respondent 
No. 

Gender Ethnicity Age group Economic 
Status 

Benefit LLI/Disability 

1 M Pakistani 25-34 EI None None 

2 M Pakistani 65-74 EI Pension None 

3 M Pakistani 75+ EI None None 
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4 M Pakistani 65-74 EI None None 

5 M Pakistani 16-18 EI None None 

6 M Pakistani 19-24 EI None None 

 
 

Pakistani 
Women 

Split engaged / 
unengaged 

    

Respondent 
No. 

Gender Ethnicity Age group Economic 
Status 

Benefit LLI/Disability 

1 F Pakistani 45-54 EI Unknown None 

2 F Pakistani 45-54 EI Unknown None 

3 F Pakistani 25-34 Employed None None 

4 F Pakistani 35-44 Employed Unknown None 

5 F Pakistani 25-34 Employed CTC None 

6 F Pakistani 25-34 Employed None Yes 

 
 

Notes    

Carers Carers Allowance IB Incapacity Benefit 

CB Child Benefit IS Income Support 

CTC Child Tax Credit JSA Job Seekers Allowance 

DLA Disability Living Allowance SDA Severe Disablement 
Allowance 

FC Family Credit WTC Working Tax Credit 

HB Housing Benefit  Engaged: in learning 
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Appendix 3: Focus Groups theme guide 

THEME GUIDE FOR FOCUS GROUP PARTICIPANTS: 
 
INTRODUCTION 

 

- My name is ……………………..  

- The West Midlands Regional Observatory have asked us to talk 
to people in a range of communities in the West Midlands to 
find out about people’s learning aspirations and what barriers 
they might face if they are thinking about a engaging in 
learning (of any sort?)  

- The discussion will take about an hour and a half. 

- The information will be used to help the WMRO to improve 
their strategy for encouraging more people to learn new skills. 

- The answers you give me will remain anonymous – no-one will 
know who said what. 

- Do you have any questions? 
 
DEMOGRAPHIC INFORMATION 
 
TO BE GATHERED USING BASIC DEMOGRAPHIC QUESTIONNAIRE 
 
 
ICEBREAKER 
 
We are here to talk about barriers to learning and your experiences and 
aspirations.  
 
So, thinking about your learning experience at school, can you share one good thing 
and one bad thing that happened when you were at school? 
 
MODERATOR: ASK GROUP TO WRITE ON POST IT NOTES AND SHARE WITH GROUP 
 
THEME ONE: EXPERIENCES OF LEARNING AND WORK 
 
TIMELINE: The timeline will provide a look into the past and help focus on barriers 
and triggers for learning 
 
Start point:  
We are interested to know what happened straight after you left school. 
Did any of you leave school before the age of 16?  
Why was that? 
MODERATOR: PROBE REASONS 
What did you do when you left school? 
 
PROMPT WITH:  
WORK - WHAT KIND OF WORK; TRAINING; CAREER ASPIRATIONS; 
CARING RESPONSIBILITIES – CARING FOR WHO (RELATIVES / CHILDREN)? WHO 
PROVIDED SUPPORT?;  
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FURTHER LEARNING – WORKPLACE LEARNING (ON THE JOB TRAINING / INFORMAL 
LEARNING / FORMAL LEARNING (WHAT QUALIFICATIONS) 
LEARNING IN THE COMMUNITY: INFORMATION / ADVICE / GUIDANCE - WHO 
PROVIDED THE LEARNING AND SUPPORT; HOW USEFUL WAS THIS LEARNING 
 
THEME TWO: BARRIERS 
 

- Thinking about your experiences, what would you say are the main 
things that stopped you from making progress (in learning and work)? 

 
MODERATOR; RECORD ON FLIP CHART OR MAKE NOTES 
 
What has been the biggest barrier? 
 
 
Current situation: 
 
Thinking about your current situation, what has changed?  
MODERATOR: EXPLORE CURRENT CIRCUMSTANCES / BARRIERS 
 
Do any of those barriers you mentioned still exist for you? 
 
What is the one thing that would make a difference? 
 
THEME THREE: MOTIVATION AND TRIGGERS FOR ACTION 
 
What prompted changes? 
 
FOR SEMI/ENGAGED: 
 

- What are you doing now? 
- How did you find out about [courses]…? 
- What made you enrol on the course? 

 
MODERATOR: Identify motivational factors and triggers for action 

- Did anyone help you? 
- Who helped you? 
- Is there anything else that would have made it easier for you? 
- Since you have been engaged in learning what has changed? 
- What are the biggest changes? 
- How do you expect things to change in the future? 

 
FOR UNENGAGED: 
 

- Have you ever thought about doing any further learning? 
- Why / why not? 
- What would need to change to help you feel differently about 

learning?  
 
 
THEME FOUR: ASPIRATIONS 
 
Future: We have looked at the past and present. Now, I want you to think 
about your aspirations / dreams. 
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Thinking ahead 5-10 years, where would you like be / what would you like to be 
doing? 
 
MODERATOR: ASK GROUP TO WRITE ON POST IT NOTES AND SHARE WITH THE GROUP 
 
And what would need to change for you to achieve those dreams? 
 
MODERATOR: PROBE ACTIONS FOR INDIVIDUAL AND EXTERNAL FACTORS (What would 
you need to do / what support would you need) 
 
Is there anyone who has been a particular role model for you / who do you look up 
to? 
 
MODERATOR: LIST 
 
Thank and close 
Give out incentives and ask people to sign receipt sheet 
Collect demographic questionnaires 
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