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1. Executive summary 
 

Introduction  
On February 8th 2007 the Department for Education and Skills (DfES) and HM Treasury held a major 

event – The Skills Challenge: A Public Debate. It was designed to start a process of engagement 

leading to the Government’s response to the Leitch Review later in the year.  The event had three broad 

aims: 

 

! Generate debate on what needs to happen to practically deliver Leitch: The requirement 

was to move on from the consultations conducted within the Leitch review to action planning. 

The event was designed to deliver clear recommendations and feedback on the role of the four 

key audiences: government, employers, the skills sector and the public.  

! Raise awareness of the Leitch Review, the challenge ahead and its implications: Using a 

variety of tools, participants were informed about the challenges facing the UK which led to the 

Leitch Review itself, and then given the opportunity to consider the implications for the UK and 

key stakeholders. The event was also designed to be accessible to the media to enable a wider 

audience to find out about the debate. 

! Energise partners and stakeholders to take action to make Leitch’s vision a reality: 

Through informed debate and deliberation, participants were able to develop their own views on 

the issues, culminating in making a personal pledge at the end of the event. 

 

Just over 300 participants attended the event. They represented a wide range of audiences: 

 

! Employers 

! Skills providers 

! Education and skills stakeholders 

! Young people 

! Members of the general public 

 

Employers, skills providers and stakeholders were invited by the Department for Education and Skills 

(DfES). Young people and members of the public were recruited via Opinion Leader’s network of 

recruiters; some young people were also invited by DfES through their colleges. 

 

The debates & recommendations for action 
The day’s discussion was structured around 4 debates which reflected the main themes set out in the 

Leitch review.  The full report presents the findings of the discussion for each of the four debates and 

the recommendations for action agreed by participants at the end of each debate.  The following is a 

summary of the discussion areas and priority actions selected by participants.   
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Debate 1: Shaping skills provision to meet employer needs 

The first debate for the day focused on shaping skills provision to meet employer needs, and how this 

could be achieved in terms of the design and delivery of skills provision.  The discussion considered the 

following aspects:  

 

! Understanding employers and their skills needs: participants agreed that there needs to be a 

greater depth of understanding of business and the skills needed in business.  Training has to 

be relevant to employers, including small business and those working across sectors.  

Employers should have a more central role in the design and delivery of skills provision 

! The quality and flexibility of skills provision: skills training needs to be flexible and tailored to 

meet the needs of different sectors and businesses.  There is a clear message that a ‘one size 

fits all’ approach will not effectively deliver what business and employers need in terms of skills 

provision 

! A partnership approach to skills provision: There was agreement that a partnership approach, 

which brings together employees, employers, education and skills providers, and government, 

will deliver skills provision that better meets the needs of employers, make better use of 

resources, as well as facilitate communication and innovation between sectors and 

stakeholders 

! How employers should have their say: most respondents agree that employers should be 

involved in the design and delivery of skills provision, and a sector approach is preferred 

alongside creating opportunities for local and regional networking  

! Developing the role of the Sector Skills Councils: the Councils are acknowledged as having a 

positive role, although there is a lack of consistency across sectors and the profile and remit of 

the Councils could be further developed 

! Train to Gain as a delivery mechanism: is seen as having potential to work well, particularly for 

small to medium size businesses, with the role of a good training broker being of central 

importance for smaller businesses 

! Developing funding and incentives for training: financial incentives are seen as the key to 

motivating employers to invest in skills provision.   

 

At end of debate 1, participants chose better links between employers and training providers as the 

priority action. 

 

Debate 2: Inclusion and the skills challenge 
The second debate for the day focused on inclusion and how best to ensure that everyone is included in 

improving their skills, specifically older people and those with low or no qualifications.  The discussion 

considered the following:  
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! Barriers to taking up skills opportunities: the main barriers to people taking up training were 

thought to be personal motivation, the cost of training itself, and the time people have available 

outside of their work and home commitments 

! Flexible courses which fit into people’s busy lives: skills provision needs to respond to different 

people’s needs, taking into account traditional timings and locations are not always convenient 

and will not reach a diverse audience of learners 

! Better information to reach people where they are: there is recognition that many people are not 

aware of the training opportunities available to them, and information needs to be targeted at 

specific groups including (but not limited to) retired people, long term unemployed and women 

returning to work 

! Specific funding to ensure excluded groups can get involved: with agreement that the inclusion 

agenda is too important to be left to employers and individuals alone, and actions are needed to 

ensure that funding reaches people who it would otherwise not  

! A greater obligation on employers to offer training: agreement that employers are central to 

inclusion and that they have an important role and responsibility in encouraging employees to 

take up training 

! Raising awareness through publicity campaigns: to raise the profile of the skills challenge which 

would encourage people to take up training 

! Removing age limits on opportunities: the age limit on apprenticeships and other training 

opportunities needs to better reflect the changing demographics in the UK 

! Providing advisors and learning mentors: to support new learners and learners into and, where 

needed, through their training to completion 

! Peer and family learning: to encourage people to take up training opportunities, recognising that 

some groups do not have a tradition of skills acquisition and learning and that families, peers 

and friends themselves can be a barrier to learning  

! High quality training which inspires people: so that learning becomes life long learning, and 

people can take joy in learning new skills 

! Reforming the benefits system: to incentivise people on benefits to take up training and skills 

opportunities, and to move into the workforce.  

 

At end of debate 2, the majority of participants agreed that communicating the benefit of learning – 

what’s in it for me - was the priority action.   

 

Debate 3: Engaging employers 
The third debate for the day focused on engaging employers, and how to encourage employers to 

demand and take up the training available.  The discussion considered the following:  

 

! Raising awareness of skills provision and its benefits: by increasing awareness among 

employers of the need for skills training in the UK, and the benefits of skills training to their 

business 
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! Providing financial support to employers: recognising that there are both direct and indirect 

costs to employers in delivering training in the workplace, and that financial incentives such as 

tax breaks and direct funding would both motivate and support employers taking the training 

agenda forward 

! Providing practical support and advice: so that employers are aware of the training available to 

their business and how to access it, with this being of particular importance for small to medium 

sized businesses  

! Training provision: that is tailored to the business as well as flexible and relevant, with a call for 

the return to apprenticeships 

! Working with employees: to motivate them to take up training opportunities and develop a 

training culture in the workplace, with the later being seen as a strategy to address concerns 

that employees would ‘train and move on’ 

! The Employer Pledge: with mixed views, between those who think it will raise the profile of 

training and those who think it could have an adverse impact on business development.  

Similarly, views are divided as to whether the pledge should be voluntary or compulsory with 

concerns about how it would be enforced.  Instead participants agreed that the focus should be 

on how to encourage employers to sign up to the pledge voluntarily.   

 

At end of debate 3, the majority of participants agreed that providing financial incentives for employers 

was the priority action to engage employers. 

 

Debate 4: Creating a culture of learning. 

The fourth and final debate for the day focused on how to create a culture of learning in the UK.  The 

discussion considered the following:  

 

! Carrots will be more effective than sticks: with a preference from participants for incentivising 

rather than penalising, and focusing on positive messages about how skills benefits individuals’ 

and businesses 

! We are all different, and may need different approaches: instead of a one size fits all approach, 

learning opportunities need to be flexible and tailored to individuals 

! The culture needs to start in school, but must not be an extension of school: with a culture of 

learning that is fun and engaging, and adopting a wider definition of skills.  It should build on 

and move away from the school experience recognising the different experiences that people 

! Learners are real people and can relate to real people: with a preference for communications 

with real people’s stories rather than celebrities 

! An ‘ad’ campaign is not enough: to achieve a culture of learning, with a communications 

campaign would need to be delivered across platforms.   

 

At end of debate 4, most participants agreed that making it easier for people to access learning was the 

priority action to create a culture of learning.   
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The themes 
During the course of the day’s discussions a number of key themes emerged and were consistently 

raised in each of the four debates.  These reflect that the debates themselves are inter-related, and the 

view from participants that tackling the skills challenge needs to be a shared responsibility.  The central 

themes were:  

 

! Financial support and funding: acknowledging that the cost of training is a barrier for both 

employers and learners, and that financial incentives are needed to motivate employers and to 

assist learners take up training opportunities.  This is supported in voting with participants more 

likely to say it is the responsibility of government and employers to fund training, than 

individuals  

! Flexibility: is central in ensuring the take up of training opportunities by employers and learners, 

with the design and delivery of training needing to be flexible, for example in terms of tailoring 

content to a business, as well as there being flexibility in the way training is offered, for example 

in terms of method of delivery (on-line, classroom, peer learning), times (evenings and 

weekends) and locations 

! A partnership approach to meeting the skills challenge: was a consistent theme throughout the 

day with participants from across sectors calling for better communication, more involvement 

and collaborative working  

! Importance of a tailored approach and specific support for small to medium size businesses: so 

that skills provision is targeted and relevant to different sectors and businesses, with particular 

support to link small and medium size businesses to training opportunities that are available 

and suited to them 

! Making it personal and relevant by demonstrating the benefits of skills development: for 

employers by demonstrating the return on investment from investing in training and tackling the 

fear of ‘trained’ staff leaving, and for learners by showing the positive impact that training and 

skills can have on their career opportunities and earning potential 

! Delicate balance between carrots and sticks, with carrots taking priority in the first instance: 

setting a positive tone and mood to meet the skills challenge together, through the provision of 

financial and other incentives to encourage and support the take up of skills provision 

! Reaching out to both employers and learners: with a proactive approach that uses different 

communication channels to connect with different audiences, and to raise awareness of the 

opportunities and benefits of training 

! Support and encouragement: for learners and employers to address barriers and obstacles in 

the take up of training, and through its’ delivery  

! Vital role of employers: in meeting the skills challenge, both through their employees and in how 

they facilitate and support the take up of training in their own workplaces, as well as their pivotal 

role in working with government and skills providers to develop and deliver training that is fit for 

purpose and meets their needs and the needs of their sector. 
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At the beginning and end of the day participants were asked how important it is for the UK as a whole to 

improve skills.  Nearly all participants thought it was important (very/fairly important) for the UK as a 

whole to improve skills, with those saying it was very important increasing from 85% at the beginning of 

the day to 87% at the end of the day.  This view is reflected in the discussions and views through the 

day.  Importantly, the views on the day were shared by participants from different sectors and 

backgrounds and there was a real sense of people needing to come together to respond to the skills 

challenge.  Participants left the debate knowing more about the skills challenge, with many recognising 

that tackling the challenge is difficult but essential for the UK’s future. 
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2. Introduction 
 

Background and objectives 
 

On February 8th 2007 the Department for Education and Skills and HM Treasury held a major event – 

The Skills Challenge: A Public Debate. It was designed to start a process of engagement leading to the 

Government’s response to the Leitch Review later in the year.  The event had three broad aims: 

 

Objective One: Generate debate on what needs to happen to practically deliver Leitch 
The requirement was to move on from the consultations conducted within the Leitch review to action 

planning. The event was designed to deliver clear recommendations and feedback on the role of the 

four key audiences: government, employers, the skills sector and the public.  

 

Objective Two: Raise awareness of the Leitch Review, the challenge ahead and its implications 
Using a variety of tools, participants were informed about the challenges facing the UK which led to the 

Leitch Review itself, and then given the opportunity to consider the implications for the UK and key 

stakeholders. The event was also designed to be accessible to the media to enable a wider audience to 

find out about the debate. 

 

Objective Three: Energise partners and stakeholders to take action to make Leitch’s vision a 

reality 

Through informed debate and deliberation, participants were able to develop their own views on the 

issues, culminating in making a personal pledge at the end of the event. 

 

The participants 
 

Just over 300 participants attended the event. They represented a wide range of audiences: 

 

! Employers 

! Skills providers 

! Education and skills stakeholders 

! Young people 

! Members of the general public 

 

Employers, skills providers and stakeholders were invited by the Department for Education and Skills 

(DfES). Young people and members of the public were recruited via Opinion Leader’s network of 

recruiters; some young people were also invited by DfES through their colleges. 
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Table 1: Participants by delegate type attending the Skills Challenge 
 

Delegate type Number 

Employers 58 
Stakeholders 62 
Skills providers 56 
General public 98 
Young learners (aged 16 – 18) 44 
Total  318 
 

The approach 
 

Participants worked on tables of ten with a facilitator. Each table included a mix of participants from the 

different audiences to enable them to share views and opinions, and develop shared solutions. 

Participants deliberated the issues and options, and voted on key issues via individual keypads. The 

facilitators summarised the deliberations from each table via a laptop. A ‘theme team’ of researchers 

analysed the notes made by the facilitators in ‘real time’ and used the feedback to design polling 

questions based on the ideas generated by participants. 

 

The voting and some feedback from the discussions were captured on the day in a preliminary report, 

handed to participants as they left the event. 

 

A week before the event, we also conducted a small-scale pilot event, with 20 participants representing 

the audiences involved in the main event, to trial the full agenda and materials.  

 

The agenda 
 

The day’s discussion was structured around 4 debates which reflected the main themes set out in the 

Leitch review.  The 4 debates were:  

 

! Debate 1: Shaping skills provision to meet employer needs 

! Debate 2: Inclusion and the skills challenge 

! Debate 3: Engaging employers 

! Debate 4: Creating a culture of learning. 

 

To introduce participants to the issues and challenges arising from the Leitch review, the UK Skills 

Envoy, Sir Digby Jones, and the Chancellor of the Exchequer, Gordon Brown each gave short 

presentations in the morning.  Participants also took part in a quiz, which was used as an interactive 

and engaging way of equipping them with knowledge and facts and figures for the discussions through 

the day. 
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At the end of the day the Chancellor of the Exchequer and the Secretary of State for Education and 

Skills listened to and commented on the day’s discussions.  Participants finished the day with a 

discussion on their lightbulb moments – making personal commitments in response to the day’s 

discussions.  An outline agenda for the day is shown in Appendix 1. 

 

The report 
 

The report presents the findings of the day’s discussions, highlighting the main themes and actions 

proposed by participants.  Polling took place throughout the day and the polling results are presented in 

charts in each of the chapters.  The results are based on the total number of votes made by participants 

for each question.  It is worth noting that the total vote varies by question, as some participants were 

away from their voting keypad when voting took place.  The total number of participants voting for each 

question is shown as the ‘base’ in each chart. 
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3.  Shaping skills provision to meet employer needs 
 
 
Overview 
 

The first debate of the day focused on shaping skills provision to meet employer needs.  Participants 

were asked to consider two main questions – firstly, how to make sure that skills provision is designed 

to meet employers’ needs and, secondly, how to make sure that skills provision is delivered to meet 

employers’ needs.  As part of their discussions they considered the role of the Sector Skills Councils 

(SSCs) and Train to Gain in meeting employers’ training needs.  At the end of the first debate tables 

were asked to agree their top three recommendations on how to shape skills provision to meet 

employer needs.  This chapter presents a summary of table’s recommendations and discussion, and 

the polling results of recommendations.   

 

The main themes in table discussions were: 

! Understanding employers and their skills needs 

! Improving the quality and flexibility of skills provision 

! A partnership approach to skills provision 

! How employers should have their say 

! Developing the role of the Sector Skills Councils 

! ‘Train to Gain’ as a delivery mechanism 

! Developing funding and incentives for training.   

 

The debate and themes 
 
Understanding employers and their skills needs 

To effectively design and deliver skills provision to meet employer needs, government and skills 

providers need a greater depth of understanding of business and the skills needed in business.  

Training has to be relevant to employers, including small business and those working across sectors as 

well as contributing to the long-term strategic development of businesses.  The perspective and needs 

of business must be at the heart of how skills provision is designed and delivered.   

 

“[Department for Education and Skills and the Learning Skills Council] both need to listen. 
Government policy dictates that certain things should happen, like modern apprenticeships. The 
qualifications take a long time to set up, a long time to respond to needs, but don’t always meet 
industry needs.” 

 
As part of the discussion on employers being more involved in developing and delivering skills 

provision, there was general acceptance of the Leitch viewpoint that there should be a change from a 

supply side to a demand led approach. 
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“‘The system is supply-driven: the system budgets for certain courses…so there is no input 
from industry.  What is needed is a demand-led system to understand what the need from 
business is.” 

 

 

The quality and flexibility of skills provision 

There is a clear message from the discussions that a ‘one size fits all’ approach will not be effective in 

meeting the skills challenge.  Instead skills training needs to be high quality and flexible to meet the 

changing needs of employers. 

 

“One size doesn’t fit all – sectors are different and regions are different. The public sector is 

different from the private sector. Businesses don’t want qualifications they want to pick out bits 

they need...” 

 

On tables ideas for improving the system overall included linking skills more closely with business 

needs, and skills providers needing to be flexible and quick in responding to skills gaps or weaknesses 

in specific sectors as they are identified.  Employers are also looking for a guarantee of quality and 

standards for any training they access.   

 

The balance between qualifications, such as academic or paper qualifications, and on the job or 

vocational training needs to be right for employers, employees and learners.  Some participants 

suggested that job-related skills were more important for employers than paper qualifications, and that 

employers need to work with skills providers as well as more value being given to ‘on the job’ training.  

Participants suggested that training designed and delivered through skills providers needs to fit and be 

aligned with training that employers design and deliver in-house. 

 
A partnership approach to skills provision 

Participants want more and better communication between employers, skills providers and government.   

Tables suggested taking a partnership approach to the design and delivery of skills training, bringing 

together employees, employers and training institutions including schools, colleges and universities.  A 

collaborative approach is seen as a practical way to tackle a lack of ‘joined up’ thinking, which in the 

past has meant students are being trained in areas not valued by employers, and employers have not 

been involved in designing courses for their sector. Some tables suggested that there also needs to be 

better direct communication between employers and providers.  

 

“The real question is where is the dialogue?  Is it best done between the local college and the local 
employers or higher up the food chain with the bigger agencies? You need both.” 

 
As well as improving communication, a partnership approach was seen to promote the cross fertilisation 

of ideas between business and education. 
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Early in the day’s discussions there was acknowledgement that employers themselves may need 

support to define their long term needs and address the skills gap in their own business.  Better 

communication, more information and wider publicity of training was is seen as part of the solution.  

 

How employers should have their say 

With better communication and employer involvement identified as priority responses to the skills 

challenge, the question of how employers should have their say arises.  The majority of respondents 

saw a sector approach as the most appropriate way of employers having their say.  Sector schemes 

were particularly important to provide support for small companies. Many thought these needed to be 

organised on a regional basis and should encourage local networking. 

 

‘One size doesn’t fit all – sectors are different and regions are different. The public sector is 
different from the private sector. In our sector the organisations  are concentrating too much on 
getting people the funding/income, the people at the skills council level don’t have the 
qualifications they should have, they are too busy chasing the money/funding. They don’t have 
enough funding to consult properly with the industry’ 

. 

A sector approach is important for sector specific skills but other approaches could be helpful in terms of 

‘soft skills’. Large organisations might work with smaller companies in helping develop people skills, 

time management skills etc 

 

It is important that organisations set up to help employers have their say involve a wide range of 

management and are not limited to communication with chairmen and CEO’s.  Specific provisions need 

to be made for public sector employers to have their say. 

 

Developing the role of the Sector Skills Councils 

Overall, the Sector Skills Councils are acknowledged as having a positive role although they could be 

more consistent across sectors and would benefit from additional funding.  In practice most participants 

had limited knowledge of the work of the Councils, however the view in discussions was that they have 

the potential to play an important role in skills development with employers.  Only a few participants saw 

the Councils as ineffective and bureaucratic, although there was wider criticism that their low profile may 

be because they are not engaging widely with employers, stakeholders and skills providers. 

 

“The Sector Skills Councils have a big role to play. Employers need to be able to see the direct 
routes to their Sector Skills Council.” 

 

In discussions, the role and effectiveness of the Councils was seen to vary by industry with many 

Councils working primarily with large employers.   

 

“Sector Skills Councils are less effective with small organisations and very new organisations 
[that are] still finding their feet.  [The councils] should relate better to all sizes of employers.” 
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For the Councils to be effective in the long term, they need to have close links with employers, 

employees, and training and education providers.  Some tables suggested the Councils could work with 

Trade Unions, to promote the skills development that is available, and with employees, to encourage 

them into industries where there is high demand for skilled workers.  Some participants highlighted the 

importance of developing cross-sector skills and that the Councils could play a role in working across 

sectors.   

 

The Councils could also have a wider role in meeting the skills challenge, as advocates and promoters 

of the benefits of skills development in the workplace, for example through sharing good practice and 

case studies with employers.  However participants recognise that a wider role is likely to need more 

funding, with some tables expressing concerns that the Councils could be becoming dependent on 

proactive employers for funding. 

 
‘Train to Gain’ as a delivery mechanism 
In theory most participants think Train to Gain is a good idea and has the potential to work well, 

however very few have any knowledge or experience of it in practice.  The perception is that it would be 

a good service for small to medium size business, particularly those who need impartial help and 

advice, rather than large companies who would be less likely to need support from brokers. 

 

“For small companies that are too busy, [Train to Gain] looks particularly useful, [for the] the hard-
to-reach companies.  It should not go to the businesses that don’t need the funding.” 

 
Participants raised some concerns and questions about Train to Gain.  They wanted to know how the 

training funding would be distributed, and whether small businesses would be supported prior to large 

companies.  They questioned the types of courses that would be available and their relevance, and 

emphasised that a good skills broker would need to know about the training that is available and 

understand the business and training needs of the employer.   

 
“Depends on Train to Gain brokers being well trained and understanding the needs of the 
employer – if not right employers get training that they don’t require.” 

 

Developing funding and incentives for training  

Funding was a frequently mentioned issue, with tables talking about the need for more investment in 

training to meet employer needs, with suggestions of financial incentives such as tax relief for small 

businesses and businesses taking on apprentices.  Financial incentives were seen as the key to 

motivating employers to invest in skills provision.  Many thought that government should contribute to 

the costs of skills development as well as there being greater effort to convince employers of the 

financial benefits to their business from investing in a better trained workforce.  This is discussed more 

in debate 3 on engaging employers (see chapter 5). 
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The recommendations for action 
 

Following the discussions, tables agreed their top 3 recommendations for action.  The main 

recommendations coming from the debate on the design and delivery of skills provision were: 

! Sector Skills Councils becoming less bureaucratic and more action focused 

! Sector Skills Councils to engage better with businesses 

! Tailoring training to individual businesses’ needs 

! Better links between employers and training providers 

! Expert brokers who can help businesses justify their skills needs.   

 

Of the combined first and second choice, more than half (56%) of participants prioritised “better links 

between employers and training providers”, reflecting the themes in the discussion of joining up across 

sectors and improving communication to deliver skills provision that is needed in business.  The next 

priority action for participants was “tailoring training to individual business’s needs”, followed by “expert 

brokers who can help businesses identify their skills needs”. 

 
Chart 1: Shaping skills provision to meet employer’s needs (combined 1st & 2nd choice) 
 (Base: 237)
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Across the different delegate types – employers, students, skills providers, stakeholders and the general 

public – there was minimal variation in choice of action.  Skills providers were more likely to choose 

“better links between employers and training providers” than employers.   
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4.  Inclusion and the skills challenge 
 
Overview 
 

Debate 2 focused on inclusion.  Participants were asked how best to ensure that everyone is included in 

improving their skills, specifically older people and those with low or no qualifications.  The session 

included an exercise where participants discussed a series of ‘pen portraits’ of potential learners.  

Towards the end of the session tables were asked to work together to generate their top three 

recommendations for inclusion. 

 

The most frequently mentioned top three recommendations to ensure inclusion were: 

! Flexible courses which fit into people’s busy lives 

! Better information to reach people where they are 

! Specific funding to ensure excluded groups can get involved. 

 

Other recommendations emerging from some tables were: 

! A greater obligation on employers to offer training 

! Raise awareness through publicity campaigns 

! Remove age limits on opportunities 

! Provide advisors and learning mentors 

! Peer and family learning 

! High quality training which inspires people 

! Reform the benefits system. 

 
The debate themes 
 

The themes and ideas which emerged during the discussion about inclusion are presented below.  

 

Barriers to taking up skills opportunities 

There is widespread agreement that inclusion is an issue with most participants recognising people they 

knew in the ‘pen portraits’.  The main barriers to taking up skills opportunities were thought to be 

motivation, money or the cost of training, and time. 

 

For some, not being motivated to take up skills opportunities stems from a lack of confidence and self 

belief, or from a lack of aspiration - “she’s working in her comfort zone.”  For others it is not knowing the 

risks of not gaining skills, with older people more likely to think it is ‘too late for me’.  In contrast some 

young people think training is “not cool” and as such risk not having the skills to go into work. 

 

The pressures of money and time are significant barriers.  The cost of training and associated costs 

such as childcare, transport and equipment make it prohibitive for some, with the loss of earnings also 
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acting as a barrier.  Time, and finding the time for training, is a barrier with employers not being willing 

to set aside time for skills development, and training not always being available when people have the 

time, for example at evenings and weekends. 

 

Flexible courses which fit into people’s busy lives 

The traditional timings and locations of learning environments are not always convenient for busy 

people. Participants want more flexible and accessible training opportunities. Weekend, evenings, part 

time and online courses would help people to fit training into busy lives as well as making it possible to 

work and learn.  Specific suggestions included: 

! Non-traditional learning locations.  One table wanted to see ‘a skills bus’ like the army 

recruitment bus 

! More on site training from employers. 

 

Participants feel that moving away from traditional educational structures will also help engage people 

who have had negative educational experiences. They want training to be made more sensitive to those 

who disliked school and who may have low confidence, for example by not structuring learning as 

‘lessons’ and not making individuals speak in public groups. 

 

“If it was back in the classroom I would be very disinclined.  That element of school is very off-
putting.” 

 

Many participants knew that there is some movement in this direction already, for example Learn Direct 

courses are accessible online at home, but they want this type of provision to be extended and 

improved.   

 

Better information to reach people where they are 

There is a view that many opportunities already exist but people do not know how to access them.  

Participants want to see tailor made information targeted at particular groups. This would make it more 

difficult for specific groups to ignore the skills challenge as ‘not for them’.  Particular groups in need of 

targeted communication are thought to be: 

! Retired people 

! Long term unemployed 

! Women returning to work after having children 

! Single parents  

! Immigrants/people with English as a second language. 

 

Reaching people where they are, rather than waiting for people to seek out information, is considered 

crucial. Partnering with existing relationships and contact points, such as the Citizen’s Advice Bureau, 

health visitors, libraries, schools and retailers, could be a good way to reach people.   
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Specific funding to ensure excluded groups can get involved 

Inclusion is thought to be too important to be left to employers and individuals alone.  There is an 

appetite for government subsidies, grants and/or tax breaks to be available to compensate the individual 

and/or employers for money lost through training.   

 

“You could get 1p off income tax if you hit the standard, 2p if you contribute to the training.”  

 
Particular suggestions to ensure funding got to the right people included: 

! Targeted information about where to access funding and loans 

! Grants available to help to individuals with childcare, transport and equipment  

! “You could pay for internet access in return for them doing the training” 

! Tailor made financial support for small to medium enterprises (SMEs). 

 

A greater obligation on employers to offer training 

All agree that employers are central to inclusion (though of course they cannot reach those not in 

employment) but there is quite a wide range of opinion in terms of how employers can encourage 

uptake, and to what extent this should be voluntary or a statutory duty.  The range of views included: 

! Employee rights to training 

! “There should be an entitlement to training for everyone every 5 years” 

! A statutory duty on employers to audit training needs and provide information 

! More incentives and support for employers to upskill their workforce . 

 
In addition a number of tables suggested: 

! More links between workplace appraisals and skills needs 

! More at work training (rather than off site) to make it more convenient and relevant  

! Government to lead by example by introducing more training for public sector workers 

! Proper support for employers from skills brokers to ensure that all sections of the workforce 

benefit from more training and not only those who are the most motivated. 

 
“We have to win the hearts of employers to ensure everyone gets included – the Skills Broker role is 
key” 

 
Raising awareness through publicity campaigns 

There is clear support for raising the profile of skills through publicity campaigns. There is a feeling that 

creating a more positive national climate for skills would help with inclusion because it would trigger 

more people to seek out training and friends and family would be more supportive. 

 

Key messages that participants want to get across in a publicity campaign were: 

! The link between skills and positive outcomes, such as earning potential 

! The threat of global competition and the risk to individuals, such as losing a job 

! Skills training is not just for young people. 
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“We need to harness the media and change the climate about how important skills are” 
 
“Like the NHS smoking adverts.  They are shocking but they work.” 

 

TV was the favoured medium for a campaign because it is popular and does not require individuals to 

read through information.  Radio adverts, posters and flyers were also mentioned as possible marketing 

routes. One table suggested the inclusion of a story line in a soap opera. Many people wanted to see 

more positive role models in society generally. 

 

Remove age limits on opportunities 

There is a strong feeling that age restrictions on funding and training opportunities are out of step with 

the new economic situation where individuals need to train throughout their lives.  Participants want to 

lift age restrictions on training opportunities, such as apprenticeships, and then publicise those 

opportunities to older people.  

 

“They [apprenticeships] are limited to very very young people at the moment, which is silly.” 
 

One table thought that a new skills bursary available to those approaching retirement would help 

encourage older people to take up training opportunities. 

 

Provide advisors and learning mentors 

Many participants were keen to emphasise the importance of friendly, face to face contact in supporting 

adults to acquire skills.   

 
“We need adult career guidance, like an MOT for adults.” 

 
They thought that more and better advisors and learning mentors could: 

! Provide crucial emotional support and encouragement 

! Put together tailor made learning plans 

! Perhaps delivering some training themselves. 

 

An adult advisory service could be improved and extended out of existing provision such as Job 

Centres, Connexions and Sure Start. Some tables praised Union learning representatives already 

fulfilling this type of role.  

 

In addition learning opportunities could be introduced through other services, for example as part of the 

health visiting service, to help reach excluded groups.  
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Peer and family learning 

Many participants felt that a lack of support within families and communities is a key reason for adults 

not taking up learning opportunities.  Some excluded groups have no tradition of skills acquisition and a 

negative outlook towards education generally. 

 

Promotion and delivery of training should more explicitly address this issue by understanding the 

network that people are in and stop thinking of them as solitary individuals.  Ideas included: 

! Family learning, for example, schools offering parents learning opportunities when their children 

are at school 

! Social marketing -“Perhaps introduce people who’ve not done skills training to similar people 

who have already benefited” 

! Peer support and mentoring 

! Learning in friendship/family groups - “Attend with a friend.” 

 

High quality training which inspires people 

For many of the participants, especially the stakeholders, learning is a lifelong passion from which they 

derive huge satisfaction and enjoyment.  They want other people to experience the same thing and 

thought linking skills training to people’s existing hobbies, interests and passions could help people get 

the learning ‘bug’.  

 

Participants want skills training to recognise what people have already achieved in their lives, even if 

they are not formally accredited skills.  The benefits of this approach could be to improve motivation and 

build on the softer skills essential to the modern workplace, such as confidence and communication. 

 

One table suggested that the quality of training could be improved by making the evaluation of skills 

training more transparent to potential learners, for example by creating online blogs of how people rated 

different courses.  This would mean that courses rated poorly by their participants would be less likely to 

continue.   

 

Reform the benefits system 

A number of tables said that there was not enough incentive for people to get off benefits and into 

training, especially if their motivation to train was already low.  

 

“There is the problem of the benefit trap.  Is training worthwhile?” 

 
One participant praised a scheme in Liverpool where people could go to work for three months without 

affecting their benefits. The result was that most people stayed in employment for the longer term.  ” 
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The recommendations for action 
 

The debate on inclusion and the skills challenge concluded with tables agreeing their top three 

recommendations for action.  The recommendations were then analysed by the ‘theme team’ before 

participants chose their first and second choice.  The six recommendations reflect the main themes from 

discussions in the debate:  

! Ensuring learners have emotional support, such as attending training with a friend and peer 

support 

! Ensuring learners have practical support, such as child care 

! Flexible provision to suit learners lives 

! Provide financial incentives to learn 

! Provide information and advance in places where people go 

! Communicate the benefits of learning and “what’s in it” for individuals, such as improving life 

chances and work opportunities. 

 

Communicating the benefits of learning is the priority action for this debate, with 59% of participants 

choosing this as a first and second choice.  This action mirrors the discussions for the debate, where 

participants emphasised the importance of linking training and skills development to improving 

individual’s employment opportunities and income earning potential.  A nearly equal number of 

participants chose three other priority actions - more flexible provision to suite learners’ lives (38%), 

providing information and advice (36%), and providing financial incentives to learn (33%). 

 
Chart 2: Making sure that skills provision is designed to meet employers’ needs (1st & 2nd choice combined) 
(Base: 241) 
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Participants’ priorities for action were consistent across the delegate types, with little variation between 

the choices made by employers, students, skills providers, stakeholders and the general public.   
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5. Engaging employers 
 
 
Overview 
 

Debate 3 focused on the theme of engaging employers.  Participants were asked to consider how to 

encourage employers to demand more training and take up the training available.  The discussions 

focused on the reasons that employers do not invest in skills training, ways of increasing the demand 

from employers for skills training and the role of employees and learners in encouraging employers to 

provide training opportunities.  Participants then put forward their thoughts and reactions to the 

proposed Employer’s Pledge, and considered whether it is an appropriate tool and the extent to which it 

should be compulsory or voluntary.   As with debates 1 and 2, the participants then agreed and voted on 

their top 3 recommendations. 

 

Participants made a number of key recommendations on effective ways of engaging employers and of 

creating and maintaining demand for training.  The recommendations can be categorised into five key 

areas:  

! Raising awareness, including awareness of skills and appropriate training, the benefits of skills 

development and training, and existing provision 

! Provision of appropriate support to employers including financial support and practical support 

! Training provision 

! Working with employees  

! Encouraging involvement through the Employer Pledge. 

 

The debate themes 
 

Raising awareness of skills provision and its benefits 

This was the theme and recommendation for which there was most support in table discussions.  It 

relates to:  

! Awareness of need for skills and appropriate training 

! Awareness of the business benefits of training and skills development 

! Awareness of existing provision. 

 

There is a lack of awareness of the situation in which the UK finds itself and the part that employers 

need to play for the UK to regain and retain its competitive edge.  Employers reported that they do not 

necessarily know what skills gaps exist within their companies nor what specific skills would benefit the 

company. 

 

“Employers need to understand the real threat from other economies.” 
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“Employers are not articulating what skills gap they’re actually dealing with. They need to know 

what exactly they’re hoping for.” 

 

There was widespread agreement that employers need to be made aware of and understand the 

business benefits of training and skills development and its relevance to the company / organisation.  

There is a lack of understanding of the return on investment and the business benefits of training.  

Companies need to be able to see the “difference to the bottom line” of a well trained / motivated 

workforce, with suggestions of using “real life” examples to demonstrate the tangible benefits.  

 

 “Use examples of companies who have invested in training.   They have to be shown that it will 

work”. 

 

Many employers, and especially SMEs, were unaware of the skills provision, funding and incentives that 

are currently available. They are equally unaware of the support that exists. Employers need to be 

made aware of what is available and be given the necessary support to access it.  

 

“Smaller businesses might not have a training manager or have the information they need to 

know what there is.” 

 

Provision of financial support to employers 

There was considerable support for the provision of financial incentives to enable employers to release 

staff for training as well as funding the training itself.  The cost of training needs to be measured not only 

in monetary terms but also in terms of its impact on human resources. Employers commented on the 

need to arrange cover for staff who are on training programmes and the difficulties of finding 

appropriately qualified / experienced individuals.  There is also reluctance (and in some cases an 

inability) for companies to pay for training that would provide an individual with skills that are over and 

above those required for the job. 

 

“Even with money …it is not possible to provide qualified cover while a member of staff is 

training.” 

“It is a basic dilemma – will an employer pay for training that’s over and above the needs of the 

job. If there is no progression in the company – we just need them to do the job.” 

 

There was widespread support for the concept of financial incentives to help employers provide 

appropriate training.  These could be provided through tax breaks or direct funding but either way would 

have the effect of stimulating demand as it addresses funding, one of the key barriers identified in 

discussions. This is thought to be especially important for small business where time and financial 

resources are perceived to be more limited than in larger companies. 

 

 “Government can give money and other incentives - this must include incentives for time.” 
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Provision of practical support and advice 
In addition to providing financial support there was agreement on the need for practical and peer group 

support, especially for SMEs.  The system needs to make it easy for employers to become involved and 

to understand what skills training would be appropriate.  Support should be available through 

employers’ networks, which would enable groups of employers to discuss the benefits of training, share 

good practice and provide mentors and partnering schemes. 

 

This included: 

! Smaller businesses could use Train to Gain 

! Large businesses could encourage their supplier businesses to train with them 

“Clustering could encourage training i.e. companies that are close geographically and share 

market could cluster with local training provider – college, universities, to share training” 

! Employers already engaged in training could act as role models and champions. 

 “You are more likely to respond to someone who knows your business than a stranger telling 

you that something is good or bad.” 

 

Time is a critical factor and was quoted by a number of employers and employees as a barrier to 

involvement. Many employers are just not able to afford the time (and in some cases energy) that is 

required.  

 

Training provision   

Employers on tables highlighted the need to ensure that training and qualifications are tailored to 

business needs and delivered in flexible ways that meet the needs of employers and employees alike.  

There is concern over the training currently provided and its relevance to business. This can mean that 

employers do not even consider the possibilities open to them.  Employers need to be convinced that 

training is relevant to both their business and their employees and that there will be direct benefits to the 

company.  Some participants commented that this will take a lot of time and effort on the part of the 

providers. 

 

“It has taken 15 years for employers to understand NVQs. What is going to happen to the new 

diplomas?” 

 

There was also a call for a return to apprenticeships and that these should be available to older people.  

Any sector based training programmes need to be recognised within the sector and across the UK. 

 

Working with employees  
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Much of the debate focused on the role and commitment of employers, however employees also have a 

role to play. It was widely recognised that success in meeting the Leitch targets will depend to a large 

extent on the motivation and commitment of employees.  Yet, there is a concern from employers that 

staff will leave the company as soon as the training programme is complete.  One table suggested 

developing a training compact with employees to alleviate this concern. 

 

“If a company trains somebody they have to be able to write it into the contact – you have to 

stay with us for x amount of time if we train you.” 

 

In table discussions, participants suggested that employees need to: 

! Show commitment and demonstrate that loyalty is a two way street 

! Be willing to put in their time as well as use their employers’ time to train 

! Pledge to remain with an employer 

! Be willing to mentor / act as a role model to others 

! Have an open mind to the benefits of training and to see the future that it opens up 

! Focus on long term plans. 

 

To do this, employers need to raise awareness of the issues and to build training into the culture of the 

company and make it an integral part of personal development reviews. This could include: 

! Being willing to demonstrate why employees should give up their time and energy through 

demonstrating the benefits of having additional skills 

! Letting staff know that there is a job there at the end of it   

! Focusing on employees’ long term career and personal plans  

! Provision of mentoring / shadowing opportunities 

! Building financial incentives into contracts. 

 

At the same time there was a feeling that employees can help each other by acting as mentors and 

helping others to demand training.  

 

The Employer Pledge  

Responses to the proposed Employer Pledge, in which employers would commit to training their staff to 

Level 2 were mixed with some participants totally supportive of the idea while others felt the concept of 

a pledge was destructive rather than constructive. On the positive side, the pledge indicates a 

commitment on the part of the employer. It will contribute to the skills challenge and will help to raise the 

profile of training and the need for skills development within organisations.   

 

“It is a good idea – it would stop everyone just sitting around and talking.” 

 

On the negative side, there was concern that the pledge could have an impact on business 

development. It could act as a deterrent to an individual setting up a business either on a self-employed 
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basis or as an SME, it may mean that larger companies would outsource business offshore to avoid the 

requirements of the pledge and it could lead to restrictive recruitment practices.  

 

 “I would think twice about the skills of the staff recruited to make sure they don’t need basic 

skills training.” 

 

Reservations were expressed over the timing of the pledge and whether it is too early to ask employers 

to engage in this way: 

 

“We need for more dialogue over the qualifications. They need to be fit for purpose.  Employers 

must begin this dialogue first.” 

 

Opinions were divided on whether the pledge should be voluntary or compulsory. A significant number 

of concerns were expressed over the impact a compulsory pledge would have in terms of regulation of 

an already over-regulated sector.   

 

“A pledge is a good idea – although even if it is compulsory there will always be companies that 

are able to avoid it.” 

 

In the event the pledge was made compulsory, there was considerable scepticism that it could be 

enforced and concern over the mechanics: 

! What would the sanctions be? 

! How would it be measured / inspected? 

! Who would be responsible? 

! How would you avoid bureaucracy and red tape? 

 

“Investors in People set out to achieve this – but instead became a bureaucratic nightmare. 

How would you know whether it is working? Have an army of inspectors, which would be a 

nightmare.” 

 

A number of comments were made in relation to ways in which companies could be encouraged to sign 

the pledge: 

 

“Pledge sounds good and makes sense. With advertising it can be shown how it benefits the 

employer. Would have to work voluntarily.” 

“The threat of compulsion might be enough to “encourage people to get involved.” 

 
The recommendations for action 
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Following discussions, participants voted on their top 3 recommendations for action.  The main 

recommendations developed in table discussions to engage employers included:  

! Building training into everyday working life 

! Targeted help for small business 

! Show the impact of training on the bottom line 

! Employer/employee contract 

! Other incentives 

! Financial incentives.   

 

The provision of financial incentives was the preferred for most participants (53%), followed by building 

training into every day working life” (45%) and “showing the impact of training on the bottom line” (42%).  

Again these priorities were consistent with table discussions and highlight participants wanting financial 

support in recognition of the costs to business in delivering the Leitch targets. 

 
Chart 3: Engaging employers (1st & 2nd choice combined) 
(Base: 237) 
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Employers were more likely to select financial incentives as their first and second priority action, 

compared to other delegate types,  whereas young learners and young people were more likely to 

chose “building training into everyday working life” than most other delegate types.   
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6. Creating a culture of learning 
 
 
Overview 
 

The fourth and final debate of the day focused on how to create a culture of learning.  In the first part of 

the debate participants were asked to consider how we create a culture of learning, and to ask what 

employers, Government, skills providers and learners and potential learners can do.   The discussion for 

the second part of the debate then focused on what role communications campaign can play and what a 

successful campaign to promote a culture of learning would look like.   

 

The following five key themes emerged in the debate:  

! Carrots will be much more effective than sticks 

! We are all different, and may need different approaches 

! The culture needs to start in school, but must not be an extension of school 

! Learners are real people and can relate to real people 

! An ‘ad campaign’ is not enough on its own. 

 

These themes are reflected in the recommendations that each table agreed at the end of the debate.  

Numerous recommendations were made, and the main themes were: 

! The need for a full publicity campaign, leveraging all forms of media 

! The need to tailor solutions to individuals, and not take a one size fits all approach 

! Clearly demonstrate the benefits of improving skills, and the link to higher levels of pay 

! Improve the quality and accessibility of careers advice (clearer advice delivered in more 

innovative ways) 

! Provide tax-breaks or other financial funding for learners 

! Emphasise the importance of life-long learning right from school (with parents having as 

important a role as teachers). 

 
The debate and themes 
 

Carrots will be much more effective than sticks 

The previous debates emphasised the need for the UK to up-skill, and the consequences if it does not.  

In responding, most participants chose to highlight the positive messages involved in this challenge – 

that improving your skills will benefit you financially and in terms of life chances. 

 

“Evidence it – carrots dangling - you can earn double the money in ten years – I 
would listen to that.” 
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A carrot rather than stick approach was thought to be a more effective way of encouraging learners and 

employers to improve skill levels, with wide agreement that rewarding people and businesses for action 



rather than penalising them for inaction was a better approach.  A number of learners highlighted the 

barriers they faced in improving skills (these are discussed more in chapter 3).  There was agreement 

that incentives need to be offered to support to people take the first step, such as offering crèches at 

night classes, subsidising the cost of learning, or providing tax-breaks or financial incentives for learners 

(for example, as an alternative to staying on benefits). 

 

Similarly it was felt that employers need to offer incentives for employees to develop their skills, for 

example allowing learning during work hours, as well as benefiting from a business culture that aligns 

itself with a culture of learning, for example, with Government providing tax-breaks to support employers 

who truly embrace the concept. 

 

While the emphasis of a carrot approach was mostly financial, there was some discussion on non-

financial incentives.  A number of participants suggested that employers and Government could 

celebrate successful learners, and make them a shining example to other employees. 

 

Sticks, or penalties, were discussed but felt to have a limited role.  There were very few comments that 

Government should, as a last resort, punish employers who made no effort to improve skill levels.   

 

We are all different, and may need different approaches 
A recurring theme through the debate was the importance of tailoring the learning culture to individual 

needs, and not taking a ‘one size fits all’ approach.  The differences to consider included ages, abilities, 

cultural groups, size of business, and family situations, with examples of flexibility and individuality being 

important including: 

! Those with childcare responsibilities who would need crèche facilities 

! Learners and employers from ethnic minorities who would need tailored messages 

! Courses that could be offered on a part-time as well as full-time basis 

! Learning opportunities that could be digested in small, flexible chunks by those who want to 

take things slowly at first 

! Unskilled people on benefits needing a different approach to people already in skilled roles 

! Young people responding to different campaigns than older learners 

! The need for local flexibility to take into account local contexts and demographics 

! The need for a broad interpretation of ‘skills’ – since different people will be attracted by 

different skills opportunities. 

 

While much of the debate focused on catering for individual needs and situations, there were also 

lessons for employers.  The importance of appraisals and personal development plans was highlighted, 

and it was suggested that organisations need to get a lot more professional in developing their 

employees, and tailoring skills and training to the individual.  Some tables suggested companies 

highlighting skills from the top down.  A Chief Executive may have a unique skill-set, but they should still 

publicly embrace the concept of continuous learning. 
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“Show commitment to developing staff, individual development plans, celebrate 
people moving on, up sideways instead of wanting to keep them there.” 

 

The culture needs to start in school, but must not be an extension of school 

The final debate widened the focus from adult skills development to the importance of creating a culture 

of life-long learning in the UK.  In discussions, it was felt to be the responsibility of teachers and parents 

to instil in young people the need to see education as the start of a journey rather than an endpoint. 

 

At the same time there was agreement that a culture of learning needs to move away from people’s 

experience of school, particularly as a negative school experience was thought to be more likely among 

those without Level 2 qualifications.  Therefore, so as to get those most in need of skills to sign up to the 

idea, the experience will need to be markedly different from school with strong messages about the 

need for learning rather than teaching, and acquiring skills rather than passing exams. 

 

“People can come back to learning with very negative perceptions because of 
school, but once they’re into it, they’re positive. If you did a BTec you’d have a 
more positive experience – it’s not just sitting down and learning and writing.” 

 

There were mixed views on the Leitch Report’s recommendation that skills should be developed ‘around 

employers’ needs’.  There were frequent references to ‘passion’ and ‘finding something you love’.  

Ideally these would coincide with marketable skills, but some emphasised that for some the first step 

may be finding something they love, and subsequently developing this into work-related skills.  To 

include everyone in a culture of learning, ‘skills’ will need to be broadly defined. 

 

“We need to find a starting point… what is it that people are interested in? How 
can this be turned into a starting point for a ‘learning journey’?” 

 
The lesson for skills providers from table discussions is to make skills development fun – avoiding a 

classroom experience and adopting a broader definition of skills.  While this is not a prerequisite for 

everyone, participants think that to encourage everyone to develop skills, training opportunities need to 

be enjoyable and fun. 

 

Learners are real people and can relate to real people 
Thierry Henry, Jamie Oliver, Richard Branson, Ansell Henry (from The Apprentice) and Emile Heskey 

(who has several GCSEs) even Jane Asher – were all suggested as potential spokespeople for a 

Culture of Learning campaign.  However none of them was as popular as the idea of a campaign 

featuring non-celebrities. 

 

Discussions emphasised the need for a positive, aspirational message - calling out to everyone and 

reassuring them that we can all improve our skills - and it was felt that real stories involving real people 

would have the biggest impact.   
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“Making a fuss of successful learners – not making a fuss of people who are 
brilliant but encouraging people who have achieved learning/progress. So people 
can see someone who is ‘just like them’ and realise that it would be possible for 
them to do it.” 

 

Real role models could include local business people coming into schools to talk about how they’ve 

developed, parents leading by example and showing their children that continuous learning can be of 

real value, or employees being celebrated at work. 

 

Celebrities were felt to have a role “as well as” rather than “instead of” everyday spokespeople.  Where 

celebrities were mentioned, it was often in the sense of celebrities who have rolled their sleeves up and 

earned success, rather than simply become famous.  The sentiment continued into discussions around 

the ideal feel or tone of a communications campaign.  There was agreement that a campaign should 

include people who have successfully developed their skills and reaped the benefits – been promoted 

rather than become millionaires, got their first job rather than owned their first company. 

 

An ‘ad campaign’ is not enough  

Most participants felt a large scale communications campaign would be central to achieving a culture of 

learning, with only a few saying an ‘ad campaign would be a waste of money’.  Publicity and 

communication campaigns were the most common recommendation.   

 

Suggestions from publicity and campaigns included: 

! Learning vouchers being included as part of a Sun campaign 

! Articles on learning being included in women’s and other lifestyle magazines 

! Skills development being woven into soap storylines (apparently when Pat Butcher in 

Eastenders took an NVQ enquiries about them rocketed) 

! Free mobile phone credits to connect with younger age groups 

! A campaign not only on television, but also in supermarkets 

 
“Promote people who learn – when did you last see someone on Corrie going to 
an evening class?” 

 
Many commented that the success of the ‘5 a day’ campaign was a result of different sectors working 

together, including Government, retailers and food suppliers as well as the campaign’s wide media 

coverage.  A culture of learning communications campaign would similarly need to use different 

platforms to deliver high quality advice and information, and to work at different levels. 

 
The recommendations for action 
 

Following discussions tables agreed their top 3 recommendations for action.  The six recommendations 

in response to how to create a culture of learning in the UK were:  
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! Making it easier for people to access learning 

! Making learning less elitist 

! Large ongoing campaign to promote learning 

! Teaching soft and hard skills 

! Making learning fun, cool and social 

! Clearly linking training to long term career success.   

 
Making it easier for people to access learning was selected by most participants as the priority action.  

Clearly linking training to long term career success was also identified as a priority action. 

 
Chart 4: Creating a culture of learning (1st & 2nd choice combined) 
(Base: 235) 
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For the last debate, participants from the different delegate types (employer, students, skills providers, 

stakeholders and general public) made similar choices in relation to the actions they would like to see 

taken forward, with little variation between the delegate types.  Employers were slightly more likely to 

support “making it easier for people to access learning” and less likely to support “clearly linking training 

to long term career success” compared to all participants. 
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7. Taking part & taking the skills challenge forward 
 
Overview 
 

The Skills Challenge: a Public Debate was the first opportunity for different audiences to collectively 

discuss and respond to the ideas and recommendations set out in the Leitch report.  In bringing 

together more than 300 participants, ranging from 16 year old learners to heads of companies, the 

debate was an opportunity for them to hear each other’s views and discuss collectively how the UK can 

respond to the skills challenge. 

 

Views through the day  
 

The following presents the findings of the voting questions we asked participants at the start and end of 

the day.  The questions were designed to gauge participants’ views and attitudes on themes and issues 

in the Leitch report, and to see whether their views changed over the course of the day.   

 

Participants were asked two questions in relation to improving skills – firstly, how important is it for you 

personally to improve your skills (Chart 5) and, secondly, how important is it for the UK as a whole to 

improve skills (Chart 6, overleaf).  89% of participants said it was very important or fairly important to 

improve their skills personally at both the start and end of the day, with the number of people saying it 

was very important increasing from 57% to 69%.  Nearly all participants said it was very important or 

fairly important for the UK as a whole to improve skills, with similar views at the end of the day. 

 
Chart 5: In your opinion, how important is it for you personally to improve your skills?  
(Base: pre = 239 & base post = 216) 
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Chart 6: In your opinion, how important is it for the UK as a whole to improve skills? 
(Base: pre = 241 & base post = 209) 
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Both the polling and the table discussions feedback from participants showed that taking part in the 

event increased how much they knew about the skills challenge.  At the start of the day 61% of 

participants said they knew a lot or a little bit, and this increased to 87% at the end of the day.  The 

general public and young learners were less likely to know about the skills challenges compared to 

other delegates at the start of the day, and these groups were more likely to say they knew more by the 

end of the day.   

 
Chart 7: How much do you know about the ‘skills challenge’? 
(Base: pre = 245 & base post = 215) 
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Participants were asked questions about who should pay to improve skills in the UK – should individuals 

pay to improve their skills, should employers pay to improve their employee’s skills, and should the 

taxpayer pay to improve the UK’s skills?  Overall participants were most likely to agree that employers 

should pay to improve their employees’ skills, with 87% agreeing strongly/agreeing at the start and 88% 

at the end of the day (Chart 9).  On the other hand participants were more likely to disagree that 
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individuals should pay to improve their skills, with 56% disagreeing strongly/disagreeing (Chart 8).  

However, employers and stakeholders were more likely than other delegate types to agree that 

individuals should pay to improve their skills. 

 
Chart 8: Individuals should pay to improve their skills  
(Base: pre = 239 & base post = 211) 
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Chart 9: Employers should pay to improve their employee’s skills 
(Base: pre = 244 & base post = 211) 
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At the start of the day two-thirds (67%) of participants strongly agreed/agreed that the taxpayer should 

pay to improve the UK’s skills, and this increased to 72% at the end of the day with the largest increase 

being from those strongly agreeing.   
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Chart 10: The taxpayer should pay to improve the UK’s skills 
(Base: pre = 240 & base post = 212) 
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Lightbulb moments  
 

At the end of the day we asked participants to reflect on the day’s discussions and to highlight what they 

had learned and what surprised them the most.  Everyone was then asked to make a personal 

commitment of what they were going to do differently or change as a result of taking part.   

 

Nearly all participants said they were surprised by the enormity and complexity of the challenge ahead.  

The statistics participants remembered were the UK’s low international ranking in post-16 education, 

how the UK economy compares to China and India, and how many people do not have literacy and 

numeracy skills. 

 

“I’m worried about the enormity of the problem, but reassuring that a cross-section of people at 

our table seem to be agreeing about the need for something to be done.” 

 

Many found the day’s collaborative approach positive and the experience of sharing views and hearing 

different perspectives useful.  There is recognition that everyone has a role to play and the solution to 

the skills challenge needs to be shared by everyone.   

 

“It’s reinforced that we need to work together and work it out, it’s a national issue and as 

citizens we need to do our bit.” 
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Alongside the ‘shocking statistics’ participants also want the skills debate to focus on positive stories 

and opportunities.  While the Leitch targets are “breathtaking and ambitious”, the tone of the debate 

needs to be positive rather than negative.  Participants think there are many good stories and 

successes across the UK, and the response needs to build on these.  Some think the targets could be 

more ambitious and want to aim beyond level 2 qualifications. 



 

At the same time, it is recognised that meeting the challenge will be difficult.  Lifelong learning will 

become more important as will the role of older learners.  Different sectors will need to get the balance 

right between work experience, on the job training and qualifications. 

 

Many commented that they welcomed the opportunity to speak directly with government about the 

challenge, and take part an event of this type. 

 

Personal commitments  
 

The final activity for the day involved participants making a personal commitment, and these were wide 

ranging including: 

 

! Learning a new skill/s and getting into college or further education 

! Working more closely with colleges or employers 

! Spreading the work and talking about it with my friends and family 

! Encouraging learning for adults and the older generation. 

 

Lastly, participants were asked how they felt about the day with more than half (54%) saying they 

enjoyed the day a lot and a further 36% saying they enjoyed it a little bit (see Chart 11).   

 
Chart 11: How did you feel about today? 
(Base: 211) 
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Importantly, when asked whether they thought the results of the day’s discussion will be influential in the 

future more than half (58%) agreed and strongly agreed, with one-quarter (26%) disagreeing and 

strongly disagreeing (see Chart 12 overleaf).  Young learners and the general public were more likely to 

disagree than other delegate types that the results would be influential in the future.   
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Chart 12: I believe the results of today will be influential in the future  
(Base: 206) 
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Lastly participants were asked their feedback on the day itself with a majority (83%) saying they thought 

an event such as the Skills Challenge was a good way of consulting people about policies.  Nearly all 

(90%) agreed that working with a mix of people through the day was useful for taking forward the 

discussion, and they found the day itself interesting, enjoyable and important. 
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Appendix 1: Agenda outline 
 

The Skills Challenge: A Public Debate 
Time Activity 

8.30 – 

9.30 

Registration 

Participants seated in mixed tables 

9.30 – 

9.40 

Welcome and housekeeping (Viki Cooke, Opinion Leader) 

Keypad training and initial polling questions 

9.40 – 

10.10 

Table discussion: Warm up 

Participant introductions 

Warm up discussion on tables 

What are the main triggers and barriers for people taking up learning and skills 

opportunities? 

10.10 – 

10.15 

Introduction to the day – why this debate is important (Sir Digby Jones) 

10.15 – 

10.45 

Pub Quiz 

10.45 – 
10.50 

Opening speech: The Chancellor sets out the challenge 

10.50 - 

11.30 

Debate 1: Shaping skills provision to meet employer needs 

How do we make sure that skills provision is designed and delivered to meet employers’ 

needs? 

Introduction to debate from Lead Facilitator 

Debate on tables 

11.30 – 

12.15 

Debate 2: Inclusion and the skills challenge 

How do we make sure that everyone is included – specifically those who do not take up 

opportunities now and older people? 

Introduction to debate from Lead Facilitator 

Debate on tables 

12.15 – 

12.20 

Table move 
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12.20 – 

1.05 

Lunch 

1.05 – 
1.15 

Welcome back 

Polling questions on Debates 1 and 2  

1.15 – 
1.55 

Debate 3: Engaging employers 

How do we encourage employers to demand more skills training and take up the training 

available? 

Introduction to debate from Lead Facilitator 

Debate on tables 

1.55 – 

2.45 

Debate 4: Creating a culture of learning 

! Adult skills development: How do we create a culture of learning – who does what 

and how?  

Introduction to debate from Lead Facilitator 

Debate on tables 

2.45 – 

2.55 

Polling questions on Debates 3 and 4 

 

2.55 – 

3.15 

Wrap up discussion: Lightbulb moments and roadblocks 

3.15 – 

3.30 

Secretary of State and Chancellor close and responding 

3.30 – 

3.45 

Wrap up and close (Opinion Leader) 

Final voting (repeat polling questions on attitudes from the start of the day) 

3.45 – 

4.00 

On tables – feedback forms, permission to recontact forms and directing general public 

delegates to collect incentives 
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