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Table 4.1:  Number of individual and employer participants, July 2007 
SSC Participants Employers 

ConstructionSkills 0 0 
Improve 249 66 
Lantra 169 60 
Skillfast-UK 308 28 

Source:  SSDA 
Only Skillfast-UK was exceeding its original expectations in terms of the numbers of women it was 
supporting.  The SSDA continue to monitor the situation and work with SSCs more generally to meet 
these challenges. 
 
4.4 Impact 
At the strategic level there was broad agreement among stakeholders that the initiative addresses 
clearly and explicitly the agenda set in the original Women and Work Commission Report.  All 
stakeholders agreed that the added value of the programme is likely to go beyond March 2008 and 
the (up to) 10,000 women who will participate in the initiative.  The sheer scale of the programme and 
the various outcomes of the individual projects are expected to have an important and noticeable 
impact at a sectoral level.   
 
At the time of reporting there is early evidence of some emerging impacts associated with the 
initiative.  Without exception, the initiative has been welcomed by stakeholders and has galvanised 
real enthusiasm in terms of its focus.   SSDA have embraced the opportunity to encourage the Skills 
for Business Network to take it forward and have developed an approach, systems and procedures 
necessary to take an initiative like this forward.   
 
The SSCs have welcomed the initiative as providing a means of demonstrating to employers that 
they can make a difference to provision.   It has also provided a useful vehicle to demonstrate the 
value of the SSA process and as a means to connect with a wide range of employers.   
 
The participating SSCs have demonstrated a willingness to work together and share experiences and 
practice between each other and with the wider infrastructure through both the Operational Group 
and less formal collaboration.  The Operational Group has provided a means for the SSCs and other 
influential stakeholders to come together and has been valued by participants.  It has provided a 
forum to discuss both emerging policy issues influencing the initiative as well as practical operational 
issues and to undertake joint-problem solving.  There is evidence of further connections being made 
between stakeholders as part of ongoing delivery activity which has involved sharing good practice in 
terms of, for example, marketing and promotion, employer engagement and administrative systems. 
 
The pressure to meet the targets associated with the initiative has overwhelmingly led to an initial 
focus on working with employers and individuals who would provide the ‘quick wins’ necessary to 
establish the initiative and provide some evidence of progress.  However stakeholders involved in the 
delivery of the initiative also report some success in terms of engaging both employers and individual 
learners who would be viewed as ‘hard to reach’ by policy planners – those organisations which 
would not normally become involved in initiatives which sought to provide external training for their 
employees and those individuals who would not normally undertake training activity for example.   
 
Considerable effort has been made to establish administration systems that minimise bureaucracy 
yet meet the requirements for monitoring and compliance with regulations, with the approach 
adopted by Lantra being seen as an example of good practice in this regard.  In particular there has 
been an emphasis on minimising the bureaucratic burden on employers and training providers which 
appears to be universally welcomed by both parties.   Employers have not only been involved as 
consumers of the initiative but have played an active part in its design and development.  For 
example the three employers on the Skillfast-UK Steering Group played a key role in informing the 
design and development of the delivery model and provided an opportunity to test out the 
intervention in a friendly environment.   
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Sustainability issues were considered as part of the bidding process, however the primary focus of 
the SSCs at the time of the research was placed on project delivery.  A key point raised by several 
stakeholders is that much depends on the extent to which the initiative succeeds in contributing to 
culture change amongst employers particularly in the context of a wider need to reinforce the 
‘learning pays’ message more generally.  Following on from this, whilst other sources may provide 
some funding to take the individual projects forward, stimulating the development of motivations, 
systems or processes in employers which encourage them to invest their own resources in the 
development of their women employees will be a key factor in relation to sustainability.   
 
The feedback from employers and individual beneficiaries is limited at this point in time, however 
there are indications of favourable impressions on behalf of employers in terms of the training 
provided through the initiative and from women in terms of improved skills and confidence.   
 
4.5 Lessons Learned to date 
Generally the Stakeholders involved in the development of the initiative were positive about it, in spite 
of its relatively slow start and challenging timebound targets.  The key lessons emerging from the 
initiative to date are highlighted below: 
 

• Linkages between the initiative and other elements of the Women and Work Programme (i.e. 
skills coaches and level 3 pilots) have been made at a strategic level, but there is limited 
evidence to indicate that this is the case at an operational level.  The extent to which such 
linkages would add value to the initiative is currently unclear. 

• Joint working at the strategic level – for example occasional workshops or similar events 
involving senior representatives from SSDA, LSC and relevant government departments and 
agencies - can help to minimise duplication and encourage value adding activity at the 
operational level 

• A focus on the achievement of quantitative targets within a pilot programme can limit the 
extent of more long term partnership activity, innovation and value-adding activity  

• Involvement of SSCs in the early stages of the policy development process has supported the 
ownership of the initiative by the Skills for Business Network.   

• The importance of the SSDA project manager in terms of making the links between policy and 
practice and both supporting and acting as a ‘critical friend’ to SSCs was widely recognised 
and valued. 

• Proper resourcing of projects in terms of project management (including recruitment and 
replacement due to staff turnover) and employer engagement activity is critical to taking the 
projects forward  

• Whilst some stakeholders such as the LSC and TUC are engaged to varying degrees at the 
strategic level, there is scope to improve their contribution at the operational level through, for 
example, skills brokers and union learning representatives.   

• Listening to employers and responding to their business interests provides a sound foundation 
for the design and implementation of an intervention. Minimising bureaucracy for employers is 
a key element in facilitating employer engagement  

• The internal decision making processes of employers and their planning cycles can result in 
material delays in undertaking publicly funded training interventions and limit demand, 
particularly in the short term 

• Impacts of the initiative will take some time to emerge, will often be qualitative in nature and 
difficult to measure, involving developments such as changes in attitudes and organisational 
cultures. 
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5 MAIN FINDINGS AND IMPLICATIONS 
Inevitably this phase 1 evaluation has focused primarily on reviewing the process of getting the 
projects started and their initial operation. The early stage of the research and the qualitative nature 
of the investigation means that it is not possible at this stage to make many judgements about the 
impact of the initiative. However, a number of key findings emerged regarding the process of 
establishing and developing the individual projects that have potential implications for the operation 
of the programme up to the end of its funding period. 
 
5.1 Operationalising the initiative  
All the stakeholders suggested that the initiative has led to the establishment of a set of projects in 
tune with the policy direction set by the Women and Work Commission.  The initiative crystallised into 
a programme based on three objectives (i) increasing entry and retention levels, (ii) increasing career 
progression (iii) engaging employers to overcome barriers faced by women.  The first objective is 
nearest to the original emphasis of the budget announcement, however the evidence and 
practicalities suggested the second stream as an equally important factor in taking the Women and 
Work Commission Agenda forward.  The third objective was largely seen as a longer-term outcome 
associated with wider cultural change and an intended outcome emerging at some time in the future 
from the interventions funded under stream (i) and (ii).   
 
The Sector Skills Agreements played a key role in providing evidence of the need for intervention, 
enabling SSCs to identify skills gaps and skills shortages to be addressed at sector and sub-sector 
level, and providing a rationale for intervention which underpinned the proposals put forward by the 
SSCs.  The design of the projects has been influenced by both the SSAs and often by key employers 
being engaged in the development process.  In this way the initiative provides a good illustration of a 
demand-led approach to skills policy which the government continues to strive towards post-Leitch.  
 
5.2 SSC engagement with employers 
The vast majority of respondents agreed that engaging employers is central to the success of the 
initiative. The time-limited nature of the funding means that it is necessary to achieve this 
engagement quickly, encouraging SSCs to concentrate initially on employers with which they already 
have some contact and/or are likely to be responsive to the initiative. The challenging nature of the 
numerical targets for individual participation provide an incentive for SSCs to concentrate on larger 
employers that can – in principle – ‘deliver’ large numbers of participants. 
 
There are some indications that the strategy of concentrating on large employers has not always 
resulted in the expected outcomes. Internal communication within large organisations may be slow 
and may not be effective in spreading the initiative’s message. Many large organisations also have 
established training programmes linked to equal opportunities and/or positive action programmes. 
 
On the other hand, small employers tend to take more work to engage in the first place and may only 
be able to ‘deliver’ small numbers of participants. However, decision-making processes within small 
organisations tend to be straightforward. Respondents emphasised the key role of intermediaries 
such as training providers and sector organisations in encouraging SME participation in the 
programme. 
 
The project case studies revealed examples of relatively large organisations engaging with SSCs for 
the first time as a result of the initiative, beginning to think about getting involved with other SSC 
programmes and recommending the initiative to other employers. While it is too early to assess how 
common this is, it is clear that the initiative does have the potential to act as a ‘shop window’ for 
SSCs. 
 
The above discussion may imply that, of necessity, SSCs are pursuing strategies that may mean that 
‘hard to reach’ employers and/or individuals are being given less attention than those with which the 
SSC already has links. On the other hand, the research did identify examples of extensive marketing 
and PR campaigns, engaging partners such as trade unions and sector bodies and making use of 
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various media. It is too early to draw conclusions about this, but it is clearly an issue that will require 
attention during phase 2 and the planned quantitative surveys of employers and individuals. 
 
There was no evidence from the phase 1 evaluation research that the requirement for employers to 
make a financial contribution has had a negative effect on employer engagement and that the public 
funding provided through the initiative is clearly an important factor in successful employer 
engagement. 
 
5.3 Delivery mechanisms 
One factor highlighted as an attraction of the initiative to employers is the potential flexibility of skills 
delivery in terms of time period (within the overall timeframe of the project), type of training 
supported, method of delivery and training provider. In particular, several respondents noted the fact 
that initiative support does not necessarily imply the need for a qualification seems to be a positive in 
the eyes of many employers. Having said this, some initiative projects have decided to focus on 
qualifications and/or provide a relatively structured training programme. 
 
It appears from the evidence to date that SSCs have tended to work with existing partners and/or 
delivery agencies, primarily due to the need to establish the programme quickly, but also on the basis 
of trust and the fact that existing providers tend to be familiar with the sector and have links with 
employers. 
 
5.4 Numbers v additionality and sustainability 
It is clear from the research to date that the overriding preoccupation of SSCs running initiative 
projects is with achieving numerical targets for participants and attempting to keep up with agreed 
profiles. One possible implication of this is that the additionality and sustainability aspects of the 
programme may be given less attention that might be desirable. This is because, as noted above, 
there may be a temptation to target organisations that are most likely to deliver the numbers and 
possibly individuals who might in any case have received training. Again, the early evidence is not 
sufficiently strong to draw firm conclusions at this stage; phase 2 of the case studies will need to 
address it in more detail. 
 
A further issue relates to sustainability. All of the available evidence, and the response to this 
research, suggests that changing the position of women in the labour market is a long term process 
that involves the removal of structural barriers (such as skills) and changes in behaviour and culture 
on the part of employers in particular. The evidence to date confirms the potential of the initiative to 
begin to address some of these cultural issues, but there is a danger that concentration on short-term 
numerical targets may hamper attempts to work with employers so that they ‘take ownership’ of the 
issue and invest their own resources into improving the position of women in their workforces. 
 
5.5 Administration, accountability and evaluation 
The potentially negative impact on employer engagement of complex administrative procedures was 
noted as a concern by a number of respondents, although the research found no direct evidence that 
perceived excessive bureaucracy had deterred employers from participating in the initiative. On the 
contrary, we found examples of SSCs making considerable efforts to ‘shield’ employers from the 
paperwork while ensuring the need for transparency and accountability.  
 
Considerable progress has been made in the establishment of administrative and monitoring systems 
that will enable SSC project managers to track not only the financial aspects of the programme, but 
also the activities, achievements and outcomes of the participants. Some respondents noted that 
success indicators for individuals (increased salary, career progression etc.) may take some time to 
emerge. Intangible measures such as self-confidence and job satisfaction were felt to be equally 
important indicators of success for many participants. 
 
There appears to be little SSC project-level evaluation activity to date. The concept of ‘added value’ 
will be central to project-level evaluations undertaken by individual SSCs, with the need to focus on 
the extent to which the project has (i) engaged employers that might otherwise not have provided 
training for their women employees (ii) supported training (or more, better or different training) for 
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women employees (iii) helped individual participants to progress in the labour market (particularly into 
male-dominated and/or skill shortage occupations). 
 
5.6 Implications  
Following on from this brief overview of the key points emerging from the phase 1 qualitative 
evaluation research, SSDA, participating SSCs and wider stakeholders may wish to consider the 
following in relation to the next phase of project delivery: 
 

• Projects should be encouraged to keep a log of the characteristics of employers that become 
engaged in the initiative, in particular employment size and whether they have previously 
been involved with SSCs and/or government funded skills initiatives to facilitate assessments 
of value added and additionality. 

• SSDA and participating SSCs should continue to work with key stakeholders, including trade 
unions, EOC, other government agencies, SME and sector organisations to promote the 
initiative to ‘hard to reach’ employers, notably SMEs. 

• Administrative procedures should be kept under review and SSCs encouraged to continue to 
share good practice, particularly in relation to minimising the burden on Intermediaries and 
employers. 

• Sharing of good practice in relation to project delivery, and in particular in balancing flexibility 
with economy and efficiency in delivery, should be an important network function. 

• While recognising the importance of numerical targets for participation in the initiative, due 
attention should be paid in monitoring and evaluation to issues of additionality and 
sustainability; in particular evidence of the impact of initiative on the behaviour and culture of 
employers and individuals should be collected where possible. 

• Stakeholders such as trade unions, employer organisations, government departments and 
agencies have a key role to play in promoting the initiative to their constituent groups. In 
particular, the initiative would benefit from active promotion at the strategic level from trade 
unions (to encourage ‘bottom-up’ demand from workers) and employer organisations (to 
press the ‘business case’ for employer involvement). 

• There is scope to improve the links between the Sector Pathways Initiative and the other 
elements of the Women and Work programme in areas where it is relevant, and stakeholders 
– notably government departments and agencies - have a role to play in ensuring widespread 
awareness of the broad scope of the programme. 

• Finally, stakeholder influence is important in ensuring that the broad strategic context and 
objectives of the initiative are kept in mind at a time when the achievement of short-term 
numerical targets is uppermost in the minds of project managers and delivery agents. This 
may be done, for example, through continued active involvement with steering group and 
related processes. 

 

5.7 Moving Forward 
The second phase of the case studies will take place in February-March 2008.  This will involve case 
studies of strands being implemented by all 9 of the SSCs participating in the initiative.  The focus of 
this phase will be to explore the issues identified in this report further, to monitor changes since the 
last phase of the research and to identify what works and key lessons from the implementation of the 
programme.  This will provide valuable evidence as the training and education infrastructure moves 
towards the policy aspiration of an employer-led approach to policy intervention. 
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APPENDIX 1: TOPIC GUIDES 

Final Discussion guide Stakeholders  

SECTION 1:  Policy linkages and programme objectives 
To what extent is the Sector Pathways Initiative consistent with the aims and objectives of the overall 
Women and Work Commission findings? 

 
Probe: The intent of the Commission and the link to the WWSPI 
 The development of the policy specification 

Are the aims and objectives of the Initiative: 
Specific 
Measurable 
Achievable 
Realistic  
Timebound 

 Are each of the strands (recruitment, career progression, culture change) consistent? 
 

  
What are the connections between the Women and Work Sector Pathways Initiative and other 
elements of the Women and Work programme (skills coaches and level 3 pilot) 
(consistency/movement) in theory and practice?  

 
Probe: What are the connections? How are they working? How could they be improved? 
 

  
How appropriate are the resources allocated to the initiative and the targets specified? 
 
 
What will success look like to you? 
 
 
SECTION 2: Delivery 
 
Who are the key organisations involved in overseeing the delivery of the WWSPI? 

 
Probe: How effective is partnership working? 

Are roles and responsibilities allocated, understood and being carried out? 
To what extent is there a shared understanding of the objectives of the WWSPI? 
To what extent are the objectives of the WWSPI consistent with wider organisational 

objectives? Are there any other relevant policies / strategies currently being implemented? 
What has worked well and not so well in terms of partnership working? 

 
 

How well has the initiative been established? 
Probe: The tendering / bidding process 
 Timescales 
 Role of the SSDA 

How effective is the relationship with the SSCs? 
 

Probe: Practical / administrative arrangements 
Level of understanding of each project 
Understanding of key project activities including: design; marketing; employer 

engagement; and participant engagement  
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What is working well and not so well in the delivery of the WWSPI? 
 

Probe: What could be improved? 
 
 
SECTION 3: Progress 
 
What is your understanding of progress to date of the initiative? 

 
Establishing project infrastructure 
Commitment of appropriate resources (staff, funding, partners etc) 
Delivery begun 
Nature and quantity of outputs/outcomes 

 
Probe: How effective has the process of project set-up and delivery been to date?  Have there 
been any problems with this? 
 
Probe: Is this where you would have expected the initiative to be at this stage.  If not, why 
not? 
 

 
Are you aware of any examples of good practice?  
 

Sharing of good practice  
From/to SSCs 
from/to other stakeholders  

 
SECTION 4: Outcomes  
 
How does WWSPI ‘add value’?  
 

Evidence of significant employer investment? 
 
Is the initiative sustainable?  What would it take to become sustainable? 
 
 
Is there anything important that we haven’t covered? 
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Final Discussion guide SSCs  
 

SECTION 1:  Project objectives 
 
1.1 Aims and objective of the [named] WWSPI strand 

 
Probe: Are the aims and objectives SMART?  
 
Specific  

Recruitment/retention 
Career progression 
Culture change 

Measurable 
Achievable 
Realistic  
Timebound 
 

1.2 How does the project fit with the wider SSC strategy in theory and in practice? 
 

Probe: specifically in terms of the following:  
   

Sector Skills Agreement (elaborate on identified skills shortages and skills gaps) 
  

Employer engagement strategy (how does SSPI contribute to this?) Expanding employer 
base (‘Hard to reach’ employers)? Expanding services to employers (in what way)?)  
 
Equal Opportunities: (elaborate on position of women in the sectoral labour market) 
 

1.3 How does the project fit with the policy intent of the Women and Work Commission? 
 
 
1.4 What will success look like to you?  

 
 

SECTION 2:  Delivery 
 

2.1 What is the nature of the activity supporting the strand?  
 

Probe: In terms of the nature of the following: 
   
 Design (key attributes/characteristics)  

e.g. Working with intermediaries 
Courses/coaching  
Qualifications/competency frameworks 
Incentives  
What is the selling proposition that will engage individuals/employers? 

 
Marketing and promotion  

 Plan developed? Can we have a copy? 
Approach adopted? (web-based, promotional materials, direct, Differentiates 
between employers and individuals?) 
Union learning reps? Other key actors? 

 
Delivery Employer (approach, key characteristics) 

Engagement (Methods? Barriers?) 
Progression (systems to monitor support needs? Risk register?) 
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Delivery Individual (approach, key characteristics) 

Engagement (Methods? Barriers?) 
Progression (systems to monitor support needs? Risk register?) 

  
Probe: what has worked well and not so well?   
 Any work undertaken not covered in proposal? 
 How could things be improved? 

 
 
2.2 Who are the key partners involved in the development and delivery of the project  
 

Probe: Key delivery partners? Who are they? What are their roles? What has worked well and 
not so well? 

 
 
2.3 Connections of strand with other elements of the WWSPI project (consistency/movement) in 
theory and practice  

 
In terms of:  
 
Recruitment/retention/raising awareness 
Skills Needs Analysis /Training/Upskilling 
Career Progression 
Culture Change  
 
Probe: What are the connections? How are they working? How could they be improved? 
 

  
SECTION 3:  Progress 
 
3.1 What has been the progress to date? 
 

Dedicated project manager? 
Steering group established? 
Appropriate resources available? 

Other funding streams? 
Input from partners-collaborators? 

Number of starts on the scheme 
Nature, quantity of outputs and outcomes (employers and individuals) – how many expected 
and when? 
Employer investment (evidence?) 
What is working well/not so well?  
 

3.2 How has the strand ‘added value’?  
 

Check against the following and collect examples and evidence if available 
 
What specific groups (e.g. individual occupational/employed status or employer ‘hard to 
reach’) does the intervention ‘target’?  How does this add value? 
 
New approaches to delivery (in SSC? In sector?) e.g. coaching? partnerships? 
 
New improved progression routes/frameworks? 
 
Use of LMI/SSA priority? 

 



Qualitative Evaluation of the Women and Work Sector Pathways Initiative: Interim Report  

25 

Increased opportunities for women /cultural change?  
 

 
3.3 Is the strand sustainable? 
 

Probe re barriers and strategy to overcome.  ‘Exit’ strategy?  
 
 
3.4 What is the nature of evaluation activity underpinning the strand? 
 

Approach 
Methods 
Progress to date  

 Who are results reported to? 
 
3.5 Examples of good practice  
 

Sharing of good practice  
From/to SSCs 
from/to other stakeholders  
 
 

3.6 Is there anything important that we haven’t covered? 
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APPENDIX 2: AGENDA FOR LEARNING WORKSHOP 
 
 

Learning Workshop 
Old School Board, Leeds Metropolitan University 

 
Thursday 26 July, 10.00 – 13.00 

 
 

Agenda 
 
 
 
10.00 – 
10.15 
 

Arrival, coffee, introductions  

10.15 – 
10.20 

Purpose of the day 
 
 

Carol Stanfield, SSDA 

10.20 – 
10.45 
 

Presentation and discussion of key 
points of progress report 

Steve Johnson and 
Helen Rodgers, PRI 

10.45 – 
11.30 
 

Key lessons learned to date by case 
study SSCs: general discussion 
 

Improve 
Lantra 
Skillfast-UK 
ConstructionSkills 
 

11.30 – 
11.45 
 

Tea, coffee 
Introduction to group discussions 

PRI 

11.45 – 
12.30 
 

Small group discussions around key 
questions 
 

ALL 

12.30 – 
13.00 
 

Feedback, overview, conclusions  Steve Johnson, PRI 

13.00 – 
13.45 
 

Buffet lunch and informal discussion  

13.45 – 
16.00 
 

Operations Group meeting  

 
 
 



Qualitative Evaluation of the Women and Work Sector Pathways Initiative: Interim Report  

27 

KEY QUESTIONS FOR SMALL GROUP DISCUSSIONS 
 

 
Group 1: Project organisation, management and monitoring 
 

• What are the advantages and disadvantages of contracting out project management 
functions? 

• How can we minimise the impact on employers and individuals of monitoring requirements? 
• How can the WWSPI be effectively integrated with wider SSC structures, priorities and 

activities? 
• How can we ensure we are effectively monitoring the program to enable reporting of 

success? 
• What are the longer term implications for the programme/SSC? (e.g. facilitating culture 

change / position of women in labour market, sustainability) 
 

 
Group 2: Delivery mechanisms 
 

• What are the advantages and disadvantages of (a) a single provider (b) a wide range of 
providers? 

• What is the appropriate balance between a structured programme and bespoke provision 
tailored to employer and/or individual need? 

• Balancing long-term sustainability with short-term delivery – is there a conflict? 
• How important to employers and individuals is the achievement of qualifications? 
• What are the longer term implications for the programme/SSC? (e.g. facilitating culture 

change / position of women in labour market, sustainability) 
 
 
Group 3: Engaging employers 
 

• What are the most effective ways of marketing the WWSPI to employers? 
• How can providers, intermediaries and other stakeholders best be engaged in the marketing 

process? 
• To what extent is there a temptation to focus on the ‘usual suspects’ rather than ‘hard to 

reach’ employers? What are the implications of this? 
• What are the longer term implications for the programme/SSC? (e.g. facilitating culture 

change / position of women in labour market, sustainability) 
 
 
Group 4: Engaging individuals 
 

• How can employers be supported to ensure that sufficient numbers of women employees are 
engaged in WWSPI? 

• To what extent and in what ways might the marketing effort be geared towards individuals as 
well as employers? 

• How can the role of trade unions in the marketing and delivery of WWSPI be enhanced? 
• What are the longer term implications for the programme/SSC? (e.g. facilitating culture 

change / position of women in labour market, sustainability) 
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