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the scope of this briefing). Elements were grouped under three main headings: employer 

involvement, leadership and resources, and programme design and delivery and are 

summarised in the following diagram:  

Employability wheel – critical factors 
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6 What are the Key Challenges and Barriers in 
Employability Skills Policy? 

This section moves on from discussing the evidence of good practice within existing 

employability skills policies and initiatives to highlight some of the key challenges and 

barriers to improving employability skills in the UK moving forward. 

Engaging employers 

Section 5 identified the critical role that employers play in the design and implementation 

of successful employability skills policy. Several existing employability initiatives in the UK 

have sought to respond to this need by involving employers either at the strategic or 

practical level. However, the success in engaging employers is extremely variable and a 

review of employability policies undertaken for the UK Commission (2008a) found that 

many evaluations of these existing initiatives noted difficulties in engaging employers to 

support individuals to develop their employability. A key challenge, therefore, is getting a 

variety of employers involved in the development and also the delivery of employability 

initiatives.  

Fundamental to the success of future employability initiatives is ensuring that employers 

are able to adequately identify and articulate their skill needs, and that they have a route 

through which they are able to make these known to policy-makers. There is evidence 

that indicates that some employers are poorly-positioned to do this. For example, the 

most recent National Employer Skills Survey for England reported that only 43 per cent of 

employers had a training plan which specified in advance what training employees would 

receive over the coming 12 months (UK Commission, 2010a). This indicates that many 

employers have not formally thought about their skills and workforce needs and how 

these relate to business needs for the medium to longer term which is likely to impact on 

their ability to identify their future skills requirements and thus shape future provision. This 

highlights the importance of policies around high performance working which support 

employers to improve the way they manage their business and in that context understand 

their workforce development needs, including employability skills.  

Employers also need to be made aware of the range of employability initiatives that 

already exist. Again, the indications from survey research demonstrate problems in terms 

of the awareness amongst employers about education and training provision. For 

example, 46 per cent of employers interviewed for the UK Commission’s employer 

perspectives survey stated that a ‘lack of knowledge about the range of provision 
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available’ represented a barrier to further developing the skills of employees in their 

establishment. Furthermore, there are a growing range of qualifications available for 

certifying employability skills (Greatbatch and Lewis, 2008) and this is likely to cause 

confusion for employers. Research by Tony Gore (2005) refers to studies that found most 

employers remained resistant to the idea that they have a positive contribution to make to 

improving employability.  

There is strong evidence that work experience in particular is effective in improving the 

employability of different groups. However, some studies have found that it is difficult to 

get employers to offer this. For example, the Training for Success initiative in Northern 

Ireland found that some employers were not willing to take on young people on 

placements. Given the clear evidence on the value of this activity, getting more 

employers involved in providing opportunities to experience the ‘real’ workplace 

environment is a key challenge for policy-makers and education and training providers, 

and it will be interesting to monitor the success of initiatives such as the Work Inspiration 

campaign which aim to stimulate employer interest in providing work experience and 

placements. Suggestions in the recent Scottish Funding Council consultation on 

employability included developing additional placements through strategic partnerships 

with the public sector, with industry groupings facilitated through SSCs and through more 

placements with SMEs (SFC, 2009). 

An additional challenge lies in perceptions of external education and training provision. 

The Learning and Skills Councils’ study on recruitment and training amongst large 

employers for example found that most respondents felt that in-house training was 

generally better than public sector-funded training (LSC, 2008b). In addition there are 

negative perceptions amongst some employers about schools and colleges. As Johnson 

and Burden’s (2003) study found, although some employers had positive things to say 

about educational establishments, a sizeable number of employers were cynical and/or 

negative about the role played by schools and colleges in providing young people with 

the skills they need to be employable. 

As previously explained, employability skills are not just about initially accessing 

employment but also about maintaining and progressing through a career. A key 

challenge here lies with making sure employers fulfil their responsibility to keep their 

employees’ skills up to date and provide training and development in key employability 

skills which build on initial skill sets. The evidence is that a significant amount of 

employers are not currently doing this. In the 2005 Skills for Business Employer Survey 

(SSDA, 2005) for example, employers were asked to indicate whether they had provided 
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training in ‘key generic skills’ (defined as literacy, numeracy, customer services and oral 

communication skills, planning and organising skills) for their employees over the last 12 

months. Only 28 per cent of establishments had provided such training, with substantial 

variation by establishment size: 17 per cent of micro establishments had made available 

generic skills training compared with 79 per cent of the largest establishments. As 

explained previously in this paper, where training and development does take place, it 

tends to be focused on the most highly skilled employees. 

Encouraging employers to develop the generic skills of their workforce, particularly 

among low skilled employees remains a key challenge. This challenge may stem from 

reluctance among employers to provide development opportunities for employees in what 

they perceive as essentially transferable skills in contrast to technical skills which are 

perceived as more ‘trainable’. Similarly, there may be a view among employers that 

developing basic and employability skills of individuals is the responsibility of the state 

and should have been provided through education prior to work (Ipsos Mori, 2009). Other 

potential barriers to employers providing generic skills training (both informal and formal) 

might include their own ability to identify and address employability problems among their 

workforce and more general barriers (for example information, time and resources). 

These barriers present challenges for policy-makers in terms of engaging, and in some 

cases expecting, employers to provide opportunities for employees to develop basic and 

employability skills.  

A key part of engaging employers also lies in challenging some of their perceptions, 

particularly about long-term unemployed people. Several studies have found that 

employers have negative perceptions about those who have been out of work for a long 

time, with some employers perceiving that such candidates lack any work preparedness 

and are more likely to quit at short-notice (Newton et al, 2005a). This employer prejudice 

prevents some from taking part in employability initiatives aimed at long-term unemployed 

people (for example by offering work placements), or recruiting people that have been out 

of work (Nickson et al, 2003), and as such it presents a major challenge for policy-

makers.  Furthermore, there is also evidence that some of the recruitment and selection 

practices used by employers (for example some employers insist on previous relevant 

work experience in order to be considered for a job) presents a large obstacle for long-

term unemployed people and other groups (Nickson et al, 2003, Belt and Richardson, 

2006). 

A final and possibly more fundamental challenge regarding employer engagement relates 

to the argument that the skills system has failed to interpret the true meaning of 
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‘employer-led’. Commentators suggest that the misunderstanding of what being 

employer-led really means has resulted in employability policy and programmes engaging 

employers and responding to their short-term labour needs rather than ensuring 

development of sustainable employability skills (Gore, 2005).  

Addressing ‘skills mismatch’ 

In the discussion in Section 2 above, it was explained that the increase in employment in 

the service sector, the widespread growth in the use of ICT and the changing nature of 

work have all brought new skill demands from employers, with IT skills, soft skills and 

flexibility particularly coming to the fore (see for example the UK Commission’s National 

Strategic Skills Audit, 2010). It is of course crucial for businesses and for the success of 

the UK economy that education and training provision responds to these new demands, 

and that there is a match between the skills needed and the skills held by people looking 

for employment. However, there is some evidence that education and training provision is 

not responsive enough and not meeting the needs of employers in the evolving economy 

in some local labour markets, particularly in terms of vocational provision. In other words, 

there is evidence of a ‘skills mismatch’, and this is a key challenge that needs to be 

addressed. 

The research discussed in the previous section by Nickson et al (2003, 2004) into the 

employability skills training programme delivered by The Wise Group in Glasgow found 

that although most of the growth in Glasgow’s economy was taking place in the service 

sector, particularly in hotels, restaurants and retail, little in the way of vocational training 

was being provided for these areas of work, with the focus often on occupations that are 

actually in decline such as administrative and clerical work. The researchers argue that 

much training provision is rooted in a traditional approach, and has not responded to the 

needs of the changing economy.  

Another study looking specifically at the provision of pre-employment training for call 

centre work in the North East of England (Belt and Richardson, 2006) found evidence of 

mismatch in understanding between training providers and employers over the skills 

needed in some key areas, which had a direct impact on the employability of individual 

participants. While call centre employers said they tended to place more emphasis on 

social as opposed to technical skills, on the whole, the initiatives examined focused 

primarily on technical and specifically IT skills.  All programmes included some training in 

social skills, but the effectiveness of this was questionable. Trainees were enthusiastic 

about their abilities in this area, but several employers said social skills, and particularly 
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how they were presented in selection processes, were the key area of weakness 

amongst job applicants from the training courses. A key problem here was that the links 

between local employers and the training organisations studied were not very well 

developed. 

There is a need for the policy-making community and training and education providers to 

better understand the new skills that are regarded as fundamental to being employable 

by businesses. Employability skills, particularly person-to-person and aesthetic skills are 

not easy to define and accredit with formal qualifications, and this can be problematic for 

education and training providers and funders. However, there needs to be action to 

ensure that the education and training provided better meets the needs of employers 

(Nickson et al, 2003). 

Engaging ‘hard to reach’ individuals  

It is not only employers that need to be better engaged with initiatives targeted at 

improving employability. Individuals also need to be given more opportunities to engage 

in activities to improve their employability and basic skills, and this is most challenging 

with the lowest skilled or ‘hard to reach’ groups experiencing multiple difficulties.  

An important challenge here relates to access to employment-related information. There 

is evidence that the most disadvantaged individuals such as long-term unemployed 

people and lone parents encounter difficulties in accessing advice on the employment 

and learning opportunities available to them (Cabinet Office, 2008). Although the situation 

has been improved, there is a need for better labour market and careers information and 

advice at the point of exit from school and higher education and through organisations 

such as Jobcentre Plus. In addition, related to this, there is evidence that those that have 

been out of the labour market for some time tend to aspire to jobs in which they have had 

previous experience or have some knowledge. In some local areas, these jobs can be in 

declining industries, and there is a lack of understanding amongst this group about where 

the new opportunities are and what sorts of skills (including employability skills) are 

required (Nickson et al, 2003).  

Working with long-term unemployed people and disadvantaged groups also requires a 

holistic approach and action to address a wide range of individual problems and barriers 

to work (Lindsay et al, 2007). Serious barriers such as the perceived financial 

disincentives to accessing training, attitudinal barriers such as lack of confidence and the 

intimidating image of formal training can all negatively affect motivation for some 

individuals (Newton et al, 2005b). 
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The UK Commission’s review of employability policies (2008a) notes that programmes to 

engage workless individuals are most likely to work with individuals who are easiest to 

help, and there has been a focus on ‘quick wins’ (Lindsay et al, 2007). A key challenge 

moving forward therefore lies in ensuring programmes reach the most disadvantaged and 

disengaged. Are there, for example, any further incentives available to encourage 

individuals to engage? Could more effective partnership working across government 

departments and agencies ensure that the required holistic approach to provision for 

‘hard to reach’ individuals is employed? The UK Commission’s earlier review also notes 

that where organisations are working in partnership to deliver a holistic approach it is 

important that there is clarity over roles and responsibilities and that ownership of the 

process is not lost. The UK Commission’s work on tackling exclusion is currently 

exploring how the system encourages providers to work with the hardest to reach 

individuals and will recommend further action. The Customer Journey project is also 

investigating how the system can better support individuals to get in and on in work and 

will make recommendations in the summer 2010.    

Focusing on sustainable employment 

As discussed above, employability is not only about moving into employment, it is also 

about having the skills and abilities needed to keep a job and progress in the workplace. 

Sustainable employment relies on equipping people with the skills they need to stay in work 

rather than just get a job and on ensuring that these skills are updated as appropriate. 

 

In Sections 3 and 4 of this paper attention was drawn to the fact that there are a 

significant number of people in the UK that cycle between work and benefits. Addressing 

this issue represents a major challenge. There is little research evidence that explains 

the reasons why people do not remain in employment. However, there is some indication 

that some training programmes appear to be primarily geared towards getting people into 

jobs rather than focused on the sustainability of these jobs. Belt and Richardson (2006) 

for example found that the training initiatives they studied in the North East of England 

carried out little (if any) comprehensive research tracking the fortunes of their ex-trainees. 

This is in spite of the fact that there were some signs of potentially worrying problems 

with some ex-trainees reportedly leaving their jobs only a short time after securing them. 

Indications from local employers suggested that some of those graduating from training 

courses had experienced difficulties making the transition into work, particularly in 

handling the pressures of the work environment. Addressing the potential difficulties in 

making the transition into work is a key challenge for those concerned with improving 

employability. 
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Raising the profile of employability skills for providers and individuals 

Several studies outlined in Section 5 identified the need for education and training 

providers to prioritise and embed employability skills into their provision. Factors that 

contributed to the successful implementation of employability initiatives included 

leadership support within the institution or provider, adequate resource, skilled teachers 

and measures of success. For such factors to be encouraged and implemented within 

education institutions and training providers key policy drivers and challenges need to be 

considered, these include: providing a clear steer as to where the responsibility lies for 

ensuring employability skills activity takes place; developing clarity about who is best 

placed to deliver different employability skills within different types of learning 

organisations; identifying the skills required to develop individuals’ employability skills and 

ensuring these are adequately covered in teacher training courses (for example direct 

experience of industry); ensuring employability skills are reflected in performance 

measures, built into the inspection processes and celebrated;  and ensuring adequate 

resource in a period of growing demand and tighter public expenditure. 

As well as increasing the profile of employability skills within education and training 

providers a further challenge relates to the need to increase the profile and awareness of 

the importance of employability skills for individuals. The Industry in Education report 

(1996) found that young people did not consider how their personal qualities and 

character might influence their career, believing that employers were only interested in 

qualifications. A recent investigation into young people’s views about employability (Edge, 

2010) found that young people did recognise that experience was important (alongside 

qualifications) but often only as they got older, either at university or when trying to enter 

the job market. Until learners fully appreciate the role that employability skills can play in 

supporting their career development it is unlikely that they will fully engage in gaining 

them.  

7 What Further Needs to be done? Suggested 
Next Steps 

In scoping out current policy and best practices on employability, this review has pointed 

to a number of key evidence gaps and policy challenges which indicate potential areas 

for future research and policy development. These areas are summarised below. This 

report does not seek to identify how these gaps should be addressed but rather to 

stimulate thinking across the employment and skills system and will help inform the 

Employability Challenge project going forward.  
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 Building the evidence 

1. Understanding the extent of the employability problem 

 There is a need to focus attention on the validity of employers’ assessments of the 

extent of the ‘employability problem’. Whilst evidence highlights a significant issue (for 

example in the recent UK Commission National Strategic Skills Audit) we do need to 

understand this more fully. Further probing into why employers do not recruit certain 

groups, i.e. school-leavers, and the role of employability skills within that decision 

would be useful. 

 There is a need for some high quality qualitative work that helps get behind the 

survey data on problems with skills shortages, and that tells us in detail about the 

nature of the problems. For example, how are shortages in employability skills 

impacting on productivity, profitability and service delivery? This could also build a 

better understanding of the business case for investing in employability skills. 

 Some researchers have raised questions about how the growth in importance of soft 

skills might impact the most disadvantaged members of society. There is a need for 

more research to establish whether the new soft skills required by employers are 

exacerbating the social exclusion of certain groups who may not have these skills 

and, if so, how this can be tackled. 

 Similarly, it would be useful to better understand whether there are particular sectors, 

occupations or types of business where specific employability skills are particularly 

important or insufficiently supplied. 

2. Understanding employability skills for different groups 

• As this review has shown, a number of different definitions for employability skills 

exist. However, these definitions are often ‘catch-all’, and presented as if they apply 

equally to all social groups, and to those seeking work and already in work. It might 

be useful for more research that looks at whether employer requirements and 

expectations in terms of employability skills vary for different groups which could 

provide useful insights for employability policies aimed at different cohorts. 

• The evidence on the importance of communication and interpersonal skills or ‘soft 

skills’ to employers and to business success is overwhelming. However, there is a 

need to interrogate this further and to better understand precisely what employers 

mean by ‘soft skills’ and how education and training in these skills are best delivered. 
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3. Understanding skill mismatches 

• The problem of ‘skills mismatches’ particularly in respect of vocational education 

provision was highlighted in this review and is explored more extensively in the UK 

Commission’s National Strategic Skills Audit (UK Commission, 2010b). More research 

is needed in this area to understand variations in such mismatches and the 

implications for future policy around the supply and demand for skills. 

• It would useful to have more evidence from the perspective of individuals about 

employability skills, particularly given the emphasis on individuals to continually 

update and develop their skills in order to remain employable. For example, what do 

different groups of individuals feel are necessary for work and how do they build their 

own employability? Evidence from the individual perspective could shed light on why 

there might be mismatches with employer expectations and would be useful to inform 

policy seeking to raise individual ambition and to improve employability provision. 

4. Understanding what works and the role of employers 

• There is a lack of research and evaluation, particularly involving detailed case studies, 

that identifies good practice in delivering employability skills programmes. The UK 

Commission’s examination of twenty case studies as part of the Employability 

Challenge work programme (February 2009) is an important start. Enhancing the 

evidence base in this area to ensure that advice is provided on strongly robust 

grounds and to enable learning from good practice across the UK will continue to be a 

challenge.  

• More research considering the role played by employers in developing employability 

skills in the workplace would be valuable, looking at the extent and type of training 

provided in this area, and setting out good practice, as well as making 

recommendations to increase training activity. 

• The problem of individuals cycling between work and benefits has been highlighted in 

this review. There is a lack of evidence on the reasons why people do not stay in 

employment, and research that looks specifically at the role of employability skills in 

this would be valuable. In particular, work involving tracking individuals through 

training and into employment would provide useful insights that could inform policy on 

promoting sustainable employment. 
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Policy considerations 

1. Measuring and assessing employability  

• Evaluations of the impact of policies on employability skills development are very 

limited, particularly with regard to long-term unemployed people. Policy-makers need 

to review how employability skills are best measured and assessed among different 

groups and use this to evaluate the impact of employability policies on the 

development of employability skills among different groups. This might include 

outcomes-based measures around sustainable employment and progression once 

individuals are in jobs. The UK Commission will be taking forward work in this area in 

2010. 

2. Engaging individuals 

• There is a need for policy-makers to focus on raising employability skills among the 

most disadvantaged and low skilled individuals who are furthest from the labour 

market. Policy-makers need to consider what further incentives and levers could be 

used to help these individuals’ access information advice and guidance on 

employability skills and engage with employability schemes. This will require a shared 

goal of sustainable employment among different organisations albeit with clearly 

defined roles and responsibilities. 

• This review has highlighted the difficulties of achieving sustainable employment for 

long-term unemployed people and re-cycling between work and benefits. Addressing 

the potential difficulties in making this transition into work is a key challenge for policy-

makers and, as outlined above, a better understanding of the role of employability 

skills and associated training in how people move into employment would provide 

useful insights that could inform policy on promoting sustainable employment.  For 

example, it may be that more support is needed for individuals in the early days of 

employment. 

3. Engaging employers 

• There is a need to focus on developing policy levers which encourage employer 

engagement with employability programmes. These might include building the 

business case for employer engagement in employability schemes; forging closer 

relationships between schools, colleges and employers; and initiatives to raise 

awareness of existing schemes and how employers can become involved. 
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• Policy needs to encourage more employers to offer more work experience 

placements, for example by providing incentives, recognition and rewards.  

• There is a need for policy-makers to focus on smaller employers, who are less likely 

to have the time and resources to put into generic skills training. Public interventions 

could be used to develop and support training for SMEs on a collective basis. 

• Specific initiatives could be developed to challenge negative perceptions some 

employers may have about school leavers or long-termed unemployed people. 

• Whilst employer engagement is critical to employability policies, policy-makers should 

be mindful that ‘employer-led’ provision might overlook investment in and 

development of basic and transferable employability skills among the lowest skilled 

workers. As outlined in the UK Commission’s skills strategy, public resources should 

be targeted towards these types of basic and employability skills.  

4. Embedding employability 

• Employability skills are frequently part of wider education and training programmes. 

Policy-makers need to consider how the importance of employability skills within 

these programmes can be assured and adequate resourcing provided, for example 

through leadership support or performance measures. The UK Commission has been 

exploring how employability could be measured in the system, and will be reporting its 

findings later this year. 

• Linked to this, greater appreciation within policy for how best employability skills can 

be taught within different learning environments and to different groups of learners is 

important. This will require closer collaboration between schools, further and higher 

education providers and employers. 

• Effective teaching of employability skills will be critical to success. Policy-makers need 

to consider requirements for teachers who teach employability skills (i.e. industry-

experience), teacher training for employability skills and partnerships between staff in 

schools and further education providers.    

• Successful employability initiatives need to be celebrated and communicated among 

employers and providers in order to identify and encourage best practice. 
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