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Key Findings Summary

Skills Support for the Workforce

Co-financed by the Education and Skills Funding Agency and European

Social Fund, Skills Support for the Workforce (SSW) is a programme developed
to enhance employees’ skills, increase competitiveness and boost the local
economy.

As the Prime Contractor of the SSW Programme in South East Midlands
(including Northamptonshire), the ESFA commissioned Serco to conduct

NSNS research to inform the Local Enterprise Partnership’s (LEP) skills planning,;

findings on the five key research questions / cbjectives are explored in this

N N N®  executive summary.

SEMLEP S€ICO | s S progee

South East Midlands Funding Agency Social Fund

Local Enterprise Partnership

There were three main elements to the research:

e °p @

A review of existing A survey of Qualitative
evidence to inform employers to be interviews with
subsequent primary completed online or 3 stakeholders.
research conducted. by telephone.

The employer survey was lounched in February 2020 - it was evident that employers were focusing upon their Covid-19 response,
therefore despite the survey being open for an extended period of time, and significant promotion by intermediaries, there was limited
response fram employers. As a result, and due to the questionnaires being very similar and the geographic areas in close proximity, the
survey results from Northamptonshire employers were amalgamated with responses from employers in South Eost Midlands and
Hertfordshire .



Key Findings Summary

Summary Findings

1 Identify skills gaps that are preventing business growth and an increase
in business productivity

The research shows substantial skills gaps in 60(y
Northamptonshire, particularly in digital, sales 0

® ©®© & & o o
and marketing, leadership and managerialm ©f employers || “ II || || II
customer service and job-specific skills across Y shwy

have one or
more skills

e & 6 o
commonly cited by employers as impacting upon  gaps in their
business growth and productivity included those ©rganisation w w w w
in leadership and managerial, teamworking,

planning and organisational and customer

HR, architecture and ftransport. Gaps most

service,

2 Clarify employer skills demand for the region’s key sectors and identify
other priority skills required to influence how / where efforts and
resources are focused to increase skills training uptake.

There is demand for upskiling and recruitment
Take Action amongst employers in Northamptonshire, including
within the area's priority sectors. One in five
employers reported that, in the last twelve months, they
had a hard to fill vacancy. The most common reason
for this was perceived applicant quality - sub-optimal

Use External

skills, attitude or metivation for the job. Employers
Trainers

predicted that in the next three to five years they would
need greater numbers of staff with digital and
technical / practical skills. Stakeholders envisaged

0 . i gn g .
86% 70 /0 growing opportunities and  skills needs in
manufacturing, health and social care, construction,

likely to take likely to o )
aiitin $A SraAGR W logistics and manufacturing.
upskill staFF external
in the next 12 training
months providers to -, W, W o
upsKill their
stafF in the - N N N
next 12

months
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Key Findings Summary

3 Determine employer interest in apprenticeships

The research shows interest amongst half of Northamptonshire
employers in taking on an apprentice in the future. However, there are
widespread reservations to overcome ie. on candidate quality,
reassuring employers who have had a poor previous experience.

A sizeable minority of employers did not have a good understanding
of apprenticeships. Wider stakeholders suggested employer

education is required around the value of apprenticeships (in 47% :\n:.ud consider
aking on an
apprentice in the

sectors in which apprenticeships can now be delivered. near fFuture

particular compared to other educational routes), and the range of

4 Explore the willingness of employers to support experimentation and
early adoptions in the use of new technologies for future skills needs.

There is willingness amongst a majority of employers to invest in training for
their staff that uses new technologies such as webinars, video and mobile
learning, with many employers saying their staff have already engaged in
fraining via one or more of these new fechnologies. Some employers had
reservations around accessibility and interactivity, and whether online
mechanisms are suitable for more practical types of work such as

engineering or consfruction.

5 Determine employer concerns regarding Brexit in terms of recruitment
and skills gaps

The majority of employers across Northamptonshire and South East Midlands do not expect that they will
need to implement changes - such as upskilling existing staff, dealing with staff leaving and recruiting
additional staff - as a result of Brexit. Of those that do expect that they will need to implement changes,
only one in four said they are fully prepared.

Around one quarter of employers across South East Midlands and Northamptonshire said they were not
prepared at all’ regarding impending changes to employment law, identifying potential skills gaps and
dealing with those skills gaps. Employers that acknowledged they were not prepared were
disproportionately in the construction sector.

N N N
Finally, the research also highlighted some challenges for business support and skills organisations in
engaging employers about their skills needs with the current focus of many businesses upon ‘survival'.



1. Introduction

1.1. Background

Skills Support for the Workforce (SSW) is a programme developed to upskill employees
within small and medium-sized employers. The programme provides recognised accredited
qualifications and bespoke training courses to enhance employees’ skills, increase
competitiveness and boost the local economy.

SSW is co-financed by the Education and Skills Funding Agency and European Social Fund
(ESFA).

Serco’s Employment, Skills and Enterprise business (Serco Ltd) is the Prime Contractor of
the SSW programme in the South East Midlands Local Enterprise Partnership geographical
region, which includes Northamptonshire. The Education and Skills Funding Agency
commissioned Serco to conduct research to understand employers’ skills needs in
Northamptonshire as part of the Local Enterprise Partnership’s (LEP) skills planning, which in
turn forms part of their wider strategic agenda. Serco commissioned Winning Moves to
deliver this piece of research.

1.2. Research objectives

The purpose of the research was to:
e |dentify skills gaps that are preventing business growth and an increase in business
productivity.

e Clarify employer skills demand for the region’s key sectors and identify other priority skills
required to influence how / where efforts / resources are used to increase skills training
uptake.

e Determine employer interest in apprenticeships and work experience
e Determine employer concerns regarding Brexit in terms of recruitment and skills gaps

e Explore the willingness of employers to support experimentation and early adoptions in
the use of new technologies for future skills needs.

1.3. Method overview

The research for South East Midlands LEP is split into two geographic areas and two
separate reports will be produced:
1. South East Midlands covering the following local authorities; Aylesbury, Bedford,
Central Bedfordshire, Milton Keynes and Luton
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2. Northamptonshire covering the following local authorities; Corby, Daventry, East
Northamptonshire, Kettering, Northampton, South Northamptonshire and
Wellingborough.

The research has also been conducted alongside research for another LEP area —
Hertfordshire - due to the two LEP areas sharing similar research objectives.

The research was conducted in three stages:
1. A review of existing evidence to inform the primary research design.

2. Primary research with employers, comprising an online survey and telephone interviews
to boost the response rate. The online survey was launched in February 2020, prior to
covid-19 having a significant impact on the UK. The survey was promoted and
disseminated by Serco and the LEPs through a wide range of intermediary organisations,
such as the regional Chambers of Commerce, trade associations and the Growth Hubs.
The promotion of the survey was paused at the end of March 2020 as it became
apparent that UK businesses were focusing on the impacts of lockdown and subsequent
changes to working practices. Intermediaries started to promote the survey again in June
2020 and the survey remained open until October 2020. Despite the extended period of
time the survey was open for, the multiple promotional pushes, and inclusion of
incentives for completion, responses remained low. In total, there were 126 responses
(87 online responses and 39 telephone interviews) across Northamptonshire, South East
Midlands and Hertfordshire. For Northamptonshire specifically there were 46 responses
in total - 27 online responses and 19 telephone interviews.

3. 40 qualitative interviews with local stakeholders across the two LEP areas were
conducted in July 2020, further exploring the research areas of interest. Stakeholders
included local councils, business support organisations and training providers. Within the
total of 40 interviews, 25 were focused on Northamptonshire and the wider South East
Midlands LEP area.

1.4. Limitations / interpreting the findings in the report

Mode: It is possible that the nature of the survey was of more interest to certain profiles /
employers who are more likely to engage in the training and development of their staff. This
was evident when conducting the telephone interviews with employers, whereby some felt
the survey was not relevant to them either because they did not employ any / many
employees or because they didn’t feel that they needed any support with upskilling their staff.
That the data collection was mainly online may have exacerbated this as the sample
becomes more self-selecting.

Timing: Data collection started prior to Covid-19 having a significant impact on the UK. It is
possible that the views and skills needs of those that responded to the survey prior to
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lockdown may have changed, as the impacts of Covid-19 may not have been fully
appreciated by businesses at that point in time.

Sample size / robustness: The survey yielded a much lower response rate than was hoped
for, despite the best efforts of the key partners in the research and relevant intermediary
organisations to promote it. As a result it was agreed that the responses from the three
geographic areas would be amalgamated and reported on as a whole so that quantitative
findings were more robust. Therefore, the majority of the quantitative findings in this report
are based on employers across Northamptonshire, South East Midlands and Hertfordshire
These quantitative findings are supported by qualitative findings specific to
Northamptonshire- both wider stakeholder interviews, and themes arising / quotes from
Northamptonshire employers responses. Where the data indicates potential differences
between Northamptonshire and the rest of the sample, this is noted in the report, but due to
the low sample size there are no statistically significant differences.

The response data has been weighted during analysis to reflect the population of employers
across the geographic areas of interest!. Percentages stated in this report are based on
weighted data. Where charts are displayed, ‘N’ refers to the weighted total of respondents for
a given question; and ‘n’ refers to the actual number of respondents unweighted. Appendix A
of this report outlines the profile of businesses that responded to the survey in terms of
location, size and sector. This shows where there was limited response to this survey from
certain types of employers. It is important that the profile of respondent employers is taken
into consideration when interpreting the findings in this report.

1 Using ONS population data provided by each of the LEP’s; SEMLEP and Hertfordshire LEP
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2. Impact of Covid-19

This section summarises the views of stakeholders in Northamptonshire relating to the
impact that Covid-19 has had on employment and skills in the LEP area. The evidence
gathered from stakeholders has tended to emphasise issues and challenges already well-
publicised in the general media, with some region-specific examples.

There was a general consensus amongst stakeholders that Covid-19 was having a
significant impact on both employment and the types of skills needed, although this varied by
sector.

2.1. Impact on employment

The SEMLEP Growth Hub commented that they were inundated with enquiries during April
and May with businesses in “firefighting mode,” and seeking to access Government support
for their organisations. However, during the summer, stakeholders felt that some employers
had started to look forward and adjust plans for their business.

Most stakeholders felt that a large proportion of employers in Northamptonshire had
furloughed employees using the Job Retention Scheme, based on direct conversations they
had with employers?. Stakeholders had also found that some employers had started to make
redundancies during the summer, and in relation to this commented on the rising Claimant
Count3. Other impacts reported by stakeholders include an increase in the proportion of
people not in education, employment or training (NEET), fewer apprenticeships available and
increasing challenges for individuals that were unemployed prior to Covid-19 that would now
have to compete for jobs against larger numbers of candidates.

Reflecting on direct conversations with employers and knowledge sharing at networking
sessions, stakeholders felt that some sectors within Northamptonshire had been impacted
significantly by Covid-19:

Retail — with particular concerns over high street stores and independent
shops.

2 Data suggests that in the South East Midlands region, 31% eligible businesses had made a claim to
the Job Retention Scheme: https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/coronavirus-job-retention-
scheme-statistics-august-2020/coronavirus-job-retention-scheme-statistics-august-2020

8 This was based on an increase in the claimant count for Job Seekers Allowance, National Insurance
credits and Universal Credit principally for the reason of being unemployed, from 27,000 in March to
65,000 in August 2020 in the SEMLEP region.
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Hospitality and leisure - with some stakeholders commenting on the
tij@1 closure of some restaurants.

In contrast, stakeholders felt that some sectors had been less adversely affected by Covid-
19, and there were examples of businesses that been able to adapt to the changing
environment.

Health and social care — stakeholders commented that the care sector is
always short of staff, therefore there was unlikely to be redundancies or
use of the furlough scheme in this sector and the number of job vacancies
in the sector had remained relatively stable.

Engineering and manufacturing — stakeholders commented that few

O businesses in this sector had made redundancies / used the furlough
scheme, and some businesses had demonstrated their innovation and
adaptability, for example through producing visors and other PPE for the
NHS.

:

|E< | I O
=

Food industry — whilst some businesses within the food industry have

been adversely affected, others that have been able to adapt to changing

consumer behaviour have “weathered the storm”, for example by offering
take away or home delivery options.

Education — stakeholders commented that the number of job vacancies in

this sector had remained relatively stable, suggesting it would remain an
important sector in terms of employment.

[

2.2. Impact on skills

The following themes were evident from discussions with Northamptonshire stakeholders
and employers around the impact of Covid-19 on skills:

Skills are not being seen as a priority by employers at the moment — at the time of the
stakeholder interviews (July 2020), stakeholders felt that employers were in “survival mode”,
focusing on managing cash flow and achieving sales. This was evident from the types of
enquiries that businesses were making to the Growth Hub between March and August 2020,
and conversations that stakeholders had had with employers during the time.

“The vast majority of businesses are not looking to increase the skills in the business
/ access training at this current time (or are not aware that they have a skills issue.)
This is both a shame and a mistake.”
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It was also evident from the challenges experienced whilst recruiting employers to participate
in telephone surveys; many employers said that they were not willing or able to participate in
the survey because skills were not a current priority and / or they did not have time complete
the survey due to addressing what they felt were more pressing issues facing their
organisation.

Despite this, stakeholders were aware of some employers that were encouraging their
employees to undertake training whilst furloughed.

Skills are important if a business is to be able to adapt - Despite stakeholders
commenting that employers did not see skills as an important area for consideration at that
time, the stakeholders themselves could see the importance of skills in determining the
survival / success of a business. Stakeholders felt that the current economic climate will
favour businesses that are able to adapt. In order to adapt, stakeholders felt that employers
need good leadership and management skills, crisis management skills and changing sales
and marketing skills.

Some employers may not know what skills they need to survive / succeed —
Stakeholders were of the opinion that employers would be, and should be, looking for
different skills in order to survive, given the rapidly changing business landscape. However,
their conversations with employers and analysis they had conducted on job vacancies pre
and post Covid-19 led them to believe that employers had not changed the skills they were
looking for, and therefore some employers may not be fully aware of the skill-sets they
should be recruiting.

“We've looked at the occupations pre-Covid, post-Covid in terms of what's being
asked for and what the demand is and it hasn’t changed that much. This may indicate
that businesses aren’t sure about what their real skills needs are, or what to require in

staff.”

Covid-19 has accelerated a need for improved digital skills - Stakeholders commented
that there was room for improvement across the vast majority of employers regarding
employees’ digital skills. In particular, the ability to work remotely, a move from paper based
to digital based processes, an increased use of apps, changing methods of communication,
and more businesses selling online.
“There are a large number of over 30s who are not as savvy as the younger generation
- it's things like how to share a screen, how to get on Zoom. These people are going to
be pivoting between working from home and working in an office and they will need to
be able to do this efficiently if companies are to remain productive. It's about ICT
skills, apps, and Al is an area that will become more important if we're not going to be
left behind.”
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There will be a need to identify the transferable skills and the skills gaps of individuals
that find themselves out of work — Stakeholders felt that there would be large numbers of
individuals from the retail and hospitality sectors (amongst others) that may need to find work
in a different sector and / or role. In doing so they felt that identifying transferable skills would
be an important part of this.
“I think that we are still waiting to see what the new normal throws up in terms of
what's needed because | just don't think you can treat everyone as a homogenous
group; you're going to have really different skills gaps for different people depending
on what they were doing previously and where they've come from.”

Covid-19 has impacted upon training provision in the area — Stakeholders felt there were
two main impacts relating to training provision. Firstly it has caused confusion around how
apprenticeships can be delivered safely and a subsequent reluctance for employers to take
on an apprentice at present. Secondly, it has moved courses and training delivery online,
which required training providers to spend time adapting to this changed mode of delivery.
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3. Current skills gaps

This section summarises the current skills gaps reported by employers, and the implications
of these skills gaps for organisational performance / productivity.

In summary, almost two thirds of employers reported at least one type of skills gap within
their workforce. The gaps most frequently cited across the whole sample were in digital skills,
job specific skills, and sales and marketing skills. In addition to those skills gaps,
Northamptonshire employers also frequently selected skills gaps in leadership and
managerial and customer service. In terms of job specific skills, examples cited by
Northamptonshire employers include HR, architecture and transportation.

Respondents that selected digital skills as a gap were asked which in particular - digital
marketing, digital design and app development, Artificial Intelligence (Al) and CRM were the
digital skills gaps most commonly selected by these employers.

In terms of implications for organisation’s performance and productivity, the skills gap that
appear — from employer responses across the whole sample — to be having the biggest
impact are job specific skills, numeracy, planning and organisational and knowledge of
English. Northamptonshire employers however have more frequently selected job specific,
leadership and managerial team working, planning and organisational skills gaps amd
customer service skills gapas as those that are having the biggest impact on their
performance.

The consensus amongst stakeholders in Northamptonshire (and the wider South East
Midlands LEP area) was that gaps in digital skills, leadership and management skills, and
sales and marketing skills were those having the most substantial impact on business growth
and productivity.

3.1. Current skills gaps

All respondents were asked if they had any skills gaps, based upon the following definition of
skills gap; “skills that your organisation needs, but either does not have at all, or at the right
level to meet your goals.” All were given a list of potential gaps to select from, and were
asked to consider all their workers, not just those that may normally take part in training.
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Almost two thirds (60%) of s : 0
employers reported one or more N N R oY M.
skills gaps in their organisation. nwnnni 0

A of employers
w w w w say they have one or more skills gaps within

their organisation

Figure 1 shows the percentage of employers selecting each of the specific skills gaps
prompted.

Figure 1: Skills gaps reported by employers (N=80,255, N=126)

Digital Skills 28%
Job specific 24%
Sales and Marketing 17%
Planning and organisational 13%
Technical or practical 13%
Leadership and Managerial 9%
Numeracy 8%
Complex analytical 7%
Literacy 4%
Team working 4%
Customer Service 3%
Problem Solving 3%
Verbal and Written Communication 1%
Foreign languages <1%
Knowledge of English (amongst non-native speakers) | <1%

No Skills Gaps/None of the above

The skills gap most frequently selected by respondents was digital skills, with over a quarter
(28%) selecting it. This is closely followed by job specific skills and sales and marketing
skills.
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‘Other’ was also prompted as an option for respondents to select. Respondents that selected
‘other’ were asked to specify those skills, responses were then coded during analysis — alll
could be re-coded into one of the other skills gaps prompted in the survey.

Respondents that selected job specific skills gaps were asked to specify further. Examples
cited by respondents included the following:

Construction
anufacturing Planning
Design engineers
Productivity
Quality control

Job specific
skills

cited by employers

Education

Careers advice /
guidance

Inventory
planning

Ten respondents from Northamptonshire selected job specific skills gaps, and specifically
cited HR, architecture, clinical, careers advice and guidance, transportation, construction,
and inventory planning skills gaps.
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Although the statistics should be approached with caution, the proportion of
Northamptonshire employers that reported skills gaps was slightly lower to that of the whole
sample, with 48% of Northamptonshire employers reporting a skills gap, compared to 60%
from the whole sample. The skills gaps selected by Northamptonshire employers most
frequently were leadership and managerial, job specific, customer service and digital. The
proportion of Northamptonshire employers reporting the other skills gaps prompted in the
survey was broadly in line with the whole sample.

Stakeholders felt that the biggest skills gaps in Northamptonshire were as follows:

e Digital — stakeholders suggested that digital skills were lacking at all levels from basic IT
and remote working in some cases to advanced programming in others. Other digital
skills gaps of particular concern in the area included cyber security and data analysis /
visualization.

“I would say that most businesses are still behind on this [cyber security] - and many
will tend not to do anything until they have been hit. It is only a matter of time before
government procurement will require cyber essentials / ISO 27001 in place for all their
suppliers.”

e Sales and marketing — stakeholders commented that sales and marketing approaches
were changing in light of Covid-19, with shifts away from traditional account management
and advertising to communications, marketing and lead generation.

“A lot of businesses are wasting their time and money on advertising still - although it
is keeping millions of people employed. What businesses really want to know /
achieve is lead generation, and there is lots more to it than just marketing.”

e Leadership and management — stakeholders felt that this was an area that affected
businesses of all sizes and sectors; areas of particular concern were around skills in
growing a business, crisis management, how to manage employees remotely, and how to
create an adaptable workforce.

“I think we have opened employers’ eyes to the value of having a really fluid
workforce who can adapt to different situations, and instilling that resilience in
your workforce as well, so that you can flex yourself like a chameleon really
quickly into what is needed; that's probably something that will emerge.”
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3.2. Digital skills gaps

Respondents identifying digital skills gaps were prompted with a list of specific digital skills
and asked to select those they felt were a gap within their organisation. Out of those
employers that acknowledged digital skills gaps, three quarters felt that digital marketing was
a skills gap, followed by digital design and app development, Artificial Intelligence (Al) and
Customer Relationships Management (CRM).

Figure 1: Types of digital skills gaps in current workforce (N=25,526, n=44)

Digital marketing (including social media) 75%
Digital design including App development 51%
Artifical Intelligence (Al) 38%
Customer Relationship Management (CRM) 35%
Data Analysis 24%
Cyber Security 20%
Cloud computing 18%
Machine Learning 17%
Computer-Aided Design (CAD) 14%
Programming 13%
Computer/network support 13%
Digital remote working related skills 12%
Microsoft Office 10%
Computer Numerical Control (CNC) 1%
Other 9%
Don'tKnow |<1%

0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 8O

Analysis did not show any significant difference between the types of organisations that
selected different digital skills gaps. Of the respondents that selected ‘other’ digital skills
gaps, responses varied but comprise:
e The skills to understand what was required in setting up a remote office and operating
digitally, for example setting up “a digital telephone service, and understanding what
equipment was needed to run digitally”.
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e “Communication aids”, which include gesture, signing, symbols,
communication boards and books, as well as Voice Output Communication
Aids (VOCAS).

e Building Information Modelling (BIM) software, used by architects, engineers and
construction professionals.

e Developing e-learning and on-line learning for training providers and other
organisations in the education sector.

14 of the 46 Northamptonshire respondents selected digital skills as a gap, across a range of
sectors and size bands. The profile of Northamptonshire respondents selecting each digital

skill type was broadly in line with the whole sample.
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3.3.  Skills gap implications

Respondents were asked to select up to three of their identified skills gaps that they felt were
having the biggest impact on their performance / productivity. The chart below shows, for
each skills gap, the proportion of respondents reporting it who then selected it as having one
of the biggest impacts. For example, of the respondents that selected ‘job specific skills’ as a
gap at all, 89% reported it to be one of the top three gaps impacting on their organisation’s
performance.

Figure 2: Skills gaps with biggest impact on organisational performance (N=47,715,

n=77)

lob specific N=19257 n=29
Numeracy N=6754 n=12

Planning and organisational N=10118 n=28

Knowledge of English (amongst non-native speakers) N= 124 n=9

Digital Skills N=22764 n=38

Sales and Marketing N=13513 n=20

Verbal and Written Communication N=738 n=17
Technical or practical N=10723 n=24

Foreign languages N=351 n=10

Leadership and Managerial N=6800 n=34
Problem Solving N=2206 n=13

Customer Service N=2460n=17

Team working N=2905 n=13

89%

61%

59%

59%

57%

52%

37%

37%

21%

17%

7%

7%

6%

Literacy N=3319 n=15 4%

Complex analytical N=5714 n=12 | 1%
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Although based on the small sample sizes, it suggests that job specific skills gaps have the
biggest impact on organisational performance. Job specific skills was selected most
frequently by Northamptonshire employers as having the biggest impact. This was followed
by leadership and managerial, teamworking, planning and organisational and customer
service.
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All respondents reporting at least one skills gap were asked to rate (on a scale of one to five)
the extent to which those gap(s) were impacting on five Key Performance Indicators (KPIs).

Figure 3: Employers' views on the extent to which their skills gaps are impacting on
five KPIs (N=59,225, n=110)

Quality of product or service -_ 30% |
o, [+ )

Customer/ service user satisfaction - 28% ’
Staff retention -l 67% 7% |

0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90 100

B5-toagreatextent W4 m3 m2 1- not at all Don't know HNA

The evidence suggests that employers felt that their skills gaps were having substantial
impacts on productivity, growth and profitability, as opposed to product quality, staff retention
and customer service. Analysis did not show any patrticular links between certain skills gaps
and impact on specific KPIs.

Similar to the whole population, Northants employers more commonly felt that their skills
gaps were having substantial impacts on productivity, growth and profitability, but also on
product quality and customer or service user satisfaction, but not on staff retention.

Stakeholders were asked what they felt the impact of skills gaps are on the productivity /
growth of organisations. Themes identified from stakeholder comments include:
e Businesses spending a lot of time and money trying to recruit employees.
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e Business owners, leaders, managers spending time on tasks in the business to fill the
skills gaps, which takes them away from the more strategic elements of running a
business. As a consequence, this impacts upon the productivity of the business.

e Leadership and management skills gaps mean that individuals do not develop, future
leaders are not identified, and this leads to poor succession planning.

3.4. Reasons for skills gaps

Respondents reporting at least one skills gap were provided with a list of potential reasons
for each skills gap(s) and were asked to select all the reasons that they felt applied. The
table below lists the most commonly selected reasons for those skills gaps identified by
Northants employers as having the biggest impact.

Table 1: Reasons for specific skills gaps selected by Northamptonshire employers

Job specific

Low number of applicants with the required skills and qualifications
Lack of appropriate training or courses

Insufficient training budget

My organisation does not have a workforce development plan
Poor careers advice aligned to the sector

Leadership and
Managerial

Applicant’s lack of work readiness and knowledge

Staff are not seeking to upskill

Insufficient training budget

My organisation does not have a workforce development plan
My organisation is not prepared/able to release staff during work
hours

Team working

Insufficient training budget

My organisation does not have a workforce development plan
My organisation is not prepared/able to release staff during work
hours

Staff are not seeking to upskill

Applicant’s lack of work readiness and knowledge

Planning and
organisational

Low number of applicants with the required skills and qualifications
Lack of appropriate training or courses
Insufficient training budget
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My organisation is not prepared/able to release staff during work
hours

Stakeholders were asked for their view on the reasons behind particular skills gaps in
Northamptonshire. The following stakeholder perceptions were identified in responses:

Se rCQ %cation & Skills

A reluctance of employers to pay for training.

A lack of engagement between employers and schools, meaning young people do not
leave school with the core competencies, attitudes and behaviours that employers want.

Training providers teaching out of date systems/ approaches to apprentices, which
means that when an apprentice tries to apply their learning in the workplace, they find it is
no longer relevant. Stakeholders commented that this is particularly true for engineering
and manufacturing sectors.

The area’s proximity to London, which means that large numbers of individuals choose to
either move to or commute to London for higher pay and / or for roles in firms with a
higher profile (although this was felt to be an issue affecting more employers in the wider
South East Midlands area than in Northamptonshire specifically).

In some cases, regulations do not encourage individuals to upskill, for example in the
construction sector regulations only require workers to gain a Level 2 qualification to get
a CSCS card that enables them to work on-site. As a result, stakeholders felt there was
limited interest in individuals upskilling beyond Level 2.
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4. Training provision

This chapter reports the extent to which employers had taken action in the last twelve
months to improve the skills of existing employees, in particular exploring engagement with
external training providers and employers’ likelihood of doing so in the future. It also
summarises the view of employers regarding improvements they would like to see to training
provision in the LEP area.

The majority (88%) of employers reported taking action in the last twelve months to upskill
existing employees, predominantly in-house training. The majority (87%) of employers also
said they are likely to take action to upskill employees in the future.

A few employers in Northamptonshire suggested improvements to training provision,
including; ilmproved engagement between employers and schools, colleges and universities
to ensure individuals entering the workforce have the skills and experience that employers
need, greater availability of construction apprenticesips, provision architecture qualifications
within a local University, expand funding to cover higher levels and a broader range of
sectors, better awareness of what training is on offer, ensure training provision meets the
needs of those with hearing impairment, and adapt training to meet the needs of individual
employers.
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4.1. Upskilling action taken in the last twelve months

Respondents were asked if they had taken action to improve the skills of existing employees
in the last twelve months and were prompted with a list of possible actions. The majority of
respondents (88%) across the whole sample said they had taken at least one action in the
last twelve months. The most common actions taken were on-the-job and / or in-house
training and development.

Figure 5: Actions taken in the last 12 months (N=80,255, n=126)

Offered "on the job’ training and development

Offered formal "in-house' training and development 45%

Engaged with schools 22%

Outsourced training and development 22%

Engaged with colleges 21%

Engaged with publicly funded/subsidised private training providers 20%
Engaged with Universities 16%

Invested in apprenticeships 10%
Encouraged furloughed staff to undertake training and development 10%

Self led training 2%
Provided general support | 0%
Employed new staff 0%
Engaged with training providers 0%
Mo action taken [ 12%
4] 10 20 30 40 50
Most of the employers that have taken action in the last twelve months have taken multiple
actions. Analysis does not show any particular differences in action taken by employer

profile. Respondents that stated that they had not taken action were asked why not. In these
cases, the respondents stated that they didn’t think there was a need to take action.

Half (53%) of Nothants employers that responded to this survey said they have taken one or
more of the prompted actions over the last 12 months. Similar to the whole population, the
most frequently selected actions were on the job training and formal in-house training. A
smaller proportion of Northamptonshire employers said they outsourced training and
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development and / or invested in apprenticeships compared to those in South East Midlands

and Hertfordshire.

Respondents that had not taken action in the last 12 months commented that they felt no
need for them to take action, either because their employees were already fully trained or

because they did not have any employees.
4.2. Likelihood of future engagement with training
providers

All respondents were asked how likely they are in the future to take any of a prompted list of

actions to upskill their existing workforce. No timeframe was given. The majority of

respondents (86%) said that they would be likely to take one or more actions in the future.:

Figure 6: Likelihood of taking action in the future (N=80,255, n=126)

Offer in-house or 'on the job' training and development _
Engage with private training providers I 12%
Engage with universities - 28% 29%
Invest in apprenticeships _ 17% 32%
Offer work experience or placement opportunities  [JIEPIZANINN28% N 8% 7% 39%
Outsource training and development  JEZANND0% 00 21% | 15% 23%
Engage with schools - 22% 43%
Engage with colleges - 28% 30%
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mVerylikely mLikely m Neither likely or unlikely Unlikely Very unlikely = Don’t know
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18%
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Encouragingly, almost three quarters (70%) of employers said they are likely to engage with

external providers and / or other stakeholders in some way. In particular, over half of

employers (60%) said they are likely to engage with private training providers and over a

quarter (28%) said they are likely to invest in apprenticeships.
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In general, the actions employers expect to take in the future, mirror those taken in the last
twelve months, hence roughly half of respondents said they are likely or very likely to offer
internal / on the job training.

Similar to the whole sample, a majority of Northamptonshire employers (68%) said that they
are likely to take one or more actions in the next 12 months to upskill their existing workforce.
Half (53%) said they are likely to engage with private training providers and 53% said they
are likely to offer in-house training. A greater proportion of Northamptonshire employers
selected ‘engage with colleges’, and ‘engage with universities’ compared to employers in the
other two regions. Northamptonshire employers less frequently selected ‘offer work
experience or placement opportunities’ than the other two regions.

4.3. Effectiveness of training provision in
Northamptonshire

Stakeholders were asked their views on the effectiveness of training provision in
Northamptonshire. Most stakeholders felt that they did not know enough about the training
provision in the

region to comment in detail, but felt that on the whole the training provision was good in the
area.

“The training provision is good; we work closely and actively with the local authority
and there is a good skills team to work closely with to understand the needs in the
area. They are very proactive when a new business comes to the area. There is ample
provision for key sectors.”

Two stakeholders felt that there was some room for improvement in training provision in the

area:

e |nadequate training provision for apprentices, resulting in some young apprentices having
to travel a long way to access the college aspect of their apprenticeship as the local
training provider was full.

e Training is provision is not as good at Levels 4 and above compared to the training
provision for Levels 2 and 3.

Employers were asked if they felt any improvements could be made to local training

provision. Across the whole sample, just over half of respondents (56%) felt improvements

could be made; within Northamptonshire, 13 out of 46 employers suggested improvements.

Improvements suggested by Northamptonshire employers comprised the following:

e Improved communication and engagement between employers and schools, colleges
and universities to ensure individuals entering the workforce have the skills and
experience that employers need.
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e More apprenticeship training places locally, in construction specifically, with a preference
for day release at college rather an work experience.

e Provision at undergraduate and post-graduate level for architecture qualifications within a
local University.

e Expand the type of training / courses that are funded, with some employers commenting
that funding is restricted to certain sectors (e.g. construction, care) at levels 2 and 3 only.

e Better awareness raising of what training is on offer in general, with one respondent
specifically commenting that a centralised, searchable directory of training centres and
courses would be useful.

e Ensure training provision meets the needs of those with hearing impairment.

e Adapt training to meet the needs of individual employers, as “a sone size fits all”
approach does not work for all employers.
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5. Recruitment

This chapter outlines employer concerns regarding the extent of hard-to-fill vacancies in the
last 12 months, and the methods they are using to recruit.

One in five employers said that, in the last twelve months, they have had a vacancy that has
been hard to fill. The most common reason for this was perceived applicant quality — sub-
optimal skills, attitude or motivation for the job. Organisations are using a range of methods
to recruit new employees, perhaps unsurprisingly focused mainly on free or low cost
approaches.

Employers most frequently selected digital skills and technical / practical skills as those that
they will need in greater numbers in the next three to five years. Stakeholders in
Northamptonshire envisaged greater numbers of people working in — and therefore skills
needed in — the following sectors; food manufacturing, health and social care, construction,
logistics and manufacturing and engineering.

5.1. Hard-to-fill vacancies

All respondents were asked whether,

in the last twelve months, they had any 0
hard to fill vacancies. One fifth of 2 © ®© © © 2 O /0
respondents (20%) across the whole i

sample reported that they had. & wwww of employers

hawve had hard to fill vacancies in the last 12
months

European Union

European
Social Fund

Se rcg é%cation & Skills

Funding Agency



Analysis shows that hard to fill vacancies were particularly evident in the following sectors;
education, construction and manufacturing. When asked to specify job roles that they found
hard to fill in the last twelve months, the following were specified by respondents:

es/ = Quality assurance and quality
control

« Senior QA Manager

« Quality assurance adviser

« Quality control scientist

» Purchasing coordinator
s Administrator

» Marketing officers

» Communications officers
» Account managers

Project managers

Estimators

Site Managers
Surveyor

Kitchen and bathroom
installer

Hard to fill

English, ICT and

employability skills 3 vacanCies

Field Application Engineers
Mechanical Engineers
Electrical Engineers
Assembly workers
Production operatives

Transport

« Vehicle maintenance technician
« Transport front line manager

IT project leads

Website developer
Technical product specialist
CRM manager [ assistant
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Causes of hard to fill vacancies

All respondents were prompted with a list of potential causes of hard-to-fill vacancies and
were asked to select all they felt had applied / could apply to their organisation:

Figure 7: Typical causes of hard to fill vacancies (N=80,355, n=126)

Low number of applicants with the relevant work experience

Low number of applicants with the required skills

Low number of applicants with the required attitude, motivation or
personality

Low number of applicants with relevant qualifications

Too much competition from other employers

The location of the organisation e.g. remote, lack of public transport
links

The terms and conditions (e.g. pay) offered for post

Poor career progression/ lack of prospects

Job entails shift work/unsociable hours

Don’t know

Not applicable/ never had a hard to fill vacancy [ 45%

Overall, perceived applicant deficiencies were by far the most commonly selected reasons
for hard to fill vacancies. Analysis did not show any correlation between types of vacancies

and the causes for those vacancies.
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28% of Northants employers said that they had had one or more hard-to-fill vacancies in the
last 12 months; this group comprised public and private sector organisations, of various

sizes. Responses suggest that Northants employers feel that deficiencies in applicant skills
and / or low numbers of applications are the main causes of hard to fill vacancies.
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5.2. Recruitment approach

All employers were asked how their organisation typically advertises or promotes their
vacancies, selecting from a prompted list:

Figure 8: Recruitment approaches used by employers (N=80,255 n=126)

Through word of mouth Iy 43%
Through other secial media I 42%
Through Linkedin e 38%
Through your own website I 35%
Through business network groups 00 1%
Through anagency I 24%
Through free websites 00000 0%
Through paid for websites T 14%
Through the lob Centre Plus  ©0 1 4%
Other [ 2%

Don't know /never hadany [ 28%
o 5 10 15 20 25 30 35 40 45 50
Organisations were using a range of approaches to recruit new staff, particularly free or low

cost methods such as word of mouth, social media, LinkedIn, through their own website or
through business networking groups.
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All respondents were prompted with a list of local organisations and asked to select which
they had used to try and recruit new employees. The majority of employees (83%) reported
having engaged with at least one local organisation, with recruitment agencies being the

most commonly selected.

Figure 9: Organisations engaged to recruit new employees (N=80,255 n=126)

Recruitment Agencies

National Apprenticeship Service
Universities

Colleges

Private training providers

Job Centre Plus

Schools

Professional organisations

Local newspapers/adverts

Local Authority recruitment online service

Other

Not engaged with any organisations when recruiting for
new employees

Not applicable - have not needed to recruit new employees

23%
17%
13%
10%
9%
4%
3%
2%
<1%
<1%
3%
17%
A 40%
0 5 10 15 20 25 30 35

40 45

The recruitment approaches used by Northamptonshire employers were similar to those of
the whole sample, with the most frequently selected being other social media, their own

website, word of mouth and LinkedIn.

In terms of the organisations that employers engage with to recruit new employees, a higher
proportion of Northamptonshire employers engaged with colleges, schools, and Job Centre
Plus than the proportion of employers in the other regions. A lower proportion of
Northamptonshire employers selected ‘the National Apprenticeship Service’, ‘training
providers’ and / or ‘universities’ than the proportion of employers in the other regions.
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5.3. Effectiveness of recruitment channels used by

employers

Stakeholders were asked for their views on the effectiveness of recruitment channels used
by employers in Northamptonshire. Most felt they were not able to comment as it wasn't
something that they talked to employers about. For example, some Growth Hub staff
commented that recruitment tends not be an area that employers want to focus on during
meetings, favouring sales and marketing and finance instead. Of the small number of
stakeholders that did comment on the effectiveness of recruitment channels used by
employers, views expressed include:
e Many employers are not using LinkedIn to its full potential, lacking a visually
appealing and updated company profile.
e There is a lack of promotion to school aged pupils of opportunities to work in
particular sectors such as manufacturing, engineering and logistics.
e An acknowledgement that there could be a more joined up approach between
councils, the large local employers, Job Centre Plus, and training providers in terms
of working together on the same initiatives.
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5.4. Future skills

Respondents* were asked if they expect to need more or fewer employees with particular
skills in the next three to five years:

Figure 10: Employer’s views on requiring more or fewer staff with particular skills
(N=67997 n=91)

Technical or practical skills 31% 5%

Digital skills 25%

Customer service skills 18%

Team working 155

Foreign languages 37 6% 9% 93¢

Leadership and managerial skills %

=2

10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90
® Significantly more staff m Slightly more staff m No difference = Slightly fewer staff « Significantly Fewer staff m Don't know m NA

Over half of employers expect to require more staff with technical or practical skills and / or
digital skills. Almost half of employers expect to require more staff with customer service
skills.

4 All respondents in SEMLEP were asked this question. Amongst Hertfordshire respondents, only
those that said they felt ready to discuss skills needs in the next three to five years (15 respondents)
were asked this question.
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Stakeholders were asked for their views on future skills needs in Northamptonshire. There
was strong consensus as to the likely biggest areas of demand, which included:

Food manufacturing — this is a large industry in the area and there will continue to be a

. need for new employees in the sector. Stakeholders also commented that changes in

_ _) consumer buying behaviour have and may continue to cause shifts in demand between
different types of businesses within the sector e.g. lower demand in the packed sandwiches
sector and higher demand in takeaway / ready meal options.

” Health and social care - including doctors, nurses, care sector — stakeholders explained that

whilst this sector isn’t a priority sector in Hertfordshire in terms of growth, there will of course

IW continue to be a demand for employees in this sector.

,\ Construction — stakeholders commented on the Government’s general support for the
.. u‘ construction sector in terms of the Clean Growth Strategy, number of new homes to be built
— and the recent introduction of the Green Homes Grant, and felt that as a result there would
be a continued need for employees at all levels.
l_l Logistics - this was felt to be a growing sector in the area, accelerated by Covid-19.
o0—oO Stakeholders felt that logistics was an example where there is low awareness amongst
school leavers about the opportunities in this sector. Stakeholders commented that it is also
not considered an attractive sector to work in, and therefore employers in the area struggle to
recruit the numbers of employees required.
Manufacturing — Similar to above, this was thought to be a growing sector in the area, but
O one for which school leavers have limited awareness of the opportunities available.
ﬁ Furthermore, stakeholders commented that manufacturing is not perceived to be an attractive
career opportunity, and therefore employers in the area struggle to recruit the numbers of
employees required.

5.5.  Training budgets

All respondents were asked if they have a training budget for 2020-21. Out of the whole
sample, 29% of employers said that they did, a similar proportion to Northants employers
specifically (28%). When asked to specify their training budget, three respondents in
Northamptonshire provided values ranging from £1,000 to £8,000, correlating with the size of
the organisation.
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6. Apprenticeships

This chapter summarises employer awareness and understanding of apprenticeships, the
extent to which employers are investing in apprenticeships, and employer views on the
barriers to taking on an apprentice. It also summarises the views of stakeholders on the level
of employer interest in apprenticeships.

A majority of employers reported a good understanding of what an apprenticeship is, how
apprenticeships could benefit their organisation, and where to go to find out more. However,
a sizeable proportion did not. Stakeholders raised several barriers that they felt hindered
employers from taking on an apprentice. Those felt to affect employers across all sectors
include; a branding issue with apprenticeships where they are seen as less valuable
compared to university qualifications, a misperception that apprenticeships are only for roles
that require manual skills, and employers not being able to find the time to spend with an
apprentice or organise an apprenticeship.

6.1. Awareness and understanding of apprenticeships

All respondents were asked to what extent they agreed or disagreed with four statements
regarding awareness and understanding of apprenticeships:
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Figure 11: Awareness and understanding of apprenticeships (N=80,255, n=126)

| have a good understanding of what an apprenticeship is — 9%

| know where to go to find out more about apprenticeships

| have a good understanding of how my organisation could benefit
from apprenticeships

| have a good understanding of the process to follow in offering
apprenticeships

0 20 40 60 80

HStrongly Agree  m Agree = Neither disagree nor agree Disagree Strongly Disagree

Figure 11 shows that whilst a majority of employers feel they have a good understanding of
apprenticeships, a sizeable proportion do not. In particular, over a fifth of respondents (21%)
do not know where to go to find out more about apprenticeships and over a quarter of
respondents (28%) disagreed that they had a good understanding of the process to follow in

offering apprenticeships.

All respondents were then asked whether they were aware of three different ways
apprenticeships can be used.
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Figure 12: Knowledge of how apprenticeships can be used (N=74,494, n=105)

Apprenticeships can I:ﬂ:|I :Es:d for employees of all 4%

Apprenticeships can be used to upskill your existing

staff 21%

13%

s i e s

employees joining the organisation
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A large proportion of employers said they were aware of how apprenticeships can be used,
as shown in Figure 12 above. However, stakeholders often commented that there remain
many employers who think apprenticeships are just for roles requiring manual skills (e.g.
construction and engineering), implying there may be other aspects of apprenticeships that
employers are less aware of.

A higher proportion of Northamptonshire employers said they were aware of how
apprenticeships can be used (against all three statements prompted) compared to the
proportion in the whole sample.

6.2.  Current use of apprenticeships

Respondents were asked whether they currently employ any apprentices. Across the whole
sample, 3% of respondents said that they do.

Eleven employers in Northamptonshire said that they currently employ apprentices; these
comprised construction, transportation, manufacturing, health and social work, public
administration and defense, and education oganisations.
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Respondents were asked to specify the apprentices that they currently employ. In some
cases, employers reported multiple apprentices in different roles. Northants employers

reported the following types and numbers of apprenticeships:

Table 2: Type and number of apprentices employed by Northamptonshire respondents

Type of apprenticeship

Number of organisations
employing an apprentice

Number of apprentices
employed in total

Digital 1 2
Education 1 1
Social care 1 3
Administration 2 4
Construction; surveyor, site 2 10
management, carpentry

Manufacturing 1 10
Engineering 1 10

6.3.  Views on using offering apprenticeships in the future
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All respondents were asked whether they would consider Would consider taking on an apprentice
offering apprenticeships in the future. Almost half of in the future

) (N=74494 n= 105)
respondents (47%) across the whole sample said that they
would. A quarter of respondents (27%) said that they would not
and a quarter of respondents (26%) were not sure.

In line with the whole sample, 42% of Northants employers also
said they would consider offering an apprenticeship in the
future, 19% said they would not and 39% said they were
unsure.
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6.4.
future

Reservations about offering apprenticeships in the

Respondents were prompted with a list of potential reservations about offering
apprenticeships and were asked to select any that they felt applied to their organisation:

Figure 13: Employer reservations about offering apprenticeships (N=80,255, n=12)

Cannot find suitable candidates

Poor previous experience of apprenticeships

Apprentices don’t have the necessary skills / experience / qualifications
— we want to employ people that are ready to do the job

Cost

General business uncertainty resulting from COVID-19

Over complex process

The type of work we dois unsuitable for apprentices

Managing an apprentice whilst employees are working from home

Apprentice may leave after training

It would be difficult to take on / provide support to an apprentice whilst
adhering to social distancing requirements

Poor delivery/ lacking delivery options
Off the job time requirements

Don’t know

23%
18%
18%
14%
10%
10%
9%
4%
3%
3%
1%
1%

20%
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The most commonly selected reservation was around finding a suitable candidate, either
based on previous experience or based on a perception that they might find it challenging to
find a suitable candidate. This was followed by ‘poor previous experience of apprenticeships’
and ‘apprentices don’t have the necessary skills’, which again could be based on previous
experience or a perception that apprentices will not have the skills that they require. One
tenth of respondents reported reservations about apprenticeships directly related to Covid-

19.

In Northamptonshire, employers most frequently selected ‘cannot find suitable candidate’,
with 32% doing so, which is slightly higher than the proportion of employers in the whole
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sample. Northamptonshire responses were broadly in line with the whole sample® for the
other options prompted in the survey, with the exception of ‘poor previous experience of
apprenticeships’ where 2% of Northamptonshire employers selected this option compared to
18% in the whole sample.

Stakeholders were asked for their views on employer interest in apprenticeships. They
reflected that they had found that, in general, employers were interested in and willing to take
on an apprentice. However, another stakeholder commented that they had seen a significant
drop in the number of apprenticeship vacancies since Covid-19.

Stakeholders raised the following barriers to more employers offering apprenticeships:

e A continuing perception that apprenticeships are less worthwhile than university
education — some stakeholders explained apprenticeships are seen by many (employers
and people in general) as a second class option compared to university qualifications.
The stakeholders felt that there needed to be a significant shift in attitudes at a national
and local level for this problem to be overcome.

“There is a significant branding issue. The word apprentice / apprenticeship conjures
up lots of negative things unfortunately.”

e A perception that apprenticeships are solely for roles requiring manual skills —
stakeholders commented that many employers perceive apprenticeships to be for trade
related roles and are unaware of the full range of apprenticeships that can be delivered.
Most stakeholders felt that there was a need for greater education of employers
regarding how they could benefit from apprenticeships.

e Timeis anissue for employers — stakeholders commented that some employers,
particularly SMEs, struggle to find the time to mentor an apprentice and some also
commented that some employers find the paperwork associated with apprenticeships
time-consuming and burdensome.

“One large company | have worked with pays £15,000 per year into the Apprenticeship
Levy but does not take on any apprentices as it is too much hassle - they just see the
levy as a tax and accept that they have to pay it.”

e A concern that training providers do not teach up to date systems — some
stakeholders had had conversations with employers (particularly in the construction,

5 Although it should be noted that the option ‘General business uncertainty resulting from Covid-19’
was not prompted to employers in the South East Midlands area.
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manufacturing and engineering sectors) who had found that the systems and
technologies taught by apprenticeship training providers were out of date.

“Some employers have found that their systems or technologies have
moved on and what the apprentice learns is out of date. Those teaching at
colleges need to be more involved in actual to know what businesses are
doing.”

e Some apprenticeships in specific sectors have not been designed well — For
example, one stakeholder commented that for the logistics industry it is not possible to
have employees out of the workplace during their busiest periods. Another stakeholder
felt that apprenticeships for HGV driving roles take too long to complete, which means
they are not feasible for employers.
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/. Work placements

This chapter reports the views of employers and stakeholders regarding employer
willingness to offer work placements, their reservations towards work placements and
interest in future support around work placements.

Almost three quarters (72%) of employers said they would be willing to offer work experience
placements. However, a similar proportion (77%) of employers had reservations; of the
reasons prompted in the survey, the most frequently selected were a lack of time to spend
with an individual on a work placement, and the lack of time to organise a placement
opportunity. Whilst stakeholders acknowledged these barriers, they also felt that there were
other key issues preventing more work placements taking place, such as a perception
amongst employers that regulations on work experience placements are burdensome, and
negative cases reported in the local news that may discourage other employers from
considering offering a work placement.

7.1.  Willingness to offer work placements

Respondents were prompted with a list of potential work experience groups and were asked
whether they would be willing to offer work experience placements to any of them.
Respondents were able to select all that applied. 72% of the whole sample said that they
would be willing to offer work experience placements to one or more groups. Full responses
are shown below:
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Figure 14: Employer willingness to offer work experience placements (N=80,255,
n=126)
School f College students age 17-19 A8%
Further or Higher Education students age 19-24 46%
Adult schemes 38%
Traineeships 34%,
Internships 29%
School students age 14-16 (Year 10to 12) | 21%
School students age 11-13 (Year 7 to 9) 6%
Primary school students 2%
None of the above 28%

0 20 40 &0

82% of Northamptonshire employers responding to this survey said that they would be willing
to offer a work placement to one or more groups of individuals. Northmptonshire employers
responded in a similar way to the whole sample - employers most frequently selected ‘school
/ college students aged 17-19’ and / or ‘further / higher education students aged 19-24’ as
the groups that they would be willing to offer placements to. The exception was ‘adult
schemes’ where a higher proportion of Northamptonshire employers selected this option
compared to the proportion in the whole sample.

7.2. Reservations about offering work placements

Respondents were given a list of potential reservations about offering work placements and
were asked to select all that applied to them. Responses are shown below:
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Figure 15: Employer reservations about offering work placements (N=80,255, n=126)

Lack of time to spend with work placement individual 45%
Lack of time to organise a placement 40%
Cost 24%
Health and safety 22%
Do not have the internal infrastructure in place 13%
Lack of management capability 12%
Insurance 10%
Nature of the work 8%
General business uncertainty as a result of COVID-19 5%

It would be difficult to take on / provide support to an apprentice whilst adhering

0
to social distancing requirements a%

Not looking to employ more staff 3%
Would train then leave 3%
Don't know who to contact 1%
Lack of engagement from schools/colleges 1%
Poor previous experience 1%
No reservations 11%
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The data suggests that time is the biggest barrier to employers offering a work placement.

Stakeholders felt that there had been an increased level of engagement between employers
and colleges / schools, either through employers participating in careers discussions or
offering work placements.
“There are more companies, particularly larger organisations, that now recognise they
have to be part of the solution, rather than just blaming it on there not being enough
education leavers ready to meet their skills needs.”

Despite the view that there had been good progress, stakeholders felt the following barriers

still needed to be overcome:

e Mentoring a work experience student takes time — and employers find it challenging
to find or make time for this.

e Employers perceive work placements to be burdensome in terms of compliance —
employers are concerned about regulations and compliance issues that are associated
with offering a work experience placement, particularly in relation to GDPR.
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e There have been negative examples of work experience placements reported in the
local press recently — examples include work experience students not doing a good job,
and a major retailer being criticised for taking on work placement students as it was
perceived that they were taking advantage of ‘free labour.” Stakeholders felt that both of
these cases could put other employers off considering offering work placements.

In light of Covid-19, stakeholders felt that employers would consider it even more challenging

to offer work experience placements due to:

e Employees working from home and not knowing how a work placement student could be
supported / managed in this situation

e The impracticalities of having more individuals within the workplace.

e Financial uncertainty, and this putting increasing pressure on the business to focus on
sales and the survival of the business.

7.3. Interest in future support

Respondents in Northamptonshire were provided with a list of potential support to assist with
offering work placements and were asked if they would find any useful.
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Figure 16: Employer interest in support in Northamptonshire (N=12491 n=38)

A service that matches candidates with businesses

Information about safety consideration

General information about how a business can use work
experience students

General information about how to recruit work experience
students

0 10 20 30 40 50 60 VO 80 S0 100

mVeryuseful mSomewhat useful @ Not very useful Mot useful atall m Don't know

41% of Northamptonshire employers said that a service that matched candidates with
businesses would be useful. One in five respondents said that general information on how to
recruit work experience students or how businesses could use work experience students
would be somewhat useful, and the majority of respondents said that information about
safety considerations would not be useful.
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8. Brexit

SEMLEP wished to explore the views of employers in South East Midlands and
Northamptonshire, regarding the UK leaving the European Union, in terms of how it would
impact their recruitment and skills. This section summarises employer responses and the

views of stakeholders.

Respondents in Northamptonshire and South East Midlands were asked to rate the extent to
which they had considered and prepared for future skills needs to meet their current and
future requirements as a result of the UK leaving the EU. Responses are shown below®. The
percentages should be considered with caution due to the small sample sizes.

Figure 17: Preparation of employers in South East Midlands and Northamptonshire for

the UK leaving the EU

We have identified members of staff that will be affected by
changes to immigration policy and have put plans in place to
mitigate impact on the business N=24814 n=53

We have identified opportunities to upskill existing staff to fill skills
gaps N = 24919 n=54

We have identified the potential skills gaps impacted by Brexit
N=30424 n=55

We have updated our policies, procedures and employment
contracts in preparation for changes to employment law N=24919
n=53

We are familiar with the impending changes to employment law N=
30424 n=55

We are considering / planning to outsource some of our operations
to fill skills gaps left by Brexit N=24919 n=54
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Large proportions of employers selected ‘not applicable’ to their organisation to one or more
areas of consideration / preparation. For example almost all employers selected not

applicable to ‘we are considering / planning to outsource some of our operations’ and a large
majority of employers selected not applicable to ‘we have identified members of staff that will

6N and n figures differ dependent on the number of respondents that answered each question
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be affected by changes to immigration policy and have put plans in place to mitigate impact
on the business’. Of the employers that selected not applicable, around half do not have
employees, and the other half vary in terms of size and are made up of a range of sectors. A
higher proportion of Northamptonshire employers selected ‘not applicable’ to each of the five
areas of consideration / preparation compared to the proportion of employers in South East
Midlands.

Almost one in five (18%) employers said they are not prepared at all when it comes to
identifying skills gaps impacted by Brexit and around a quarter of employees (23%) said they
are not prepared at all when it comes to identifying opportunities to upskill existing staff to fill
skills gaps. 8% said they are not prepared for impending changes to employment law, and a
further 30% are only ‘somewhat prepared’. One third of employers said they are only
somewhat prepared in udating their policies, procedures and employment contracts in
preparation for changes to employment law. Of the organisations selecting ‘not prepared’ to
the options prompted in the survey, these were predominantly from the construction sector.
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Employers in Northamptonshire and South East Midlands were then asked about how Brexit
might impact skills and employment in their organsiation. Responses are shown below.

Figure 18: Views on the impact of Brexit on employers' skills and employment

Do you think Brexit will require you to | 23%

upskill existing staff? N= 24919 n=54 AN

Do you think Brexit will result in existing -
staff having to, or choosing to leave your 8% 92%
organisation? N=19414 n=53 L

Do you think Brexit will reguire you to |
recruit additional staff? N=30424 n=55 10%, 90%

0 20 40 &0 a0 100
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The chart shows that the majority of employers do not think that Brexit will result in staff
leaving their organisation, require them to recruit additional staff or upskill existing staff. Of
those that do not think they will be required to take action, around 10% have no employees,
and the remaining employers are from a range of sectors and are of different sizes.

Of the employers in Northamptonshire that responded to these questions:

e Five said that Breixt will require them to upskill existing staff, these include manufacturing
and warehousing staff. Only one respondent specified the type of training, as: “customs
and exporting of goods.”

e One said that Brexit will result in warehousing staff having to or choosing to leave their
organisation.

e Three said that Brexit will require them to recruit additional staff, these include roles in
education, construction and warehousing.

Of the employers that said they expect that they will need to take action, only around a
quarter of these said they were fully prepared.
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Stakeholders in Northamptonshire were asked whether they had any concerns about Brexit
affecting employment and skills in their area. Their main concern was around low-skilled job
roles, and Brexit meaning that there would not be sufficient numbers of individuals to fill

these roles.
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9. Employer views on new technologies
for training

This section covers employer attitudes to the use of new technologies to meet skills needs.

A majority of employers reported that their employees are already engaging in training via
webinars and video, though other technologies — e.g. mobile learning, podcasts and
gamification - are being used less frequently. Most employers said they would be willing to
invest in training for their staff that use these technologies. Approximately half of employers
said they had reservations about new technologies used for training including the user
experience, online training not being suitable for the ‘practical’ nature of their work, and a
preference of their employees for face to face training.

9.1. Engagement in training via new technologies

All respondents were prompted with a range of technologies and asked to select any that
their employees currently use for either internal or external training. Responses are shown
below.

Figure 19 Employee engagement in training via different technologies
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Respondents were then asked if they would consider investing in training for their employees
that use each technology.

Figure 20: Employer interest in investing in training for employees via different
technologies

Webinars N=68941 —
Mobile learning N - . ;
Podcasts 80 ™
100 .
Gamification N=61494 -

0 20 40 60 80 100

15%
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Those already using technologies in training tended to be those that would do so in the
future, and vice versa. The exception is gamification, where currently only 7% of employers
said their employees are already engaging in training that uses this technology, whilst 22%
would consider it in the future.

9.2. Reservations about new technologies

Respondents were asked if they had any reservations about training using one or more of

the prompted technologies. Out of the whole sample, 54% of employers said that they did

have reservations. Analysis of their responses identifies the following themes:

e Respondents not knowing enough about the technologies, particularly regarding the user
experience, the processes involved, and the typical return on investment.

e A perception that online training isn’t suitable for the type of work that they do, in
particular for practical tasks, with one respondent specifically commenting “There are
certain things that they would just need to learn on the job by actually doing the work.”

e Employers receiving feedback from their employees that suggest they prefer training
delivered face to face.

European Union

European
Social Fund

SEICO | s s

Funding Agency




Respondents were then asked whether their organisation would be willing to invest in
relevant software, technology or adaptations to support a new employee with a learning
disability or special educational needs e.g. providing voice recognition software to support an
employee with dyslexia. One third (33%) of respondents from the whole sample said ‘yes,’
almost one quarter (23%) said no and 44% were not sure.

Respondents were also asked whether they knew where to access support, advice /
guidance, and funding to help them to recruit and upskill employees that have a learning
disability or special educational needs. 38% knew where to go to access support, advice and
guidance; 24% said they knew where to go to access funding.

The table below summarises the percentage of Northamptonshire respondents that said their
staff already use specific technologies in training that they undertake and employer
willingness for their staff to engage in training using specific technologies in the future.

Table 3: Northamptonshire employer use of technology for training and willingness to
use in training (N=14945, n=46)

Webinars 66% 18%
Video 66% 18%
Mobile 65% 18%
Podcasts 65% 18%
Gamification 0% 0%

The proportion of Northamptonshire employers that reported using each technology in
training is broadly in line with the whole sample, apart from gamification which is lower than
the whole sample’. In terms of considering the use of technologies for future training, a lower
proportion of Northamptonshire employers said they would do this compared to the
proportion in the whole sample.

7 Some respondents during the telephone interviews were less aware of what gamification was
compared to the other types of technology. The lower awareness / understanding of the term may
have had an affect on responses.
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10. Stakeholder views on how Serco can
help

This section summarises the views of stakeholders in Northamptonshire regarding how
Serco can best support employers to ensure they have the right skills to succeed. The
following themes were identified from stakeholder responses.
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Stakeholder views on how
Serco can help
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11. Conclusions

Conclusions below are organised by each research objective:

1. Identify skills gaps that are preventing business growth and an increase in
business productivity.
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The research shows that skills gaps are evident in Northamptonshire and employers believe
these are impacting upon their business growth and productivity.

The skills gaps most commonly reported by respondent employers were:

e Digital skills
e Job specific skills, (e.g. architecture, HR, and transportation in Northamptonshire
specifically)

e Sales and Management (although by a lower proportion in Northamptonshire
compared to the whole sample)

e Leadership and management (in Northamptonshire specifically)

e Customer service (in Northamptonshire specifically)

The skills gaps that employers (across the whole sample) viewed as those most impacting
business growth and productivity were:

e Numeracy

e Planning and organisational

e Knowledge of English

e Digital

e Sales and marketing

e Job specific

In addition to job specific skills gaps and planning and organisational skills gaps, employers
in Northamptonshire also viewed skills gaps in leadership and managerial, teamworking and
customer service as having a substantial impact on their performance.

2. Clarify employer skills demand for the region’s key sectors and identify other
priority skills required to influence how / where efforts and resources are
focused to increase skills training uptake.

This research indicates that there is demand for upskilling and recruitment amongst
employers in Northamptonshire, including within the area’s priority sectors.

In terms of future skills needs, employers most frequently selected digital skills and technical
/ practical skills as those that they will need in greater numbers in the next three to five years.

Stakeholders envisaged growing opportunities and skills needs in food manufacturing, health
and social care, construction, logistics and manufacturing; these broadly align with
SEMLEP’s priority sectors. Unfortunately, due to the low response to the employer survey, it
is not possible to robustly assess skills priorities in specific sectors. However, examining
priority sector responses, these appear similar to the sample overall, with employers in these
sectors reporting gaps in leadership and management, technical / practical, sales and
marketing and / or planning and organisational skills.
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Encouragingly, almost three quarters of employers said that they are likely to engage with
private training providers in the next twelve months. A few employers from the
Northamptonshire area suggested improvements to training provision, including more
variance in training courses and providers, a centralised and searchable directory of training
centres and courses offered and improved communication between schools, colleges or
universities and employers.

3. Determine employer interest in apprenticeships
The research has shown that there is interest amongst half of employers to take on an
apprentice in the future.

Whilst employer interest is evident, there are reservations to overcome, namely; a branding
issue with apprenticeships where they are seen as less worthwhile compared to university
qualifications, a misperception that apprenticeships are only for roles that require manual
skills, and employers not being able to find the time to spend with an apprentice or organise
an apprenticeship.

There is a sizeable proportion of employers lack understanding of what an apprenticeship is
and / or how their organisation could benefit from apprenticeships. Wider stakeholders felt
there should be more education around the value of apprenticeships (in particular compared
to other educational routes), and the range of sectors in which apprenticeships can now be
delivered.

4. Determine employer concerns regarding Brexit in terms of recruitment and
skills gaps
At the time this research was conducted, Covid-19 had over-shadowed Brexit, with
employers unable to consider the potential impacts of Brexit whilst dealing with the current
implications of Covid-19.

The majority of Northamptonshire employers do not expect that they will need to implement
changes in the workforce as a result of Brexit, either upskilling existing staff, dealing with
staff leaving and / or recruiting additional staff.

Of those that expect to have to take action, one in four said they are fully prepared when it
comes to considering and preparing for Brexit and the impact it will have on their workforce.

Around one quarter of employers across South East Midlands and Northamptonshire said
they were not prepared at all regarding their awareness of impending changes to
employment law, updating policies, procedures and employment contracts, identifying skills
gaps arising from Brexit and identifying opportunities to upskill existing staff to fil skills gaps.
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Employers that said they are not prepared were disproportionately from the construction
sector.

5. Explore the willingness of employers to support experimentation and early
adoptions in the use of new technologies for future skills needs.

Most employers are supportive of the use of nhew technologies within training for their staff,
and many have already started to use webinars, video and mobile learning in particular.
Some employers reported reservations about the use of new technologies which could be
overcome (e.g. accessibility, how interactive the session is, the ability for delegates to
communicate with the presenter / other attendees). Some employers also questioned
whether online mechanisms are suitable for more practical types of work such as
engineering and construction.
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Appendix A: Respondent profile

The purpose of this section is to summarise the profile of respondents to the survey, in terms
of size, sector and industry. This helps to put findings — especially sub-group comparisons -
into context. This section presents unweighted data, describing the profile of the 126
respondents that completed the survey (either in full or partially).

Table 4: Respondent profile by geographic area

Geographic area Number of Percentage of
respondent respondents (n=126)
organisations

Hertfordshire 57 45

South East Midlands | 23 18

Northamptonshire 46 37

Total 126 100%

Table 5: Respondent profile by number of employees?®

Whole sample Northamptonshire

Number of Number of Percentage of Number of Percentage of
employees respondent respondents respondent respondents

organisations (n=126) organisations ((Z19))
None 10 8 5 11%
1-4 19 15 5 11%
5-9 13 10 3 7%
10-24 24 19 8 17%
25-49 9 7 5 11%
Total 0-49 75 60 26 57%
(micro and
small)
50-99 18 14 8 17%
100-249 14 11 6 13%
250+ 18 14 6 13%
Didn’t know 1 1 0 0%
Total 126 100% 46 100%

8 Respondents were asked how many individuals their organisation employed, selecting from the size
bands shown in the table.
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Table 6: Respondent by broad sector

Whole sample Northamptonshire
Number of Percentage of Number of Percentage
respondent respondents respondent of
organisations organisations = respondents
Private 91 72 34 74%
Third 14 11 5 11%

Public 21 17 7 15%

Table 7: Respondent profile by industrial sector®

Whole sample Northamptonshire
Number of Percentage of Number of Percentage
respondent respondents respondent of
organisations organisations respondents
Agriculture, forestry 3 2% 1 2%
and fishing
Manufacturing 15 12% 3 7%
Electricity, gas, 0 0% 0 0%

steam and air
conditioning supply
Water supply, 2 2% 1 2%
sewerage, waste
management and
remediation activities

Construction 22 18% 10 22%
Wholesale and retail 7 6% 4 9%
trade, repair of motor

vehicles and

motorcycles

Transport and storge 7 6% 5 11%
Accommodation and 3 2% 1 2%

food services

9 Respondents were also asked to state their organisations’ main sector / activity. The table shows the
range of sectors reached by the survey.
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Information and 5 4% 1 2%
communication

Finance and 3 2% 0 0%
insurance

Real estate 1 1% 0 0%
Professional, 15 12% 6 13%

scientific and
technical activities

Administration and 8 6% 1 2%
support services

Public administration 7 6% 3 7%
and defense

Education 11 9% 2 4%
Human health and 10 8% 5 11%
social work

Arts, entertainment, 7 6% 3 7%
recreation and other

services

Total 126 100% 46 100%

Table 8 Timing of response

Whole sample Northamptonshire

Time of Number of Percentage of Number of Percentage of
response respondent respondents respondent respondents

organisations organisations
Pre-lockdown 19 15% 5 11%
(Prior to
March 16%
2020)
During and 107 85% 41 89%
post-lockdown
(Completed
on or after 16"
March 2020)
Total 126 100% 46 100%

European Union

European
Social Fund

SErCO | s

Funding Agency




T: +44 (0)121 285 3800
E: research@winningmoves.com
www.winningmoves.com

Winning Moves Limited
Registered address: Baskerville House, Broad Street, Birmingham, England, B1 2ND.

Registered in England number 03069806

European Union

European
Social Fund

Se rcg ﬁcaﬁon & Skills

Funding Agency




