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Executive Summary 

The traditional focus of skills policies has been on raising the number of people with higher level 

qualifications. This is important as high levels of educational attainment can translate into better 

employment outcomes. However, less attention is paid to working with firms to look at how they demand 

and use skills within the workplace. This is a new area for public policy that requires working closer with 

firms to encourage them to make skills use an organisational priority. As opposed to “fire-fighting” skills 

shortages reported by firms, a skills use approach seeks to understand if there are broader issues related 

to the way a job is designed as well as the pay and working conditions on offer. 

Evidence from the OECD’s Survey of Adult Skills demonstrates that better using skills is beneficial to both 

workers and firms. Workers benefit from increased wages and job satisfaction, which are important 

dimensions of job quality. Firms benefit from a more productive workforce and less employee turn-over. 

From a place-based perspective, a focus on better using skills is especially important for labour markets 

with sub-optimal productivity performance. Previous OECD research has demonstrated that improving 

skills use could result in aggregate productivity gains of 5% in the United Kingdom (UK). 

This paper focuses on how the Leeds City Region in the UK could implement actions to improve skills use 

among local firms. The Leeds City Region continues to face a widening productivity gap with the overall 

national UK average – productivity is only 86% of the UK average, compared to 91% a decade ago. The 

overall positive increase in educational attainment in the Leeds City Region has not translated into better 

productivity outcomes. The industry structure of the Leeds City Region is close the UK average. This is 

especially important because one of the main drivers of lower productivity levels in the region relates to 

under-performance of its sectors as opposed to an adverse sector mix. The region has sub-optimal 

productivity outcomes in sectors which are associated with high-skilled jobs, such as information and 

communications, as well as professional scientific occupations.   

Given this gap, there is a strong rationale in the region to look at how to work closer with firms to encourage 

them to use their skills better. While there is an increasing amount of evidence about the benefits, less is 

known about what actions can be taken, especially at a local level to identify and embed practices that 

enable the better use of skills inside companies.  

One potential avenue for better skills use is promoting high-performance working practices (HPWPs). Such 

practices include, for example, employee reward programmes, more flexible working hours, mentoring and 

leadership development courses, as well as a company culture that promotes training and development.  

The good news is that the share of firms adopting these practices in the Leeds City Region is 10%, which 

is slightly above the UK average of 9%. However, the region performs below other leading English regions, 

such as Greater Manchester, Greater Birmingham and Solihull, and the Humber. When looking at the 

specific types of HPWPs, employers in the Leeds City Region are less likely than other Local Enterprise 

Partnerships in the UK to conduct training needs assessments. They are also less likely to take action to 

overcome hard-to-fill vacancies by increasing salaries, redefining existing jobs, or providing more 

recruitment incentives to make a job more attractive.  
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In the Leeds City Region, there is an opportunity to support firms by raising awareness about the benefits 

of improved organisational and management practices, including teamwork, task discretion, mentoring, job 

rotation, applying new learning, incentive pay, and flexible working hours. The Leeds City Region can 

disseminate good practices among firms, while also developing diagnostic tools to help them identify room 

for improvement, and promote knowledge transfer. The OECD has identified the following opportunities 

for the Leeds City Region to promote the better use of skills:  

 Outline a local strategy which emphasizes skills use policies: While the Leeds City Region 

has a comprehensive range of skills development programmes, there is no explicit focus on 

improving skills use as an overall objective. A well-articulated local strategy would help to join-up 

thinking and action to support short-term employer skills needs, while linking them to business 

performance and development as well as longer-term local economic development aspirations. 

 Appoint a local coordinator if feasible to act as a catalyst for engagement: The success and 

sustainability of any new initiative focused on better using skills requires the coordination and 

marshalling of stakeholders and resources. Having an identifiable person within the Leeds City 

Region who can raise awareness, while engaging local firms and linking them with human 

resources consultants, could help operationalise such actions. 

 Identify businesses that already demonstrate good company practices and can provide 

champions for change among local firms: A peer network with mentors drawn from exemplar 

local firms can help provide mentoring support and advice, particularly for SMEs and start-ups, as 

well as within industries and supply chains. These champions could help drive a local “business 

case” about how and why skills use policies benefit local firms. 

 Encourage appropriate programmes through the training and local business development 

system: The Leeds City Region could look at how to structure support for business managers, 

which would be important if their awareness and capabilities are to be raised. Ensuring that 

students, who are next-generation managers, have more awareness about good company 

management practices is also important to ensure sustained change. The Leeds City Region could 

work with relevant national departments to initiate a review of management education across the 

further and higher education system to help identify human resources gaps among local firms. 

 Benchmark and measure progress on better using skills through the development of a self-

assessment tool: Such a self-assessment tool would serve as a “skills audit” of local firms to help 

benchmark and measure efforts to improve skills use. It could comprise a number of questions 

about the skills of employees and how those skills are used. It could then link these questions to 

other information about the firms’ management practices and business strategy to identify 

opportunities for improvement in the organisation of work and job design. 
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There is untapped potential for public policies to place greater emphasis on both the development and 

deployment of skills at the local level to close regional productivity gaps. Traditional approaches to skills 

focus on increasing the number of people with qualifications. However, more can be done to work with local 

firms to assess how they maximize the use of skills within the workplace. There is strong evidence that better 

using skills can increase job quality and local economic development opportunities. 

Introduction 

Across the OECD, traditional policy approaches to skills focus mainly on the supply side with a strong 

emphasis on boosting the number of people with high level qualifications. However, there is increasing 

recognition that policy makers should also look at the demand for skills by firms, including how skills are 

used and deployed in the workplace. In other words, both skill development and skill deployment are 

needed. There are both economic and social reasons to look at how to better use skills in the workplace. 

As further outlined in this paper, workers who better use their skills are more likely to have greater job 

satisfaction and earn better wages as well as be more prepared to adapt to changes in the future of work. 

Employers benefit from a more productive and innovative workforce, enabling them to maximise business 

performance and profitability. 

Box 1.1. What was the purpose of this OECD project and how was it implemented? 

Workers and firms across the OECD continue to report that their skills are not fully utilised in the 

workplace. Evidence from the UK Employer Skills Survey (ESS) shows that 1 in 3 employers reported 

having at least one member of staff whose skills were under-used, with considerable variation between 

sectors: from 40% in Hotels and Restaurants, to 20% in Agriculture. This gap represents a drag on local 

economic opportunity placing downward pressure on job quality as well as industry diversification 

possibilities. 

The challenge remains how to adopt an implementation approach at the local level and how to evaluate 

action. To tackle this issue, the OECD has worked with the United Kingdom Departments for Education 

as well as Business, Energy and Industrial Strategy to set-up an expert advisory group with the goal of: 

1) identifying the policy rationale for why local economies, such as the Leeds City Region, should focus 

on better using skills in the workplace; 2) providing advice on what tools, measures and approaches 

can be used to implement a coordinated approach among skills, employment, and economic 

development portfolios; and 3) provide a framework for evaluating the performance of adopted actions 

in this policy area. 

 

1 What is skills use and why does it 

matter for local development policies? 



12    

BETTER USING SKILLS IN THE WORKPLACE IN THE LEEDS CITY REGION, UNITED KINGDOM © OECD 2020 

  

Maximising local labour market performance requires a focus on better skills use 

at work 

The development and deployment of skills is fundamental for local economic 

opportunity 

Skills are vital to enable both people and places to thrive in an increasingly complex and rapidly changing 

world (OECD, 2019[1]). Investing in skills contributes to boosting innovation and development, while also 

raising productivity. Employers play a key role in contributing to the skills development of their staff by 

providing good quality training (ILO, 2011[2]). For example, using European-wide industry level data, the 

European Centre for the Development of Vocational Training (Cedefop) found a positive and statistically 

significant increase in productivity growth with employer-funded training (Cedefop, 2012[3]). Moreover, 

productivity gains increase as the number of days of employer-funded training increases. Focusing on the 

UK, (Dearden, Reed and Van Reenen, 2006[4]) found that for every additional 10 per cent of employees 

who engage in job-related training, productivity increases by 6 per cent. The effect is found to be stronger 

in firms of all sizes in manufacturing and weaker in services, though it is recognised that measuring 

productivity is more difficult in the service sector so any effects are likewise difficult to capture (Cedefop, 

2011[5]) (Bender et al., 2016[6]). Very few studies examine whether and how these workers have the 

opportunity to use these acquired skills in their work.  

The failure to fully utilise skills in the workplace results in a waste of the initial investment in human capital. 

It also results in the depreciation and obsolescence of the skills that are left unused and the potential loss 

of people with higher levels of skills who could move to places where the returns on skills are higher 

(OECD, 2019[1]). Improving skills utilisation requires that public programmes work closer with employers 

to look more comprehensively at how they use the skills of their employees, as well as how skills are 

aligned to the needs of the business (OECD/ILO, 2017[7]). Better using skills at work is a key pillar of the 

OECD Skills Strategy, which highlights the importance for countries to focus on 1) developing relevant 

skills over the life course; 2) using skills effectively in work and society; and 3) strengthening the 

government of skills systems (OECD, 2019[1]).  

How does the literature define skills use? 

Despite an increasing amount of literature generated in the last 15 years, there is no commonly agreed 

international definition of skills use (which is often referred to as skills utilisation in the literature). A variety 

of terms have been used to conceptualise the concept across different fields of research (see Box 1.2 for 

more information). At its core, skills use refers to the way that employers use the skills of employees in the 

workplace, and the alignment of the competences of workers to the demands and needs of the business. 

A working definition was developed by the Scottish Government and includes the following: “skills 

utilisation is about ensuring the most effective application of skills in the workplace to maximise 

performance through the interplay of a number of key agents (e.g. employers, employees, learning 

providers and the state) and the use of a range of human resources, management and working practices.” 

(CFE, 2008[8]). 
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Box 1.2. Looking beyond the jargon: What is skills use (or utilisation)? 

A variety of terms have been used to conceptualise the better use of skills. The list below provides 

several examples of how issues related to skills use are generally discussed in the literature: 

High road vs. low road employers. Economic development professionals and advocates for low-wage 

workers often refer to high road vs. low road employers. In their study of low-wage work in the 

Netherlands, (Van Klaveren, 2008[9]) identifies four aspects of firm strategies that distinguish between 

high and low road firms: 1) product market strategies (focus on high value-added, high quality 

production and services vs. low cost, low quality; 2) work organisation (enhanced forms of work 

organisation versus traditional, strict divisions of labour); 3) human resource policies; and 4) job quality. 

High performance/high-involvement working. A considerable body of evidence looks into human 

resources practices known as high performance or high-involvement workplaces. High performance 

working practices are bundles of activities that include both aspects of work organisation (e.g. team 

work, employee autonomy, task discretion, mentoring, job rotation, and applying new learning) and 

management practices – employee participation, incentive pay, training practices and flexibility in 

working hours) (OECD, 2016[10]) (Johnston and Hawke, 2002[11]). In general, there are two broad 

schools of thought within the literature: “high commitment management” emphasises the improvement 

of employee autonomy and intrinsic satisfaction, while “high-involvement management” focusses 

instead on the ability of employees to make decisions to improve production processes (Harley, Allen 

and Sargent, 2007[12]) (Guthrie, 2001[13]). 

Organisational capital. The economists (Prescott and Visscher, 1980[14]) made early reference to what 

they called organisational capital. (Black and Lynch, 2005[15]) identify three aspects of “organisational 

capital” that have a significant impact on productivity: 1) employer provided workforce training 2) 

employee voice, especially in relation to decision making associated with the design of production 

processes as well as greater autonomy and discretion in work structure; and 3) work design, including 

the use of cross-functional production processes that result in more flexible allocation and re-allocation 

of labour in the firm. However, other researchers define organisational capital somewhat differently. For 

example, (Youndt, Subramaniam and Snell, 2004[16]) define it as the institutionalised knowledge and 

codified experience residing within and utilised through databases, patents, manuals, structures, 

systems, and processes.  

Organisational forms and learning dynamics. Using the European Survey on Working Conditions, 

four types of organisational forms are identified: 1) learning (e.g. high levels of autonomy, task 

complexity, learning and problem-solving and low levels of monotony, repetitiveness, and work rate 

constraints); 2) lean (e.g. strong learning dynamics and reliance on employees contributions to problem-

solving but low autonomy in work and tight quantitative production norms); 3) Taylorist (e.g. minimal 

learning dynamics, low complexity, low autonomy and constraints on the pace of work); and 4) simple 

(e.g. work organisation methods that are for the most part informal and non-codified).  

Workplace innovation. The term “workplace innovation” is commonly used in a European context. The 

(Dortmund Brussels Position Paper on Workplace Innovation, 2012[17]) defines workplace innovation as 

a social process which shapes work organisation and working life, combining human, organisational 

and technological dimensions.  

Source: (OECD/ILO, 2017[7]) 
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In trying to define the term, it is important to keep in mind that the term “skills use” or “skills utilisation” has 

yet to permeate the mainstream language of business and may not be the best “headline” to promote or 

market such a policy initiative (Keep, 2016[18]). In mapping out a framework for skills use policies, Table 

1.1 provides a list of factors that need to be considered when defining the concept. 

Table 1.1. Factors that need to be considered when defining better skills use at work 

Dimensions of skills use Considerations 

Job match The extent to which the skills being developed by the education and training system meet 

labour market demands 

 

Promoting conditions for 

workforce innovation 

The extent to which firms adopt workplace practices that aim to create opportunities to use a 

wider range of skills 

A firm’s business 

approach 

The extent to which firms are improving their competitive and product market strategies which 

in turn require higher-levels of skills in the workplace 

Source: Adapted from (Keep, 2016[18]), (Ashton and Sung, 2009[19]), and (Findlay and Warhurst, 2012[20]). 

From a firm perspective, “effective” skills use can simply mean aligning its skills demands to its business 

approach. In some cases, doing so can mean maintaining a low-skilled workforce. Following (Finegold and 

Soskice, 1988[21]) skills equilibrium theory, firms that opt for what is sometimes now called the “low road” 

business approach producing low cost goods and services will tend to have low-skilled workers. This match 

is self-reinforcing, leading to a “lock-in”, with firms having no incentive to invest in the skills of their 

workforce, which in turn does little to improve local economic development. The absence of higher skilled 

workers also constrains these firms from being able to respond to changing economic circumstances. This 

low skills equilibrium is likely a contributing factor to the UK’s productivity problem. Thus, a good match is 

not necessarily good for business: equilibrium can be achieved by having and maintaining low skill levels, 

which in the long term negatively impacts firm competitiveness. 

There is evidence that the skills workers possess often exceed those needed for the job, resulting in a 

mismatch and an under-use of the skills available to firms. Indeed, with about 30% of the UK workforce 

over-qualified for their jobs, some studies point out that this type of mismatch dwarfs that of the skills 

shortages reported by employers (see for example (Felstead et al., 2007[22]), (Felstead, Gallie and Green, 

2017[23])). The under-utilisation of workers’ skills can impact firm productivity in a number of ways. Lack of 

use leads to a decay or even loss of these skills. It can also lead to less job satisfaction (Clark, 1995[24]); 

(OECD, 2011[25]).  

Skills under-utilisation thus represents untapped talent at best (Skills Australia, 2012[26]) or, at worst, a 

waste of human resources (OECD, 2011[25]). This under-utilisation can be a reason why a performance 

gap exists in many firms between how productive they are and how productive they could be, according to 

(Livingston, 2017[27]). Two issues arise: first, many workers have higher skills than they are currently being 

asked to use and, second, there is a need to find ways for them to be able to use those skills. The second 

point, about the better use of workers’ skills, suggests that there are two approaches to thinking about 

skills use (Warhurst and Luchinskaya, 2018[28]). The first is the matching approach suggested above. It 

simply seeks to ensure that the skills possessed by workers align with the skills needed to do the job, 

whether that job requires low, intermediate or high-level skills. It is a “no change” approach to skills policy 

and practice. The second is the enablers approach. In contrast to the first approach, it seeks to identify 

how the skills possessed by workers might be better used, and so offers opportunity to improve 

organisational performance. 
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In trying to understand how to measure the challenge, it is important to broadly understand how the 

alignment of skills to labour market demand is measured. Drawing on (Buchanan et al., 2010[29]) and the 

wider literature, skills mismatch measurements usually falls into three categories:  

 Individual measures: which includes an individual’s perceptions of how their skills are used. While 

detailed, measures collected in this way are somewhat limited by an individual’s understanding of 

the skills required for a particular job. The OECD’s Survey of Adult Skills is an example of this type 

of survey instrument.  

 Employer measures: These types of surveys try to combine data collected from both workers and 

employers to measure skills use in the workplace. The UK Employer Skills Survey is an example 

of this type of measure. 

 Population measures: These are usually defined by some combination of the occupation held by 

people (and the assumed qualification requirements associated with them) along with the 

education, training, and experience of individuals in those jobs in the population or sub-population 

of interest.  

This paper draws on all three of these measures to identify why skills use is important and how firms in the 

Leeds City Region (which was selected as a case study) use the available skills within the local economy.  

Better using skills at work can support job quality and productivity 

Skills use positively impacts an individual’s perceptions of job quality  

Better using skills in the workplace has a positive impact on wages and job satisfaction, which are often 

associated with different definitions of job quality. The use of ICT skills, followed by the use of reading and 

writing at work, are particularly significant in explaining high wage returns for working-age individuals in 

the United Kingdom. Looking further at data from the OECD’s Survey of Adult Skills, skills proficiency, 

skills use and years of education positively impact a worker’s perception of job satisfaction (see Figure 

1.1). Looking across these three dimensions, except for the use of numeracy at work, skills use has a 

higher impact on job satisfaction than skills proficiency and years of education. These patterns are similar 

across OECD countries. In particular, the relationships between the use of reading, writing and ICT skills 

at work and job satisfaction are statistically significant in nearly all OECD countries (OECD, 2016[30]). 
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Figure 1.1. How education, skills and skills use affect job satisfaction in England (UK) 

Percentage-point change in job satisfaction associated with a standard deviation (a) increase in skills proficiency, 

skills use at work and (b) years of education 

 

Note: a) One standard deviation corresponds to the following: 2.9 years of education; 47 points on the literacy scale; 53 points on the numeracy 

scale; 44 points on the problem solving in technology-rich environments scale; 1 for reading use at work; 1.2 for writing and numeracy use at 

work; 1.1 for ICT use at work; and 1.3 for problem solving at work.. b) Marginal probability estimates from probit regressions with individuals 

reporting being extremely satisfied in their current job as the dependent variable. One model is estimated for each skills use variable, with years 

of education and the corresponding skills use and proficiency as independent variables (literacy scores for reading and writing use at work, 

numeracy scores for numeracy use at work and problem solving in technology-rich environment scores for ICT and problem-solving use at 

work). All models include controls for age, age squared, gender, foreign-born status, tenure and gross hourly wages.  

Source: OECD calculations based on OECD (2017) Survey of Adults Skills database (PIAAC) (2012, 2015), www.oecd.org/skills/piaac/. 

Skills use can also positively impact productivity  

OECD research shows that improving skills use could result in considerable gains in aggregate 

productivity. Gains range between 3% in North America, Poland and Sweden and more than 9% in 

Southern European countries and Chile. The United Kingdom sits in the middle of the distribution at 5% 

(Adalet McGowan and Andrews, 2017[31]). Some research has noted that changes in workplace 

organisation – such as re-engineering job design, incentivising teamwork, introducing incentive pay and 

encouraging employee autonomy and feedback – are a “significant component of the turnaround in 

productivity growth in the US during the 1990s” (Black and Lynch, 2005[32]). An analysis of the OECD 

Survey of Adult Skills (i.e. PIAAC) shows that even after accounting for average proficiency scores in 

literacy and numeracy, the use of reading skills at work accounts for a statistically significant share of the 

variation in labour productivity across OECD countries (see Figure 1.2).  

http://www.oecd.org/skills/piaac/
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Figure 1.2. Labour productivity and the use of reading skills at work  

Adjusted for literacy and numeracy proficiency 

 

Note: Line is best linear prediction. Labour productivity is equal to the GDP per hour worked, in USD current prices 2012 for round-1 and 2014 

for round-2 countries/economies. Adjusted estimates are based on OLS regressions including controls for literacy and numeracy proficiency 

scores. The sample for the Russian Federation does not include the population of the Moscow municipal area. 

Source: Survey of Adult Skills (PIAAC) (2012, 2015), adapted from (OECD, 2018[33]). 

How do workers and firms use their skills in England? 

England tends to make good use of literacy skills but sits at the OECD average on the 

use of numeracy skills 

The bulk of international evidence available relies on an individual’s perceptions of skills use in the 

workplace. This literature on skills use has broadly studied whether skills use is linked to proficiency. There 

seems to be a relationship between these two dimensions in England, and this is not always the case 

across OECD countries. Compared to other OECD countries, workers in England tend to make good use 

of literacy skills at work, however, this is not necessarily true for numeracy skills. England scores among 

the top performing countries for both skills use and proficiency in reading and literacy skills at work, and 

shows performance closer to the OECD average when looking at the use and proficiency of numeracy 

skills at work.  
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Figure 1.3. Skills use at work and skills proficiency in OECD countries 

 

Note: Data only include the working population. For reading, writing, numeracy and ICT skills, skills use indicators are scales between 1 "Never" 

and 5 "Every day". Problem-solving skills use refers to respondent answers to “How often are you usually confronted with more complex 

problems that take at least 30 minutes to find a good solution?” The set of possible answers also ranges between 1 "Never" and 5 "Every day". 

Proficiency scores range from 0 to 500. 

Source: (OECD, 2016[34]), Skills Matter: Further Results from the Survey of Adult Skills. 

Small and medium-sized enterprises in the United Kingdom face unique challenges in 

better using the skills of their workers 

Firm size has an impact on the use of skills at work, with smaller firms (e.g. SMEs) showing lower levels 

of skills use in comparison to bigger firms. This is related to the lack of capacity, both in terms of financial 

and human resources, that SMEs have in comparison to larger firms (OECD, 2016[10]). England performs 

very close to the OECD average when looking at the use of reading skills at work but below average in 

numeracy and information and communications technology (ICT). The gap on these two dimensions is 

particularly high for smaller firms in England indicating that they have more challenges in using skills 

compared to the OECD average. Many studies have highlighted that SMEs in general have less human 
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and financial resources than bigger firms that might prevent them from putting in place the right human 

resources practices to effectively deploy skills within the firm (Osterman, 2008[35]) (OECD/ILO, 2017[7]) 

(Lloyd, Warhurst and Dutton, 2013[36]).  

Figure 1.4. Use of information-processing skills at work, by firm size 

England (UK) and OECD average 

 

Source: OECD calculations based on OECD (2017) Survey of Adults Skills database (PIAAC) (2012, 2015).  

Better using skills at work provides an opportunity for local development in the 

United Kingdom 

A focus in the United Kingdom on increasing qualifications has not translated into better 

regional productivity outcomes 

Impressive growth in increasing the overall supply of skills has been achieved throughout the United 

Kingdom over the last 13 years as the population has become more educated. Considering the percentage 

of the population with a National Vocational Qualification of level 4 and above (which is equivalent to higher 

education), there has been a 12.7 percentage point increase in the number of working-age individuals 

attaining this level of skills, increasing from 26.5% in 2005 to 39.2% in 2018 (see Figure 1.5).  
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Figure 1.5. An increasing supply of skills in the United Kingdom  

Percentage of the population aged 16-64 years with a NVQ4 qualification and above, 2005-2018 

 

Note: NVQ4+ represents the National Vocational Qualifications level 4 and above, corresponding to a degree-level or equivalent qualification or 

above. 

Source: UK Annual Population Survey. 

While skills levels have risen in the UK, low productivity growth remains a drag on living standards in 

comparison to many other OECD economies (OECD, 2017[37]). When comparing 18 OECD countries with 

the highest GDP per capita, the United Kingdom has a strong gap in both GDP per capita and GDP per 

hour worked (see Figure 1.6). Following a narrowing of the gap from 2000-2007, the gap started increasing 

again after the 2008 financial crisis. This can be explained by the stagnation of productivity in the UK, even 

in the post-crisis period. This trend is generally referred to as the UK productivity puzzle. 
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Figure 1.6. Gap in GDP per capita and per hour worked relative to the upper half of OECD 
countries, 1991-2018 

Values in percentage 

 

Note: Percentage gap with respect to the weighted average using population weights of the highest 18 OECD countries in terms of GDP per 

capita (in constant 2010 PPPs). The 2018 value of the average hours worked per person employed has been estimated for Australia, Canada, 

Finland, Israel, Mexico, Switzerland and the United States. 

Source: OECD, National Accounts and Productivity Databases. 

Regional disparities in labour productivity in the UK are the highest among OECD countries (Gal and 

Egeland, 2018[38]). In addition, the gap between the top performing region (i.e. London) and the second 

best performing region (i.e. the South East) is the third highest among OECD countries (see Figure 1.7).  

London is the UK’s key driver of economic growth (OECD, 2017[37]) (OECD, 2020[39]). London’s economy, 

measured in terms of GDP, is larger than that of Belgium and Sweden and twice as much as the GDP of 

other major cities such as Paris or Madrid (GLA, 2014[40]). 

While London was been badly hit by the 2009 crisis following the contraction of the financial and insurance 

sectors, its economy has been resilient in the following years, with the highest Gross Value Added (GVA) 

growth rate among UK regions (Orellana, 2018[41]). London’s economy is also driven by the highest start-

up rate of the UK and the highest high-growth firm incidence rate1 of England (ERC, 2019[42]). Spatial 

variation in productivity relates to the educational attainment of the working age population across English 

regions (OECD, 2017[37]) (OECD, 2020[39]) (Tsvetkova et al., 2020[43]). When comparing regional 

productivity performance to the overall proportion of the population with NVQ level 4, it clearly 

demonstrates that skills attainment plays a role in driving strong regional productivity outcomes (see Figure 

1.8).  

 

 

                                                

1 In the paper high-growth is defined as annualised average growth in employment of 20% or more over a three-year 

period (2015-18) and is restricted to a business having at least 10 employees in 2015. This definition is in line with the 

OECD methodology, more information can be found in (Eurostat and OECD, 2007[119]).  
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Figure 1.7. Regional disparities in labour productivity, OECD countries, 2017  

Index average level across regions = 100 

 

Note: The analysis is conducted at the OECD TL2 level. Gross Value Added per worker has been used as a proxy for labour productivity. Data 

for Canada, New Zealand and Norway are for 2016. 

Source: (OECD, 2020[44]), OECD Regional Statistics, Regional economy, https://dx.doi.org/10.1787/6b288ab8-en.  

Figure 1.8. Share of people aged 16-64 with NVQ4 qualification and above and labour productivity, 
UK regions, 2017 

 

Note: Labour productivity is measured as Gross Value Added per worker as defined by the OECD. Data on labour productivity refers to 2016. 

Source: OECD regional accounts and UK Annual Population Survey. 

 

https://dx.doi.org/10.1787/6b288ab8-en
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The Leeds City Region was chosen as a case study to better understand how Local Enterprise Partnerships 

can work closer with firms on better using skills in the workplace. This section highlights the rationale for 

why the Leeds City Region could consider looking at action in this area. While the Leeds City Region has 

shown signs of an improving labour market, a focus on skills use policies could help to tackle the region’s 

productivity gap with the UK average, which relates to the under-performance of local firms.  

Understanding the Leeds City Region 

The Leeds City Region is located in the Yorkshire and the Humber, in the North of England. It includes ten 

districts (see Figure 2.1) with Leeds, Bradford and York being the biggest ones in terms of population size. 

The Leeds City Region has a population of over three million people, of which 47% are in employment (i.e. 

employed or self-employed), slightly below the UK average. With 107 000 enterprises, the Leeds City 

Region hosts 58% of the total enterprises of the Yorkshire and the Humber region. Leeds also sits under 

the West Yorkshire Combined Authority (WYCA) which was established in 2014. The WYCA brings 

together local councils and businesses to build a dynamic local economy and promote growth. Its work is 

led by Combined Authority members and the Local Enterprise Partnership (LEP) Board. The 

responsibilities of Combined Authorities are related to transport, economic development and regeneration. 

Power and resources are devolved from the national government. 

2 Challenges and opportunities in the 

Leeds City Region 
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Figure 2.1. Understanding the geography of the Leeds City Region 

 

Source: https://www.the-lep.com/why-leeds-city-region/ and https://leeds.papi.org.uk/ 

How is the labour market evolving in the Leeds City Region? 

Employment and unemployment rates have improved in the Leeds City Region over the 

last decade  

With around 1.5 million economically active people, the Leeds City Region is, after London and the South 

East, the biggest Local Enterprise Partnership (LEP) in terms of number of workers in the labour force. 

After a decrease in employment during the crisis, the Leeds City Region labour market has shown 

significant improvements, with the employment rate increasing from 69% in 2009 to 73% in 2018, back to 

the pre-crisis level. The unemployment rate was just below the UK average at 4% in 2018 (see Figure 2.3).  

https://www.the-lep.com/why-leeds-city-region/
https://leeds.papi.org.uk/
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Figure 2.2. Employment rate in the Leeds City Region and the United Kingdom, 2009-2018 

 

Source: UK Annual Population Survey. 

Figure 2.3. Unemployment rate in the Leeds City Region and the United Kingdom, 2009-2018 

 

Source: UK Annual Population Survey. 

Similar to the sectoral composition of the UK overall, the Leeds City Region is characterised by high 

employment in the public administration, education and health sectors, which employ around a third of the 

overall workforce (see Figure 2.4). In the Leeds City Region, this is followed by employment in the 

distribution, hotels and restaurant sector, and in the banking, finance and insurance sector, representing 

19% and 15% of the labour force respectively. These sectors are characterised by different skills 

requirements, with distribution, hotels and restaurants primarily demanding lower levels of skills while 

public administration, education and health primarily demanding higher-levels of skills.    
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Figure 2.4. Employment by industry in the Leeds City Region and the United Kingdom, 2018 

As a percentage of total employment 

 

Source: UK Annual Population Survey. 

The Leeds City Region is moving towards higher skilled jobs  

Between 2005 and 2018, the labour market of the Leeds City Region has shifted. The share of employment 

in highly skilled occupations (i.e. managers, directors and senior officials; professional occupations; 

associate professional and technical occupations) has increased by 5 percentage points, compared to 6 

percentage points in the UK. Opposite trends exist for medium-skilled (i.e. process, plant and machine 

operatives; sales and customer service occupations; skilled trades occupations; administrative and 

secretarial occupations) and low-skilled occupations (i.e. elementary occupations and skilled trades 

occupations) that declined from 38% to 35% and from 24% to 22% over the same period. These findings 

show that the Leeds City Region labour market is moving towards higher skilled jobs, however at a slower 

pace than the country average.    

That being said, employment in caring, leisure and other service occupations has increased in the City 

Region, representing nearly 10% of total employment in 2018, a two percentage point increase since 2005. 

This category often includes low-paid occupations that do not contribute significantly to increasing the 

overall productivity of the area. While the UK Industrial Strategy emphasises particular high-skill sectors, 

digital and ICT, these sectors employ a small share of the overall labour force in the Leeds City Region.  
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Figure 2.5. Employment shares by occupation, Leeds City Region, 2005-2018 

As a percentage of total employment  

 

Source: UK Annual Population Survey. 

Educational attainment in the Leeds City Region has increased but remains below the 

UK average 

As highlighted previously, the number of highly educated people has significantly increased in the UK in 

recent years and this also applies to the Leeds City Region. With more than 115 000 people enrolled in 

tertiary education in 2016-2017, young people represent an important source of future labour supply in the 

Leeds City Region that could potentially contribute to economic growth. Slightly less than 60% of graduates 

were employed in the Leeds City Region six months after graduation (West Yorkshire Combined Authority, 

2018[45]). The share of individuals employed with NVQ3 (corresponding to secondary education) increased 

by 2 percentage points in the last decade while the share of people with NVQ4 and above (corresponding 

to tertiary education) increased by nearly 7 percentage points over the same period. At the same time, the 

share of people with no qualification and with basic skills has decreased by 2.5 and 2 percentage points 

respectively. While this data show an overall increase in educational attainment, the Leeds City Region 

still lags behind the overall UK average. For example, the share of people aged 16-64 with a NVQ level 4 

and above is almost 40% in the UK, yet only 34% in the Leeds City Region (e.g. a 6 percentage point gap). 

The Leeds City Region also has higher shares of people with no or very low education levels in comparison 

to the national average (see Figure 2.6).   
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Figure 2.6. Educational attainment in the Leeds City Region and the United Kingdom, 2018 

As a share of the population aged 15-64 years 

 

Source: UK Annual Population Survey. 

What are the productivity challenges facing the Leeds City Region? 

The productivity gap in the Leeds City Region has widened compared to the UK average  

One of the major challenges facing the Leeds City Region is a growing productivity gap, which has 

increased since 2008 (see Figure 2.7). Productivity, measured as Gross Value Added per filled job, in the 

Leeds City Region is only 85% of the UK average, as compared with 91% a decade ago. According to the 

2018 labour market report produced by the Leeds City Region, there are three main factors that partly 

explain this productivity gap. These include the overall skills composition of the labour force, lower average 

wages and an increasing share of employment in part-time work. In 2008, output per hour in the Leeds 

City Region stood at GBP 25.92, around 90% of UK output. As of 2017, output per hour in the City Region 

had risen to GBP 29.33 - just 87% of UK levels. The lower proportion of workers in high-skilled occupations 

is also important in explaining the relatively lower levels of productivity in the City Region. The Leeds City 

Region falls behind key comparative labour markets, such as the West of England, Greater Birmingham, 

Greater Manchester, the Liverpool City Region, and the North-East (see Figure 2.8). 
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Figure 2.7. Trends in productivity, Leeds City Region, 2002-2017  

Gross Value Added per filled job index, United Kingdom=100 

 

Source: (Office for National Statistics, 2019[46]). 

Figure 2.8. Productivity in selected Local Enterprise Partnerships, 2017 

Gross Value Added per filled job index, United Kingdom=100 

 

Note: This figure shows 10 LEPs, including Leeds City Region, of a total of 38 LEPs across England. These benchmark LEPs were chosen 

based on consultations with the Leeds City Region and the OECD’s Expert Advisory Group that was established for this project. They LEPs 

include eight core city LEPs as well as the Humber and the York, North Yorkshire and East Riding LEPs because of their geographical proximity 

to Leeds.  

Source: (Office for National Statistics, 2019[46]). 

Productivity gaps in the Leeds City Region are linked to under-performing firms 

While the industrial structure of the Leeds City Region is more similar to the overall UK average than any 

other Local Enterprise Partnership, the City Region has a higher proportion of businesses with relatively 

lower productivity. In comparison to Great Britain, the West Yorkshire (which encompasses the Leeds City 
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Region) has lower levels of productivity in all sectors except the manufacturing sector, the wholesale and 

retail sector, the administrative support services sector, as well as the other services sector. The gap in 

productivity is also strong in sectors characterised by highly-skilled employment such as the information 

and communication sector (see Figure 2.9). These findings are in line with previous studies which find that 

more than 90% of the productivity deficit in comparison to the  UK average is estimated to be due to 

underperformance within sectors as opposed to an adverse sector mix (West Yorkshire Combined 

Authority, 2018[45]). The majority of the people employed in the Leeds City Region operates within the 1) 

public administration, education, and health sector as well as the 2) distribution, hotels, and restaurants 

sector, which represent together around 50% of total employment in the region. Both of these sectors 

demonstrated limited productivity output in terms of GVA per worker (see Figure 2.10).  

Figure 2.9. GVA per worker (GBP) by industry, West Yorkshire (WY) and Great Britain (GB), 2014 

 

Note: Data for West Yorkshire are used as a proxy for Leeds City Region. 

Source: ONS Regional firm-level productivity analysis. 

Figure 2.10. Employment and Gross Value Added by sector, Leeds City Region, 2017 

 

Note: Gross Value Added per worker is computed for the Yorkshire and the Humber region as data was not available for the Leeds City Region. 

The share of employment refers to the Leeds City Region. 

Source: UK Annual Population Survey and Regional accounts. 
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In order to better understand how the Leeds City Region should move forward on implementing policies that 

aim to better use skills in the workplace, it is important to understand where local firms are reporting skills 

mismatches (e.g. either over or under-qualified staff). Mismatches represent either unnourished talent or 

untapped potential. This section examines unique subnational data from the United Kingdom to highlight the 

extent to which firms in the Leeds City Region are facing mismatches. Evidence from the UK Employer Skills 

Survey demonstrates that many firms in the Leeds City Region have over-qualified staff. Furthermore, while 

several firms continue to report hard-to-fill vacancies, they have taken limited action to address these issues 

by improving their human resources and management practices.   

Skills mismatches are costly and represent an inefficient allocation of workers 

Many OECD countries are dealing with challenges related to skills mismatch  

Skills mismatch represents a challenge in many OECD countries. Evidence shows that high skills mismatch 

has a negative impact on labour productivity because of the inefficient allocation of resources (Adalet 

McGowan and Andrews, 2015[47]). In the UK, the incidence of skills mismatch (i.e. both over and under-

qualification) among people employed is 41%, compared to 36% for the OECD. This gap is mainly driven 

by the relatively high share of workers reporting being under-qualified for their job (see Figure 3.1). In 

addition, 38% of people employed has a job in a field different to the one in which they studied in school, 

which is one of the highest shares among OECD countries (OECD, 2017[48]). As highlighted in the updated 

OECD Jobs Strategy, it is critical to look at whether the skills being provided by the education and training 

system are meeting the needs of the labour market (OECD, 2018[49]). Individuals reporting being under-

qualified for their job have skills lower than what is needed and could benefit from potential to grow through 

firm investments in training to avoid being stuck in a “dead end” job. Given the evidence highlighted earlier 

in this paper, there are significant benefits that could accrue to firms from investing in training individuals 

representing this type of mismatch.  

3 Improving the balance between the 

supply and demand for skills in the 

Leeds City Region  
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Figure 3.1. Qualification mismatch in OECD countries 

As a percentage of people employed 

 

Note: According to the OECD definition, qualification mismatch is computed by comparing the modal (i.e. most common) educational attainment 

level for each occupation in each country and point in time, and which is used as a benchmark to measure whether individual workers’ 

qualifications match the “normal” education requirement of the occupation. Over-qualification (under-qualification) depicts a situation for which 

the highest level of education achieved by an individual worker in an occupation is above (below) the modal level for all workers in that 

occupation. Data refer to 2015 for Canada, Chile and Turkey and to 2013 for Germany. OECD is the unweighted average of the countries shown. 

Source: OECD Skills for Jobs Database, 2018, https://stats.oecd.org/Index.aspx?DataSetCode=MISMATCH. 

Box 3.1. Data on skills mismatch and use at the local level in the United Kingdom 

Measuring skills mismatches are difficult and subject to a number of considerations in quantifying the 

problem, since most measures are based on individual and firm perceptions. In the UK, one of the main 

sources of data on skills and work organisation is the Skills and Employment Survey (SES), which has 

been conducted for the last 30 years and provides an assessment of how skills utilisation has varied 

over time. The survey focuses on the following themes: i) the skills required for the job; ii) the way work 

is organised; iii) the existence of opportunities for skill and career development; and iv) the perceptions 

of different types of insecurity. However, while this survey provides valuable data at the national level, 

it doesn’t allow regional and local comparisons.  

In order to compare the Leeds City Region with other Local Enterprise Partnerships (LEPs) in the UK, 

the UK Employer Skills Survey (ESS) is used in this paper. This survey, conducted by the UK 

Department for Education, is based on over 87 000 telephone interviews with UK employers. Therefore, 

it is one of the largest employer surveys on skills in the world. The survey gathers information on the 

skills challenges that employers face within their existing workforces, the levels and nature of training 

investment and the relationship between skills challenges, training activity and business strategy, 

including high performance management practices. 

 

https://stats.oecd.org/Index.aspx?DataSetCode=MISMATCH
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Assessing skills mismatches in local economies 

Data on the different forms of skills mismatch tend to focus on measures of over- or under-qualification or 

over- or under-skilling. In contrast, firm-level measures of skills gaps and skills shortages are arguably 

more important to assess the level of skills utilisation (OECD/ILO, 2017[7]). However, data are not always 

available at the sub-national level or does not directly measure the perspective of employers. 

To fill this gap, the OECD has developed a typology to understand whether skills are being put to good 

use at the level of local economies. This analysis assesses the matching between supply of and demand 

for skills at the local level. Local areas can fall into one of four categories: (1) high skills equilibrium, where 

both the supply of and demand for skills is relatively high; (2) skills surplus, where the supply of skills is 

relatively high but the demand is relatively low; (3) skills deficit, where the demand is relatively high but the 

supply is relatively low; and (4) low skills trap, where both the supply of and demand for skills is relatively 

low.  

A low skills trap can create a vicious cycle of low investments in skills and poor quality jobs. In such a 

situation, workers will not have the incentives to upgrade their skills, knowing they will not be able to find 

jobs in the local economy that use them, and employers may be reluctant to move to more skill-intensive 

production and services, knowing that they are unlikely to find the workers with the skills needed to fill 

these positions. The Leeds City Regions falls in the low skills trap, indicating that both the supply and the 

demand for skills are low in comparison to the other LEPs (see Figure 3.2). This match between low supply 

and low demand for skills can have a “lock-in” effect for the region, whereby firms are low incentives to 

invest in higher valued add activities, which can have negative impacts on the overall competitiveness and 

productivity of a region.   

Figure 3.2. Comparing skills supply and demand in Local Enterprise Partnerships, 2017 

 

Note: The supply of skills was measured by the percentage of the population with post-secondary education. The demand for skills was 

approximated using a composite index: percentage of the population employed in medium-high skilled occupations and GVA per worker 

(weighted at .25 and .75 respectively).  The indices are standardised using the inter-decile method and are compared with the national median. 

Further explanations on the methodology can be found in (Froy, Giguère and Meghnagi, 2012[50]). 

Source: OECD calculations based on the UK Annual Population Survey and Regional Accounts, ONS. 
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The Leeds City Region faces a number of challenges related to skills mismatches  

The Leeds City Region has a higher share of firms with over-qualified staff  

When looking at subnational level data from the UK Employer Skills Survey, the Leeds City Region had 

43% of establishments reporting over-qualified staff – a relatively high share among the benchmark Local 

Enterprise Partnerships included in the analysis (Figure 3.3). Over-qualified staff are those who have 

qualifications more advanced than those required for their job. This share is similar to the Greater 

Manchester and the York, North Yorkshire and East Riding LEPs. This is contrasted by one of the lowest 

shares of firms reporting under-utilised staff (34%), which is just below the UK average of 35%. These 

findings indicate that there is an untapped potential in the Leeds City Region and establishments could 

improve their productivity and competitiveness by better using skills especially of  over-qualified staff. Trend 

data show that both measures of skills mismatch (i.e. over-qualified and under-qualified staff) have 

increased in the UK between 2015 and 2017 and that smaller firms tend to have higher risks of under-

utilised staff.  

Figure 3.3. Skills mismatch in selected Local Enterprise Partnerships, 2017 

As a share of total establishments 

 

Note: In the Employer Skills Survey over-qualified staff corresponds to the proportion of staff that have qualifications more advanced than 

required for their current job role; under-utilised staff have both qualifications and skills that are more advanced than required for their current 

job role. The survey captures what employers are aware of and report. This figure shows 10 LEPs, including Leeds City Region, of a total of 38 

LEPs across England. These benchmark LEPs were chosen based on consultations with the Leeds City Region and the OECD’s Expert Advisory 

Group that was established for this project. These LEPs include eight core city LEPs as well as the Humber and the York, North Yorkshire and 

East Riding LEPs because of their geographical proximity to Leeds.  

Source: UK Employer Skills Survey. 

According to the Employer Skills Survey, skills gaps are defined as the share of staff who are not fully 

proficient in their job. The incidence of skills gaps was 14% in the Leeds City Region, which was slightly 

above the UK average of 13%. In comparison to other Local Enterprise Partnerships (LEPs), the Leeds 

City Region is on par with York, North, Yorkshire and East Riding, as well as Greater Birmingham and 

Solihull. The West of England has a particularly high share of employers reporting skills gaps, at 21% 

(Figure 3.4)   
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Figure 3.4. Incidence of staff who are not fully proficient in their job in selected Local Enterprise 
Partnerships, 2017 

 

Note: In the Employer Skills Survey skills gaps are defined as the share of staff who are not fully proficient in their job. The survey captures what 

employers are aware of and report. This figure shows 10 LEPs, including Leeds City Region, of a total of 38 LEPs across England. These 

benchmark LEPs were chosen based on consultations with the Leeds City Region and the OECD’s Expert Advisory Group that was established 

for this project. These LEPs include eight core city LEPs as well as the Humber and the York, North Yorkshire and East Riding LEPs because 

of their geographical proximity to Leeds.  

Source: UK Employer Skills Survey. 

Some sectors in the Leeds City Region are more likely to experience under-utilisation of 

skills 

Issues related to skills underutilisation are more prevalent than skills deficiencies across all sectors within 

the Leeds City Region (Figure 3.5). The share of staff who are not fully proficient (e.g. do not have the 

required skills for the job as perceived by employers) is relatively low in the primary sector and utilities, 

both in Leeds City Region and in the UK, at 7% and 9% respectively. Similarities with the national values 

also exist in relation to sectors experiencing a high incidence of staff not fully proficient, namely the 

manufacturing, the hotels and restaurants, and the education sectors. Around one in five establishments 

in these sectors have staff that are not fully proficient. Leeds City Region performs better than the rest of 

the UK in the public administration sector, where 12% of staff is not fully proficient versus 20% nationally.  

Similar to the UK average, for the Leeds City Region around one in three establishments report having 

underutilised staff in all sectors. Both in the Leeds City Region and in the UK, the share of underutilised 

staff is above 40%, in the hotels and restaurants sector, the education sector, the health and social work 

sector as well as the art and other services sectors (see Figure 3.5). However, the Leeds City Region has 

a lower incidence (four percentage points) of establishments with underutilised staff in the hotels and 

restaurants sector, transport and storage sector, information and communications sector, and public 

administration sector. The opposite is true in the financial sector, where 36% of establishments have 

underutilised staff in Leeds, compared to 32% in the UK. The indicators presented in Figure 3.5 show that 

in the Leeds City Region, there are a number of firms that could better use the skills of their employees, 

especially in sectors with high levels of employment such as the hotels and restaurants sector, the public 

administration sector, the education sector and the health and social work sector.  
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Figure 3.5. Proficiency of staff and underutilisation by sector in the Leeds City Region, 2017 

 

Note: Underuse of skills was measured by asking employers how many staff, if any, had both qualifications and skills more advanced than 

required for their current job role. 

Source: UK Employer Skills Survey. 

For all skill levels, the Leeds City Region is located in the middle of the distribution in comparison to the 

peer LEPs selected for this study. Around 45% of people who report that their skills are not fully proficient 

for their job work in medium-skilled occupations. While this value is close to the UK average, it is much 

lower than in the North Eastern and in the Humber LEPs, where the lack of proficiency in medium-skilled 

jobs is just below 60%. The share of staff who are not fully proficient working in highly skilled jobs is 21%, 

similar to the UK average and just below Liverpool City Region, Greater Birmingham and Solihull, and 

Greater Manchester. In the Leeds City Region, the incidence of staff that is not fully proficient seems to be 

related to firms with lower skill needs. For example, while highly skilled occupations represent 42% of total 

employment, only 21% of firms have employees that are not fully proficient within this skills category. The 

opposite is true for low-skilled jobs, which represent 21% of the total employment and 33% of the 

establishments having staff who are not fully proficient. This is interesting as it is perhaps these types of 

firms (e.g. those employing lower skilled people) who could benefit the most from investments in training 

and staff development.  
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Figure 3.6. Staff that are not fully proficient by skills requirement for the occupation in selected 
Local Enterprise Partnerships, 2017 

 

Note: High-skilled occupation include managers, professionals and associate professionals; middle-skilled occupations include process, plant 

and machine operatives, sales and customer service occupations, skilled trades occupations and administrative and secretarial occupations; 

low-skilled occupations include elementary occupations and caring, leisure and other service occupations. This figure shows 10 LEPs, including 

Leeds City Region, of a total of 38 LEPs across England. These benchmark LEPs were chosen based on consultations with the Leeds City 

Region and the OECD’s Expert Advisory Group that was established for this project. These LEPs include eight core city LEPs as well as the 

Humber and the York, North Yorkshire and East Riding LEPs because of their geographical proximity to Leeds.  

Source: UK Employer Skills Survey. 

Skills gaps (i.e. staff who are not fully proficient) can limit a company’s overall competitiveness as well as 

its optimal internal functioning (e.g. the way work is organised, the implementation of new working practices 

and the workload of their staff). In the Leeds City Region, similar to the UK average, 50% of firms noted 

that the main consequence of having skills gaps was an increase of the workload for current staff. This 

rate is relatively homogenous across Local Enterprise Partnerships, with the exception of Derby Derbyshire 

Nottingham and Nottinghamshire, and Sheffield City Region at 42% and 45% respectively (Figure 3.7, 

Panel D). In most cases, firms in the Leeds City Region tend to report fewer challenges than other LEPs 

in relation to skills gaps. Looking further at the negative impacts of reported skills gaps, firms in the Leeds 

City Region tend to report that the consequences include losing business orders, and delaying new 

products or services. That being said, 20% of firms in the Leeds City Region noted that skills gaps could 

cost them new business, and acted as an impediment to the adoption of networking practices (see Figure 

3.7).  
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Figure 3.7. Implications of skills gaps in selected Local Enterprise Partnerships, 2017 

Share of firms having skills gaps 

 

Note: This figure shows 10 LEPs, including Leeds City Region, of a total of 38 LEPs across England. These benchmark LEPs were chosen 

based on consultations with the Leeds City Region and the OECD’s Expert Advisory Group that was established for this project. These LEPs 

include eight core city LEPs as well as the Humber and the York, North Yorkshire and East Riding LEPs because of their geographical proximity 

to Leeds.  

Source: UK employer Skills Survey. 

Training provision and better business planning can help reduce skills gaps 

Participation in training plays a central role in improving the productivity of workers and reducing turnover. 

Across the United Kingdom, two thirds of employers have provided training to their staff in the last 12 

months. With 65% of firms reporting training provision in 2017, the Leeds City Region falls behind leading 

Local Enterprise Partnership, such as the West of England, Greater Manchester, the Liverpool City Region, 

Humber and Greater Birmingham and Solihull (see Figure 3.8).  
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Figure 3.8. Training provision in the last 12 months in selected Local Enterprise Partnerships, 2017 

 

Note: This figure shows 10 LEPs, including Leeds City Region, of a total of 38 LEPs across England. These benchmark LEPs were chosen 

based on consultations with the Leeds City Region and the OECD’s Expert Advisory Group that was established for this project. These LEPs 

include eight core city LEPs as well as the Humber and the York, North Yorkshire and East Riding LEPs because of their geographical proximity 

to Leeds.  

Source: UK Employer Skills Survey. 

Training is critical to enable people to stay relevant in the labour market. OECD research highlights the 

importance of assessing specific barriers to training for low-skilled people in order to help them stay in 

employment. Occupations that require low and middle-levels of skills have a higher risk of job loss from 

automation (OECD, 2019[51]). Across the OECD, about two in five adults participate in education and 

training in any given year. The most disadvantaged are least likely to train, with low-skilled adults three 

times less likely to undertake training than the high-skilled (20% vs 58%). Other groups falling behind 

include older people, low-wage and temporary workers, and the unemployed (OECD, 2019[52]). Evidence 

from the UK Employer Skills Survey shows that across the UK, highly skilled workers are more likely to 

take part in training than middle-skill and lower skilled workers. This is a similar situation in the Leeds City 

Region, where 60% of managers took part in a training, compared to 19% of elementary staff. Among 

medium-skilled occupations, participation in training is highest for administrative and clerical staff at 35% 

(see Figure 3.9).   
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Figure 3.9. Incidence of training by occupation in the Leeds City Region and the United Kingdom, 
2017 

 
Source: UK Employer Skills Survey. 

There are a number of firms in the Leeds City Region reporting vacancies and overall 

shortages 

OECD research shows that both skills and jobs are unevenly distributed within countries, with some regions 

and sectors experiencing a number of challenges in the recruitment process. As shown in Figure 3.10, the 

incidence of vacancies is particularly high in the hotels and restaurants sector in the Leeds City Region. 

This sector represents 28% of total employment in the Leeds City Region compared to 6% in the UK. The 

primary, manufacturing and construction sectors have the highest shares of skills shortages vacancies in 

the Leeds City Region. Some vacancies can be hard to fill for a number of different reasons including the 

low number of applicants, the lack of interest in the position, the poor working conditions or the low 

competition with other firms in the area. In the Leeds City Region, these vacancies exist in more than 10% 

of firms in the hotels and restaurants as well as the health and social work sectors.  
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Figure 3.10. Type and incidence of vacancies by sector in the Leeds City Region, 2017 

 

Source: UK Employer Skills Survey. 

In the Leeds City Region, 92% of firms have tried to overcome difficulties related to hard-to-fill vacancies, 

compared to 88% of establishments in the UK. This demonstrates that employers in the Leeds City Region 

are taking responsibility for addressing skills shortages and their associated challenges. National data 

show that firm size has an impact on the type and prevalence of actions taken, with firms having more than 

250 employers being more likely than smaller firms in expanding training programmes and increasing 

salaries. In comparison to the other LEPs included in the analysis, the Leeds City Region performs around 

the average in relation to increasing training (see Figure 3.11 Panel B.) but below average on the other 

three dimensions, namely increasing salaries, redefining existing jobs and making the job more attractive 

(Figure 3.11 Panels A., C. and D.), which are all critical components of high performance workplace 

practices.    
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Figure 3.11. Actions taken to overcome difficulties finding candidates to fill hard-to-fill vacancies in 
selected Local Enterprise Partnerships, 2017 

Share of firms with hard-to-fill vacancies 

 

Note: This figure shows 10 LEPs, including Leeds City Region, of a total of 38 LEPs across England. These benchmark LEPs were chosen 

based on consultations with the Leeds City Region and the OECD’s Expert Advisory Group that was established for this project. These LEPs 

include eight core city LEPs as well as the Humber and the York, North Yorkshire and East Riding LEPs because of their geographical proximity 

to Leeds.  

Source: UK Employer Skills Survey. 

In sum, the overall data presented in this section of the paper shows that skills gaps in the Leeds City 

Region are not extensive and that any gaps that are occurring do not seem to have serious implications 

for firms. By contrast, the data demonstrates that skill under-utilisation can undermine firm performance. 

As a result, it is important to look at how identifying and promoting workplace practices in the Leeds City 

region could generate economic benefits. 
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The organisation of work and how a job is performed can have significant implications for how skills are used 

in the workplace. The evidence shows that there is a strong link between firms that adopt high-performance 

work practices and skills use. The share of firms adopting these practices in the Leeds City Region is 10%, 

which is slightly above the UK average of 9%. However, only 50% of these local firms are likely to conduct 

training needs assessments. To improve local productivity outcomes, there is an opportunity in the Leeds 

City Region to promote high-performance work practices to more firms.   

High-performance work practices can help to better use skills among workers in 

the Leeds City Region 

High-performance work practices (HPWPs) are associated with higher skills use 

The literature has well documented that productivity gaps across firms are determined to a great extent by 

the different use of advanced management practices (i.e. monitoring, goal setting, and financial incentives). 

Overall better managed firms tend to hire highly skilled workers and to have lower turnover, which results 

in higher productivity (Bender et al., 2016[6]). The role of management practices, together with technology 

adoption, as tools for increasing productivity have been broadly discussed in the 2019 Business 

Productivity Review (BEIS and HM Treasury, 2019[53]). Among the actions identified, the review highlighted 

a number of initiatives to better develop leadership and management skills, with a specific focus on SMEs.  

Jobs that involve simple and repetitive tasks are less likely to result in strong engagement from employees, 

and are therefore less likely to have employees fully applying their talent within the workplace. Work 

practices need to enhance the notion of career, participation, ownership and well-being, which are factors 

that make employees engaged or committed to the organisation and therefore willing to maximise the use 

of their skills (OECD/ILO, 2017[7]). A number of theories have tried to explain what shapes the organisation 

and management of work and, with it, skills use. Examples include: 1) national cultures (Hofstede, 2001[54]); 

2) national institutional arrangements (Hall and Soskice, n.d.[55]); 3) national or sectoral business systems 

(Whitley, 1992[56]) and (Smith and Meiksins, 1995[57]); 4) product market strategies (Schuler and Jackson, 

2011[58]); and 5) technology (Autor, Levy and Murnane, 2003[59]). All, however, have limitations and there 

is increasingly acceptance that employer choices also have a role, particularly when it comes to skills use 

(see for example (Sung and Ashton, 2015[60])).  

 

4 Making intensive use of skills 

through high-performance work 

practices 
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Box 4.1. Good work – The Taylor Review of modern working practices, United Kingdom    

Similar to other OECD countries, the UK labour market is going through deep changes as a 

consequence of automation and technological change. The Taylor Review of modern working practices, 

released in 2017, analysed the implications of new forms of work for both workers and employers.  

The Review examines modern working practices and highlights that employers play a major role in 

improving workers outcome through good workplace practices. In addition, the Review states that 

improving work design can make an important contribution to tackling issues related to the UK’s low 

productivity. In relation to management practices, it affirms that “Good Work is shaped by working 

practices that benefit employees through good reward schemes and terms and conditions, having a 

secure position, better training and development, good communication and ways of working that support 

task discretion and involve employees in securing business improvements.” 

Source: (Taylor et al., 2017[61]) 

Although there is no agreement on the range and type of practices that constitute high-performance work 

practices, the higher use of skills is generally associated with such work practices. HPWPs are generally 

defined as including  employee reward programmes, flexible job descriptions, regular performance 

appraisals, and mentoring and leadership development courses in the workplace (OECD/ILO, 2017[7]) 

(OECD, 2016[62]). Based on US research, (Appelbaum et al., 2000[63]) have argued that HPWPs provide 

the optimal system for employers that fosters a skilled, committed, involved workforce and elicits 

discretionary effort from workers. In UK policy parlance, it is “a general approach to managing 

organisations that aims to stimulate more effective employee involvement and commitment to achieve high 

levels of performance” (Belt and Giles, 2009[64]). 

Effective HPWPs are characterised by three main components: i) workers having the ability to use their 

skills (A); ii) workers having the motivation to use their skills (M); and iii) workers having the opportunity to 

use their skills (O) - the so-called “AMO” framework (Appelbaum et al., 2000[63]). The components and 

definitions of the framework are presented in detail in Table 4.1. Effective skills utilisation only occurs when 

all three components of the AMO framework are in place (Warhurst and Findlay, 2017[65]). The enablers 

approach provides a framework for identifying management practices that induce better skills utilisation. 

The suggestion is that through HPWPs, firms can lever increased productivity and profits, the benefits of 

which are also shared with employees. 
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Table 4.1. The AMO (Ability – Motivation – Opportunity) framework to skills utilisation  

Component  Definition 

Ability 
Having an appropriately skilled workforce, through recruitment, selection and training. These skills include 

general as well as occupation- and firm-specific skills and being multi-skilled. 

Motivation 

Three types: 

 extrinsic/financial, meaning ‘gainsharing’ reward systems, distilled down to ‘pay-for-

performance’ earnings; 

 intrinsic, meaning workers being challenged in work, thereby inducing greater satisfaction and 

commitment; 

 induced through an organisational ‘climate of trust’ and workers having long-term stake in the 

organisation. 

Opportunity 

Workers having substantive participation in work, which requires them having: 

 responsibility and authority to problem solve;  

 greater autonomy and control over decisions; 

 capacity to coordinate and communicate their decisions to the wider organisation. 

Source: (Appelbaum et al., 2000[63]) 

Several studies provide compelling evidence of a strong and positive relationship between HPWPs and 

firm productivity (e.g. (Combs et al., 2006[66]); (Jiang et al., 2012[67]). Illustratively, in their Australian survey, 

(Boedker et al., 2011[68]) found that firms with HPWPs out-performed firms classified as being low 

performance workplaces. Those firms classified as HPWPs: 

 had 12% higher productivity, meaning that for every USD 1 of investment, they made 12 cents 

more revenue; 

 had higher profits, with margins being three times higher, and they were more likely to meet their 

financial targets; 

 were more innovative, with product innovation being 25% higher and process innovations being 

30% higher; 

 offered better employee experiences, resulting in lower turnover, higher job satisfaction, and more 

employee learning and development; 

 had an average gain per firm of USD 40 000 per employee. 

Reference to HPWPs helps identify the point of intervention for improving skills use – management and 

organisational practices, specifically those practices that provide for suitably skilled workers and the 

motivation and opportunity for those workers to use those skills. What it also does is link skills utilisation to 

business performance though those practices. As (Findlay, Commander and Warhurst, 2011[69]) explain: 

“Effective skills utilisation requires management and organisational practices that support, inspire and 

enable employees to use their skills to best effect to improve business or organisational outcomes.” 

There may be a number of triggers for firms to start focusing on better skills use (for example, moving into 

new product markets, having recruitment and retention problems, or government regulation) and there may 

be a number of outcomes from this better skills use (for example increased productivity, innovation and 

employee engagement), but the route from the first to the last is through the management and 

organisational practices (Warhurst, 2014[70]). The right workplace environment has to be created for skills 

utilisation to flourish. According to Skills Australia (Skills Australia, 2012[26]), these enabling practices 

include leadership and management values and style, organisational culture, good communication and job 

design that offers workers autonomy and participation. To this end, if better skills use is to occur there 

needs to be organisational development within firms that introduces and embeds such practices. 

The solid line in Figure 4.1 show the old emphasis on workforce development in which, while it was 

recognised that workforce development needed to contribute to business development, how it did so was 
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something of a black box because too little attention was made to management practices that levered the 

ability of workers. The broken lines show that the link between the two is organisational development – 

that is, the internal introduction of ways of managing organisations that support workforce development 

including better skills use. Moreover, this new approach also recognises that the direction of change can 

be two way. Workforce development can require organisational development in order to deliver business 

development. It can also be the case that business development, whether driven by positive or negative 

circumstances, can lead to internal organisational changes which in turn impact workforce development. 

Figure 4.1. Linking business, organisational and workforce development 

 

Source: (Warhurst, 2014[70]) 

Despite the evidence of performance benefits for firms, there can be many reasons why firms do not 

already have HPWPs, particularly in SMEs. In addition to the lack of managerial skills noted above, SMEs, 

for example, can have particular challenges. Owner/managers of SMEs tend to work under heavy, 

immediate pressures and have little time for long-term market analysis and business planning. Even in 

larger firms, frontline managers or supervisors often have very immediate concerns — operations, making 

sure customers are served or hotel rooms are cleaned, for example. They often do not have, or are not 

able to see the big picture; they just need and want workers to focus on the task at hand. Even when 

managers in SMEs and larger firms know that change is needed, and better using the skills of their workers 

would be advantageous, these managers do not have the capabilities and/or capacities to make those 

changes alone.  

Better use of skills can improve firm productivity, innovation and profitability as well as improve employee 

job satisfaction, engagement and retention (Jensen et al., 2007[71]) (Skills Australia, 2012[26]) (Okay-

Somerville and Scholarios, 2013[72]). A key premise is that skills utilisation will be high in companies with 

HPWPs. Better use of skills can thus help improve workers’ material and non-material wellbeing, improve 

firm performance across a number of measures and lay the basis for local skills policy that can support 

positive change in local economies. There is thus good reason and, through the enablers approach, a 

framework through which firms might be encouraged by government to support better skills utilisation in 

firms to their own and their workers’ benefit (Warhurst and Findlay, 2017[65]) (OECD/ILO, 2017[7]). 

There tends to be a strong relationship between the adoption of high-performance practices and skills use 

in the workplace (see Figure 4.2). England (UK), Australia, New Zealand, the United States, Canada and 

the Nordic countries show high performance on both the intensive use of skills and the use of HPWPs.  
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Figure 4.2. High performance work practices and the use of skills in the workplace in OECD 
countries 

 

Note: Note: The figure is based on indicators from the Skills Strategy Dashboard, using normalised scores of the following aggregated indicators: 

“Do workplaces make intensive use of skills?” and “Are firms designing workplaces to use skills effectively?”, both based on PIAAC.  

Source: OECD (2019), Skills Strategy, https://doi.org/10.1787/9789264313835-en. 

Assessing the prevalence of high-performance workplace practices in England 

The prevalence of high performance workplace practices in England is high but there is 

room for improvement 

On average across OECD countries, about one in four jobs apply HPWPs more than once a week. The 

average share of jobs adopting HPWPs is the highest in Denmark (42%), followed by Finland (41%), 

Sweden (40%) and Flanders, Belgium (36%). The mean HPWP index of England (UK) is 27%, slightly 

above the OECD average (Figure 4.2, Panel A). When considering work organisation only, about 23% of 

jobs in England (UK) demonstrate high adoption of HPWPs, again slightly above the OECD average of 

22% (Figure 4.2, Panel B). In terms of management practices, bonuses are less used in England than 

across the OECD (25% vs 46%), while training and flexible working hours are more common (Figure 4.2, 

Panel C). On average, 62% participate in training in England vs. 55% across the OECD and 74% enjoy 

flexible working hours vs. 68%.  

Work organisation and management practices are associated with the higher use of workers’ skills at work. 

HPWP practices can also affect the intensity of skills use at work, as highlighted in PIAAC. English workers 

who benefit from work flexibility in the sequence of tasks, speed of work, how to do the work; instructing, 

teaching and training others; sharing information with co-workers; organising own time; and planning own 

activities tend to make better use of their reading, writing, numeracy, ICT and problem-solving skills at 

work than those who do not.  

Low work flexibility in how a worker performs tasks on the job is often associated with a poorer use of 

numeracy and problem-solving skills at work than on average across the OECD. Management practices 

influence the intensity of skills use at work. PIAAC data illustrate that flexible working hours, training 

opportunities, and bonus payments are associated with high use of skills at work among English workers. 

This association with flexible working hours is the strongest for ICT skills, followed by numeracy and 

problem solving skills at work. When comparing the English average to the OECD average, skills use at 

work is especially responsive to flexible working hours. Offering training opportunities tends to be highly 

correlated with the frequent use of writing and ICT skills.  

https://doi.org/10.1787/9789264313835-en
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Figure 4.3. High-performance work practices in OECD countries 

 

Note: a) Share of workers in jobs where the summary HPWP is above the top 25th percentile of the pooled distribution. b) Average value, across 

jobs, of the HPWP index. The HPWP index is a sum scale of all subcomponents shown in Panel I or summing the scales of the work organisation 

subcomponents only (Panel II).  c) Share of workers receiving bonuses (bonus), having participated in training over the previous year (training) 

or enjoying flexibility in working hours (flexible working hours).  

Source: OECD (2016), OECD Employment Outlook 2016, OECD Publishing, Paris, http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/empl_outlook-2016-en .  

http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/empl_outlook-2016-en
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Assessing the prevalence of high-performance workplace practices in the Leeds 

City Region 

The UK Employment Skills Survey considers 21 HPWPs practices divided into 5 main dimensions: 

planning, organisation, skills, rewards and autonomy. Based on the idea that the adoption of more practices 

maximises their impact, HPWPs firms are those having adopted at least 14 out the 21 HPWPs. The share 

of firms adopting HPWPs practices in the Leeds City Region is slightly above the UK average (10% vs. 

9%). However, the City Region performs below leading regions among those used for comparison, such 

as Greater Manchester, Greater Birmingham and Solihull, and the Humber.   

Figure 4.4. Share of firms having adopted HPWPs in selected Local Enterprise Partnerships, 2017 

 

Note: Data refers to firms having adopted at least 14 out of 21 HPWPs as defined by the UK Employer Skills Survey. This figure shows 10 LEPs, 

including Leeds City Region, of a total of 38 LEPs across England. These benchmark LEPs were chosen based on consultations with the Leeds 

City Region and the OECD’s Expert Advisory Group that was established for this project. These LEPs include eight core city LEPs as well as 

the Humber and the York, North Yorkshire and East Riding LEPs because of their geographical proximity to Leeds.  

Source: UK Employer Skills Survey. 

When looking more in detail at the different types of high-performance work practices, the Leeds City 

Region performs among the lower end in relation to conducting training needs assessment (Panel A). The 

City Region is in the middle of the distribution on the other two dimensions considered, namely bonuses 

based on the overall performance of the organisation and the flexible working arrangements (Panels B and 

D). The Leeds City Region is one of the top LEPs in terms of giving discretion to employees (Panel C).  
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Figure 4.5. Different types of HPWPs in selected Local Enterprise Partnerships, 2017 

 

Note: In panel C and D the share corresponds to firms answering “To a large extent” or “To some extent”. This figure shows 10 LEPs, including 

Leeds City Region, of a total of 38 LEPs across England. These benchmark LEPs were chosen based on consultations with the Leeds City 

Region and the OECD’s Expert Advisory Group that was established for this project. These LEPs include eight core city LEPs as well as the 

Humber and the York, North Yorkshire and East Riding LEPs because of their geographical proximity to Leeds.  

Source: UK Employer Skills Survey. 

What are the barriers to the introduction of more HPWPs within firms? 

HPWS indicate how firms could be encouraged away from the low road and on to the high road. Indeed, 

given that HPWPs positively impact productivity, innovation and profitability, introducing more HPWPs into 

UK firms thus makes common sense. Given the evidenced benefits, the obvious question is why common 

sense has not translated into common practice (Warhurst, 2018[73]). The answer is that a number of related 

barriers exist. First of all, there is no consensus on which bundle of practices is indicative of high-

performance working. Different suggestions exists across the range of research, with wide variations in the 

number of practices suggested. For example, (Delery and Doty, 1996[74]) suggest 7, (Boedker et al., 

2011[68]) 18, (Ramsay, Scholarios and Harley, 2000[75]) 24 and (Sung and Ashton, 2005[76]) 35 practices. 

Whilst there is overlap amongst these suggestions, they are also different. With such variation, the tipping 

point at which a system can be said to exist rather than merely a collection of piecemeal practices is not 

clear. Some practices are widespread but there are variations by sector and industry (Martin and Healy, 

2009[77]). Examining 18 practices in 237 UK firms, (Guest, 2000[78]) found that only 1% used all of them, 

25% used more than half and 20% used fewer than a quarter. The point at which these practices cohere 

into a step-change system is therefore hard to judge. 

Another issue relates to measurement, which can be very blunt. For example, (Huselid, 1995[79]) includes 

formal skills development through training but, significantly, not skills utilisation; the assumption is that the 
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latter follows the former. However whilst through training workers gain the ability (A), if the motivation (M) 

and the opportunity (O) (see AMO model in Table 4.1) are missing, that skills acquisition will be wasted 

and not translated into the potential benefits. Another barrier is related to the fact that research tends to 

focus more on workers having the ability (A) more than the motivation (M) and the opportunity (O) 

(Warhurst and Luchinskaya, 2018[28]). There is little examination of whether, and if so how, this ability is 

levered through practices that facilitate employees having the motivation and opportunity to use their 

ability. In this respect, skills utilisation still tends to be overlooked.  

Managers have to be aware of the benefits of HPWPs and be able to implement them in their workplaces. 

However this awareness and ability cannot be taken for granted. Aware of limitations in both respects, the 

UK’s Economic and Social Research Council has recently funded a series of large-scale research projects 

intended to improve managerial practices in the UK.2 Findings and recommendations from these projects 

are not expected for a number of years. In the meantime, Scotland’s economic development agency, 

Scottish Enterprise, has introduced a series of workshops and masterclasses for managers to support their 

awareness of and ability to introduce progressive people management. The assumption is that these 

workshops will improve skills use, innovation and productivity in Scottish firms. While there are conceptual 

and measurement problems with HPWPs, and challenges centred on managerial awareness and abilities, 

there is also clear recognition that these barriers should and can be addressed if firms are to be 

encouraged to adopt the high road and, with it, better use of workers’ skills. What the example of Scottish 

Enterprise shows is that an equally clear role exists for development agencies in this endeavour (see 

Box 4.2).  

Box 4.2. People, place and practice workshops in Scotland, United Kingdom 

One of the major ways to improve productivity of a business is through workplace innovation, which is 

change driven by people to develop new and improved ways of working. Scottish Enterprise organises 

workshops to work with firms to equip them with tried and tested tools and techniques to develop and 

implement an action plan around three themes:  

 People – what it means to have an engaged workforce and the benefits this will bring to a firm. 

They also look at how effective communication and the development of staff can bring positive 

change. 

 Place – what culture an organisation has and how the physical and virtual workspace can help. 

 Practice – what workplace practices a firm can adopt to help nurture creativity, productivity and 

growth. 

Workshops are either run as three half-day sessions or one full-day session exploring all three themes. 

Scotland Enterprise also offers workplace innovation masterclasses, which are a series of thought 

leadership events that brings together academic research with the experience of inspirational business 

leaders from across the UK to explore a variety of emerging workplace practices and leadership 

challenges. 

Source: (Scottish Enterprise, 2019[80]) 

 

                                                

2 For more information, see https://esrc.ukri.org/files/funding/funding-opportunities/management-practices-and-

employee-engagement-call-specification-final/.  

https://esrc.ukri.org/files/funding/funding-opportunities/management-practices-and-employee-engagement-call-specification-final/
https://esrc.ukri.org/files/funding/funding-opportunities/management-practices-and-employee-engagement-call-specification-final/


52    

BETTER USING SKILLS IN THE WORKPLACE IN THE LEEDS CITY REGION, UNITED KINGDOM © OECD 2020 

  

The current devolution of skills policies in the United Kingdom provides Local Enterprise Partnerships with 

a unique opportunity to design customised programmes to their local labour market conditions. The Leeds 

City Region has introduced a number of programmes that aim to smooth the transition to work for young 

people, while also providing re-skilling opportunities to adults facing transition. Going forward, there is an 

opportunity to consider what local actions could be piloted to focus on working closer with firms on skills use. 

This section of the paper provides recommendations that could be considered by the Leeds City Region.  

Skills policy in the United Kingdom is increasingly being devolved to the local 

level 

Local Enterprise Partnerships are driving the local economic and jobs agenda 

Responsibility for skills policy has developed within the UK in recent years and is increasingly being 

devolved away from central government. Local Enterprise Partnerships (LEPs) first emerged in 2010 

following the UK Government’s White Paper Local Growth: Realising Every Place’s Potential.  By 2012, all 

areas of England had a LEP. A LEP is a locally-owned partnership between local authorities and 

businesses. The Leeds City Region is one of the 38 Local Enterprise Partnerships (LEPs) in England. 

LEPs play a central role in deciding local economic priorities and undertaking activities to drive economic 

growth and create local jobs (see Box 5.1). 

LEPs provide local strategic leads for business growth, housing, worklessness, and sustainable 

development. Whilst not overtly stated, skills was a key element of their responsibilities, both in terms of 

meeting the labour market needs of local businesses and in assisting workless people into or towards the 

labour market. In both regards, LEPs did not initially possess any financial, policy or operational control 

over skills policies in their areas.  

 

5 What can the Leeds City Region do 

to improve skills use? 
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Box 5.1. Local Enterprise Partnerships (LEPs) 

The Government’s proposals for LEPs in England were set out in June 2010 in a joint letter from 

Secretaries of State at the Department for Communities and Local Government (DCLG) and the 

Department for Business, Innovation and Skills (BIS) to local councils and business leaders. The letter 

invited local consortia to submit proposals for partnerships with local business and civic leaders, 

operating in local areas making economic sense, to provide the vision, knowledge and strategic 

leadership to set local economic priorities. 

In practice, the role of LEPs has expanded over time. By 2014, they had responsibility for the Growing 

Places Fund and Enterprise Zones. The Heseltine Report No Stone Unturned: In Pursuit of Growth 

recommended a greater devolution of funding from central government to LEPs in order that 

government investment in economic development could be tailored directly to the individual challenges 

and opportunities of local communities and could be augmented by private sector investment. Central 

government therefore began the process of setting up Growth Deals with LEPs to operate from 2015-

16. These Growth Deals include the Local Growth Fund through which funding for skills, housing and 

transport is distributed through a mix of allocation and competition, based on LEPs’ Strategic Economic 

Plans (SEPs). As of 2014, LEPs assumed responsibility for delivering part of the EU Structural and 

Investment Funds to 2020. 

In 2017, as part of the Industrial Strategy, the Government committed to work with Local Enterprise 

Partnerships in all regions of England and to further support their economic growth. The Industrial 

Strategy also highlights the need to reform the leadership, governance, accountability, financial 

reporting and geographical boundaries of LEPs.  

Source: (OECD, 2015[81]) (HM Government, 2018[82]) 

This situation changed in 2013 with the announcement of local Growth Deals and the 2014-2020 European 

Structural Funds programme. LEPs were tasked with developing strategies for both these programmes, 

Strategic Economic Plans (SEPs) for Growth Deals and European Structural Investment Funds strategies 

(ESIFs) for European funds. The two programmes were expected to be complementary. The SEPs and 

the ESIFs were developed through an evidence base, which included analysis of supply and demand in 

the local labour market. Such analyses helped justify the priorities which then became the focus for the 

funding. The SEPs and the ESIFs therefore became the strategic framework for local economic 

development strategies within LEP areas.   

Part of the strategic synergy between the SEPs and ESIFs was the identification and sharing of priority 

sectors (such as Advanced Manufacturing, Digital and Creative, and Construction), population groups (for 

example, young people not in education, employment or training (NEET), people with no/low qualifications, 

under-represented groups in the workforce) and geographic areas (e.g. economic priority areas, deprived 

areas, rural areas). Other funding programmes, such as Opportunity Areas, were implemented locally 

within the strategic context of the SEPs and ESIFs.   

Alongside LEPs, Mayoral Combined Authorities (MCAs) began to be developed from 2014. These 

combined authorities brought together neighbouring local authorities with the intention of giving greater 

control over local needs. Devolution Deals between the MCAs and the Government were and still are being 

developed, with ultimate governance and responsibility to be provided by an elected mayor. There are 

currently eight Devolution Deals plus London. Devolution confers a range of powers and funding covering, 

for example, skills, business support, transport and some fiscal powers. However, the range, level and 
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funding of these devolved powers varies across the eight MCAs. MCAs have developed local skills plans 

underpinned by the work of the SEPs and ESIFs.  

In 2017, the UK Government then introduced a new Industrial Strategy. The objective of the strategy is to 

boost productivity and reduce inequality. The strategy is based on five foundations: ideas (the UK being 

the world’s most innovative economy), people (good jobs and greater earning power for all), infrastructure 

(upgrading the UK’s infrastructure), business environment (making the UK the best place to start and grow 

a business) and places (ensuring prosperous communities across the UK) (HM Government, 2017[83]). 

Skills is a central focus of the people foundation.  MCAs and LEPs have been called on to develop Local 

Industrial Strategies (LIS) as the sub-regional economic development strategic framework. To date, four 

MCAs/LEPs have published a LIS: Greater Manchester Combined Authority (GMCA), West Midlands 

Combined Authority (WMCA), West of England Combined Authority (WECA) and Cambridgeshire and 

Peterborough (CPCA). These LISs identify a number of challenges, most notably: low skills, low social 

mobility, social exclusion, ill health, low productivity and low-quality jobs.  

However, skills priorities can vary across MCAs. For example, GMCA has a focus on early years and 

supporting children at the start of their education with schooling, health and housing. WMCA is supporting 

inclusion through support for employers to develop flexible working and carer friendly policies. A Local 

Industrial Strategy is being developed also in Leeds City Region, in collaboration with the neighbouring 

York, North Yorkshire and East Riding Enterprise Partnership to maximise opportunities across the whole 

of North and West Yorkshire. Skills priorities for Leeds City Region focus on helping people improve their 

skills through participation in training and development activities and providing support to the most 

disadvantaged groups who are outside the labour force.  

Each MCA and LEP has a skills board, although its title varies by area. Its constitution and board members 

also differ, although they tend to be drawn from local authorities, local training providers (including further 

education (FE), higher education (HE), and private training providers), the third sector and employer 

representatives.  Encouraged by the UK Government’s Department for Education (DfE), Skills Advisory 

Panels (SAPs) are being created in each MCA and LEP area in order to inform sub-regional skills policy. 

DfE has developed an analytical framework and methodology to provide evidence and skills supply and 

demand in local areas. It is intended that the SAPs will use this framework and methodology to create 

more informed skills policy and programme decision-making. An increasing and interesting development 

is the focus on inclusive growth as the context for MCA and LEP strategic developments across a range 

of policy areas. This focus recognises that whilst there has been economic growth since the global financial 

crisis, the outcomes have not been equally shared across people and communities. It also recognises that 

people’s wellbeing is not just dependent on economic growth but the intersection of different policy areas 

– health, skills, housing and transport – for which MCAs now have responsibility. Skills policies can help 

to address policy aspirations such as social inclusion, improved productivity and social mobility but only in 

conjunction with other agendas such as decent and affordable housing, high-quality public transport and 

access to digital infrastructure. 
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Skills development programmes in the Leeds City Region 

The Leeds City Region has implemented a wide range of employment and skills 

programmes 

As shown in Figure 5.1, there are a comprehensive range of employment and skills programmes in the 

Leeds City Region that are targeted to the needs of young people and adults as well as local businesses.  

Figure 5.1. Employment and skills programmes in Leeds 

 

There has been a strong focus on strengthening the linkages between the education system 

and employers 

Looking at programmes in the Leeds City Region that aim to build stronger business-education 

partnerships, the Enterprise in Education programme3 – co-funded by the Careers and Enterprise 

Company with a contribution from the Burberry Foundation – builds career readiness of young people by 

making links between senior business leaders (Enterprise Advisers) and schools. A team of 13 members 

of staff (Enterprise Coordinators) is currently engaged with 175 (86%) secondary schools and colleges to 

improve employer linkages, careers information and inspiration, to bring about better outcomes for young 

people. The team is working with schools to support them to achieve the national Gatsby benchmarks for 

best practice in careers education. Through this programme, over 134 000 employer encounters have 

been delivered, including 37 771 employer encounters for disadvantaged young people. Intensive activity 

is being carried out with 35 targeted schools and the college in Kirklees via a Careers Hub. A Raising 

Aspirations fund is currently open to applications from schools to pilot innovative approaches to tackling 

disadvantage.  

Through the Skills Capital programme, The Leeds City Region has invested GBP 79 million in improving 

college facilities to ensure that young people and employers, particularly in our key sectors, are supported 

by high quality skills and education facilities. The Delivery Directorate is overseeing the delivery of these 

                                                

3 More information is available at: www.futuregoals.co.uk.  

http://www.futuregoals.co.uk/
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schemes, which have improved facilities at the several colleges: Kirklees, Shipley, Leeds, Calderdale, 

Wakefield, Selby, Bradford and Leeds College of Building.   

Invest in skills development and training 

Within the Leeds City Region, there has been a strong focus on expanding access to training. This includes 

the GBP 9 million Employment Hub – funded through the European Social Fund (ESF) and delivered in 

partnership with Local Authorities – launched in March 2019. The Hub will aim to support over 6 000 young 

people to access apprenticeships and employment. The devolved Apprenticeship Grant for Employers 

provides a grant of up to GBP 2 500 to incentivise small and medium sized businesses to engage with 

apprenticeships. Through this scheme almost 3 000 businesses have recruited apprentices for the first 

time.   

Raise awareness of career opportunities 

In 2019/20, the Leeds City Region will aim to engage 250 000 people through careers campaigns to raise 

awareness about job career opportunities in the region, including through: 

 #futuregoals futuregoals.co.uk/  – A campaign designed by young people for 11 - 19 year olds and 

their influencers, to inspire young people about the career opportunities available in the City Region 

with engaging content based on robust labour market evidence. 

 Discover Digital discoverdigital.org.uk/ – A business-led media campaign raising awareness of 

digital job opportunities in the city region. 

 #earnit www.the-lep.com/skills-and-training/earnit/ – A campaign stimulating demand for training 

among people in low-paid and low-skilled occupations.  

Adult learning programmes have been introduced in response to the future of work 

Recognising the importance of re-skilling those individuals who might be vulnerable to changes in the 

future of work or who would like to focus on a second career, the Leeds City Region is launching in 2019/20 

the innovative [re]boot programme. This programme will support adults (particularly under-employed 

graduates and those in low quality and low paid jobs) to re-train in evidenced skills shortage areas – digital 

skills, construction and engineering. This GBP 2.6 million programme is co-funded through the ESF.  

There is also a Skills Service that is funded through ESF and delivered by the West Yorkshire Consortium 

of Colleges to support businesses to identify their training and workforce development needs linked to their 

growth ambitions, to source training provision, and access subsidy for training. Additionally, there is also 

a work wellness pilot in York and Calderdale that is testing approaches to enable individuals who are 

currently off sick to remain in work and/or return to the workplace. 

Work is underway to future-proof the Leeds economy 

Leeds has established the Future Ready Skills Commission, which aims to explore the opportunity of 

devolution and to create a workable blueprint for a devolved skills system in order to better meet the needs 

of individuals, businesses and the overall local economy. The activity of the Commission focuses on three 

key areas: i) Improving technical education and training; ii) Enhancing workforce skills; and iii) 

Guaranteeing access to quality careers information and inspiration. The blueprint is a forward looking and 

takes into consideration the rapid changes of the world of work. In particular, it looks at how jobs have 

been displaced or transformed and which new jobs have been created. Delivery priorities within the Leeds 

City Region for the biennium 2019-20 include an enhanced model of employability, enterprise and careers 

education to 18 000 disadvantaged students. Actions include:  
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 Refresh and monitor delivery agreements with FE colleges, to deliver skills outcomes which 

support economic priorities and inclusive growth ambitions. 

 Influence 1 000 businesses to engage with education, apprenticeships and sector skills initiatives. 

 Reach 250 000 people with information on careers linked to labour market information, thus 

promoting better informed choices. 

 Upskill 1 000 people in skills shortage areas. 

Services will be adapted where possible to the changing needs of businesses in response to Brexit. 

Businesses with a high volume of EU migrant workers may respond to greater controls on movement of 

labour by recruiting greater numbers of local people in future. Alternatively, businesses may respond by 

automating routine processes and replacing high volumes of low skilled jobs with fewer higher skilled 

employees. In either of these scenarios, support is available for businesses and individuals with the Growth 

Service providing an initial point of entry to all business support services. It will be important to work closely 

with firms in key sectors heavily reliant on European Economic Area (EEA) migrant workers to support 

their skills needs and to make sure they have access to a local workforce that meets their labour needs. 

Support available to business to become more inclusive employers will be further developed, including by 

support to develop skills plans to support staff at all levels, to create apprenticeship opportunities, and by 

supporting employees with disabilities and health issues.  

Creating an action plan for skills use policies in the Leeds City Region 

Towards an action plan on skills use policies 

The general evidence from both the UK and internationally indicates that better skills use generates 

positive performance outcomes for organisations. Local evidence from the Leeds City Region also 

indicates that there is significant under-use of skills amongst its local workforce and the productivity gap 

has increased in comparison with the rest of the country. Developing policy that helps organisations better 

use the skills of their workforce could therefore make a significant difference to local economic 

development. There are two types of policy initiatives that would help. First, there are broad policy initiatives 

that are needed to change the focus and intent of skills policy generally, primarily but not exclusively at 

government level. What might be called “tone-setting” policy actions. Second, there are targeted, locally 

specific policy initiatives that can be developed and which respond to local needs and circumstances. 

Table 5.1. Key requirements for an action plan on skills use in the Leeds City Region 

Requirements at the start of the initiative 

• Initiative stakeholders and partners having good local labour market information to plan and monitor needs and progress 

• Good governance structures for the initiative with codification of concept and problem agreement, and actors’ roles and responsibilities 

and resource inputs clarified 

• A fine-grained understanding of skills use in the local context 

• An openness amongst stakeholders and partners to broad and narrow, immediate and longer term benefits needs to exist 

• With formal, intentional initiatives, codification of concept and problem agreement and actors’ roles, responsibilities and resource inputs 

is important 

• A broad range of stakeholders and partners need to be involved, and employer engagement has to be achieved 

• Initiatives require sustained government support, political and resource, whether local or national 

• Sustained funding of activities is required that supports both the implementation of the initiative and its evaluation 

 

Requirements during delivery 

• Opportunities for frequent informal and formal co-operation, exchange and networking need to exist  

• Knowledgeable and entrepreneurial intermediaries, coordinators or champions with good analytical and political/organisational skills are 

needed to engage and coordinate the stakeholders and partners 

Source: Authors elaboration based on outcome of meetings with OECD Expert Advisory Group.  
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Key recommendations 

Guided by these high-level considerations, and in the context of a Local Industrial Strategy, the Leeds City 

Region could take the following actions:  

Local skills policies in the Leeds City Region could be augmented to extend their scope to 

include a more specific focus on better using skills in the workplace  

National and local skills policies are most optimal when they address the full skill cycle of skills support – 

including the development of both the supply and demand of skills. While the Leeds City Region has a 

comprehensive range of skills development programmes in the region, there is no explicit skills use policy 

as a priority. Therefore, there is an opportunity for the City Region to outline a strategy which emphasizes 

skills use policies. Such a strategy would help to join-up thinking and action to support short-term employer 

skills needs, and linking those needs to firm performance and development as well as longer-term local 

economic development aspirations. Initially at least, expertise and experience is needed to support this 

new policy focus both at the national and regional levels. Translating this new policy emphasis into 

successful workplace practices will require a range of expertise, experience and skillsets. Stakeholders, 

experts and change agents in the Leeds City Region will need an operational framework that outlines their 

responsibilities, engagement and resource needs.  

A local coordinator could be appointed to act as a catalyst for change  

To help operationalize the strategy on skills use policies, the Leeds City Region could pilot the appointment 

of a local coordinator. The success and sustainability of any new initiative focused on better skills use 

within local businesses requires the coordination and marshalling of local stakeholders, needs and 

resources. Having an identifiable person who can engage and coordinate business stakeholders and link 

with experts and policymakers is vital. Working with the Employment and Skills Unit of the Leeds City 

Region, the local coordinator could be given a mandate to: 1) identify local champions of change from 

existing local firms and their practices; 2) develop peer learning networks using these champions as 

business mentors; 3) develop and test a local business case narrative about better skills use to employers; 

4) identify local businesses for support, including through a skills use audit (see Box 5.2); 5) develop a 

peer network with mentors for the support of change within industries and along supply chains; and 6) 

organise awareness-raising and advocacy workshops for local business stakeholders. 

Identify local businesses that already demonstrate good company practices and can provide 

champions for change among other local businesses   

Local advocacy based on first-hand experience of good practice is vital if awareness and adoption of better 

skills use is to be developed. A peer network with mentors drawn from exemplar local business can help 

provide mentoring with support and advice, particularly for SMEs and start-ups, as well as within industries 

and supply chains. These champions could help develop a narrative about why and how better skills use 

would benefit local businesses. The under-use of skills exists across a number of industries important 

because they either provide large numbers of jobs or are vital for the continued redevelopment of the Leeds 

City Region. Interventions, initially using the skills use audit, could then identify and prioritise particular 

businesses that offer good opportunity for successful supported change and, just as importantly, that could 

offer demonstration effects for other businesses.  

It would be important to work with local business representative bodies, trade unions and education and 

training providers to offer workshops on the benefits and implementation of better skills use. Awareness 

raising within the local economy of both the current weaknesses with skills use along with the benefits of 
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better skills use is important. These expert workshops will provide an advocacy and educative function that 

will increase not only awareness, but also build understanding and support for the policy shift. 

Encourage appropriate programmes through the training and local business development 

system  

Awareness of the business performance benefits of better skills use amongst local managers and owners 

is currently limited, as are the skills needed by managers and owners to implement changes to improve 

skills use within their workplaces. Therefore, the Leeds City Region could look at how to structure support 

for these managers which would be important if their awareness and capabilities are to be raised. 

Ensuring that students, who are next-generation managers, have more awareness about good 

management practices is also important to ensure sustained change. The Leeds City Region could work 

with national departments to initiate a review of management education across the further and higher 

education sectors to identify human resources management gaps. Where gaps identified relate to the 

better use of skills within sectors or specific firms, further and higher education providers could be 

encouraged to develop new pedagogical resources to address needs.  

Benchmark and measure progress on better using skills through the development of a self-

assessment tool with local firms  

In the Leeds City Region, there is an opportunity to develop a business assessment tool that could help 

local firms to identify how they are currently using the skills of their workers and how this could be improved 

through better company management practices. Such a self-assessment tool would serve as a “skills audit” 

of local firms to help benchmark and measure local efforts to improve skills use (see Box 5.2 for more 

information on how this concept could be implemented). 

Box 5.2. Opportunity to introduce a skills use audit in the Leeds City Region: What is it and how 
could it work? 

Most firms do not know the levels and type of skills available to them among their workforce. As a 

consequence, firms do not maximise the use of those skills. A skills use audit could be designed in the 

Leeds City Region as an online or paper-based diagnostic tool for use by firms and administered by a 

local coordinator in Leeds. It would comprise a number of questions about the skills of employees and 

how those skills are used. It would link these questions to other information about firms’ management 

practices and business strategy. This type of audit could be both a stock-take and health-check. It is a 

stock-take in that it would identify the extent to which firms make best use of the skills available to them 

among their workforce, and a health-check in that it would identify how those skills could be better used 

to support business outcomes. The aim would be to assess whether and how firms can make more 

effective use of their employees’ skills in a way that can help improve organisational performance. 

Most current firm-level or employee-level skill surveys focus on skills development through training or 

skills acquisition through hiring. The skills use audit tool would be new and trialled by the Leeds City 

Region.  It could be designed based on a new module on skill use that is being tested within the 2019 

European Company Survey (Warhurst and Luchinskaya, 2018[28]). 
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What UK and international examples could inspire action in the Leeds City 

Region on skills use policies? 

To best take forward these local policy options, analysis of local skills polices and skills utilisation initiatives 

in the United States, Australia and Scotland highlight a number of important criteria (Buchanan, Anderson 

and Power, 2017[84]) (Green et al., 2017[85]) (Warhurst and Findlay, 2017[65]) (Warhurst, 2018[73]). These 

include the following key lessons from international experience. 

Ensuring economic development agencies contribute to a local strategy focusing on 

skills use in the workplace  

Economic development policies have historically focused on the quantity of jobs, not necessarily the quality 

of jobs. Regional and local economic development agencies often have an overview role which makes 

them natural brokers and catalysts for bringing together those involved in both skills supply and skills 

demand in a local economy. In addition to galvanising a local community approach, it is also important that 

they make use of their capacity to better train and utilise skills within their own workforce, while influencing 

change as a local purchaser of services. At the local level, a place-based approach can also be taken to 

create a community-wide vision for how the local economy should be organised. This could include bringing 

together firms to collaborate on a common marketing strategy, while also pooling investment in training 

provision and helping firms to collectively upgrade their product market strategies. In the United Kingdom, 

the Innovative Workplaces programme was an example of one regional development agency focusing on 

workplace innovation.  

Box 5.3. Innovative workplaces in East Midlands, United Kingdom 

The Innovative Workplaces programme was a regional pilot initiative in 2009-10, funded by the East 

Midlands Development Agency (EMDA). While initially the East Midlands Development Agency did not 

include workplace innovation as a means of achieving its strategic goals relating to competitiveness 

and skills, matters began to change when the focus of national policy began to embrace skills utilisation 

as well as skills supply. In 2008, EMDA’s annual Corporate Plan contained the following commitment: 

Developing new ways of organising work and utilising more effective deployment of people in the 

workplace will be needed for businesses to remain globally competitive and ensure business survival. 

EMDA will focus activity on supporting organisations to stimulate learning amongst their employees and 

developing collaboration within and between organisations. This activity will seek to change 

organisational culture and develop strong, inspirational leaders, as well as building effective employee 

relations.  

It was intended that the project would benefit a small cohort of business leaders, managers and 

supervisors across ten organisations, each of which would benefit from long-term organisational 

change. The project was a means of breaking out of the low skills equilibrium by developing and 

unleashing the enterprise skills and competencies of those in work, enabling employees to use their 

initiative to innovate and create new business strategies and solutions whilst achieving maximum 

productivity. Both UK WON, a not-for-profit body involved in disseminating and developing innovative 

workplace practice, and Acas, a UK government body with a tripartite structure charged with promoting 

and facilitating strong employment relations, were involved in the design and delivery. 

Source: (OECD/ILO, 2017[7]) 
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Raising awareness of the importance of skills use policies  

Promoting better use of skills could also be supported amongst local business and the public by developing 

an overarching local narrative about better skills use. This narrative would house, advocate, showcase and 

measure the progress and effectiveness of the initiative. These frameworks are generally underpinned by 

the principles of the “good work/fair work” agenda (HM Government, 2018[86]) (Scottish Government, 

2019[87]), which seeks to generate mutual gains for business and workers (Warhurst and Findlay, 2017[65]) 

by fostering HPWP that facilitate employees having the motivation and opportunity to use their ability. This 

approach is usefully illustrated by the Scottish Government’s Fair Work First plan. This plan includes short 

and longer term commitments for employers, one of which is to support progressive workforce 

engagement. Many programmes currently in place in Leeds are similar to those showcased under the 

badge Fair Work First. More recently, Greater Manchester’s Good Employment Charter provide lessons 

that link to City Region’s forward plans. 

Box 5.4. Drawing on interesting examples from Scotland and Manchester, United Kingdom 

Fair Work First Scotland 

The Scottish Government is working with employers and partners to deliver its Fair Work plan. 

Examples of effective initiatives under the Fair Work First banner include The Scottish Business Pledge 

which asks firms to make commitment to nine pledges (some in the shorter term and all in the longer-

term): 1) paying the living wage; 2) not using exploitative zero hours contracts; 3) supporting progressive 

workforce engagement; 4) investing in youth; 5) making progress on diversity and gender balance; 6) 

committing to an innovation programme; 7) pursuing international business opportunities; 8) playing an 

active role in the community; and 9) committing to prompt payment. The Business Pledge has already 

been signed up by 650 businesses, and businesses logos are displayed on the pledge wall. 

The Greater Manchester Good Employment Charter 

The Greater Manchester Good Employment Charter is a voluntary membership and assessment 

scheme which is being developed through a process of co-design, involving the Greater Manchester 

Combined Authority (GMCA), all GM districts, employers from all sectors, as well as trades union 

employees and other experts. The Charter requires employers to demonstrate an ongoing commitment 

to excellence in seven areas of employment practice: 1) Secure work; 2) Flexible work; 3) A real living 

wage; 4) Workplace engagement and voice; 5) Excellent recruitment practices and progression; 6) 

Excellent people management; and 7) A productive and healthy workplace. The Charter Supporters’ 

Network launched mid-2019 with more than 60 businesses signing up to its aims. 

Working at the level of sectors and employer networks  

Where interventions directly targeted to an individual workplace may not be feasible, there is also an 

opportunity to introduce programmes and measures targeted to multiple employers simultaneously, 

creating or leveraging employer networks or working at the level of sectors. Evidence suggests that such 

approaches are not only efficient in terms of the cost of delivery, but also are potentially more effective at 

catalysing change. According to (Totterdill and Dhondt, 2016[88]), workplace innovation “programmes have 

re-focused from case work policy models towards networking strategies" as "evidence suggests that when 

clusters of enterprises work together, this proves cost effective for public agencies and are likely to deliver 

sustainable results" Likewise, (Erickson and Jacoby, 2002[89]) found that managers who participated in 

industry and cross-industry associations, civic organisations and internal networks of multi-unit firms were 

more likely to adopt high-performance work practices and employee training programs.  
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A similar approach can be seen in the UK Futures Programme, which entailed a series of “productivity 

challenges”. One particular strand of this work sought to improve management practices by sharing skills, 

ideas and values through existing business relationships such as supply chains. Using research from the 

former United Kingdom Commission for Employment and Skills (UKCES) through the UK Employer Skills 

Survey, sectors were identified where management and leadership problems were more prevalent (e.g. 

manufacturing, construction, insurance and legal). Not all of these sectors recognised the concept of 

supply chains.  Wider UKCES research suggested that whilst supply chains were not prevalent in insurance 

and legal firms, other forms of business relationships were likely through networks of dependency (e.g. 

insurance advisers, sub-contracted specialist legal services). The scope was then extended to include the 

notion of networked organisations (see Box 5.5). 

Box 5.5. The United Kingdom Commission for Employment and Skills (UKCES) Futures 

Programme: Learning from past programme interventions 

Launched in 2014, the former United Kingdom Commission for Employment and Skills introduced a 

Futures Programme investing around GBP 5 million annually to support employers who wanted to work 

collaboratively to test new ways to boost workforce skills. The programme included a series of 

productivity challenges testing innovative solutions with businesses to identify what works in addressing 

specific workforce development problems. A feature of each challenge was that participating firms were 

brought together throughout the life of the programme to share their experiences, challenges and 

learning and to cross fertilise ideas. As an example, one of the productivity challenges focused on 

enhancing management and leadership capability within firms in the manufacturing, construction and 

legal sectors, by supporting "prime" organisations to work with their supply chains to develop skills and 

embed effective management practices. 

The manufacturing projects funded as part of this productivity challenge explored how to help small 

businesses manage and commercialise innovation. In doing, they found that there was a limited 

definition of innovation. For example, for legal firms in the programme, where networks dominate more 

than supply chains, innovation was more about developing new or improving existing business 

practices, organisation structures or marketing approaches. Regardless of which notion of innovation 

is appropriate, it was evident that if left unrecognised, small businesses may not be reaping the rewards 

of the innovations of their staff. 

The evaluation report of the overall programme highlights various means to improve innovation 

including the following three tips: 

 Innovation should be at the forefront of a company’s strategic thinking. This can be done by 

firms establishing an innovation strategy or even just as a standing agenda item to maintain 

focus. 

 Engaging staff is critical. Senior managers need to provide vision and leadership, but good 

communications and encouraging contribution amongst all staff helps grow a culture of 

innovation. Innovation should be open to everyone not just the preserve of a discrete few. 

 Ensure that training and development are prioritised to build skills and capabilities because 

people are the key ingredient to innovation and its success. 

Source: (UKCES, 2016[90])  

In line with that, the Taylor Review on Modern Working Practices highlighted that employer practices vary 

significantly across sectors, resulting in significant sectoral differences in both pay and productivity levels. 

Among the seven steps towards fair and decent work, the Review indicates that sectoral strategies 
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engaging employers, employees and stakeholders should accompany the National Living Wage to ensure 

low-paid workers in specific industrial sectors can progress in their career and improve their labour market 

outcomes (Taylor et al., 2017[61]). 

Working at the sector level can take a number of forms – from creating enabling conditions for  sectors to 

shift to higher value added products and services (e.g. through applied research and technology transfer 

projects) to improving skills use and job quality in sectors with high rates of low paid, low-skill jobs (e.g. 

through development of career ladders, and work re-organisation). The use of a sectoral strategy can 

create eco-systems that encourage skills utilisation as part of a “competitive model of choice” for employers 

(Ashton and Sung, 2009[19]). Sector-based strategies can be particularly effective as they are better able 

to take into account the overall skills ecosystem that serves as the broader context for how skills are used 

in the workplace. An example of a successful sectoral strategy in the manufacturing sector in the United 

States is the Manufacturing Extension Partnership (see Box 5.6).  

For example, (Wright, 2012[91]) identified that in the UK, the key challenges for the retail sector are to 

improve the quality and completion rates of apprenticeships and create more intermediate supervisor roles. 

In the hospitality sector, there is ample room for improvement in skills utilisation and in employers taking a 

more holistic vision of what skills are and how they are rewarded (e.g. to better take soft skills into account), 

but low firm profitability is a key barrier. 

Box 5.6. The Manufacturing Extension Partnership, United States 

The Manufacturing Extension Partnership (MEP) National Network is a public-private partnership that 

delivers solutions to US manufacturers, with a special focus on small and medium-sized enterprises. 

The main activities of the MEP network are: 

 Empower manufacturers by assisting firms in implementing innovative manufacturing 

technologies and in recruiting and retaining a skilled and diverse workforce.  

 Champion manufacturing by promoting the importance of a strong manufacturing sector for the 

US economy, creating awareness of innovations in manufacturing, creating enabling workforce 

development partnerships to build a stronger and diverse workforce pipeline, and maximizing 

awareness of the MEP National Network. 

 Leverage partnerships at all government levels by helping the MEP National Network become 

a recognized manufacturing resource brand and supporting manufacturing technology 

advances.  

 Transform the network by operating as an integrated National Network, improve efficiency by 

employing a Learning Organization platform 

The MEP National Network comprises the National Institute of Standards and Technology’s 

Manufacturing Extension Partnership (NIST MEP), 51 MEP Centers located in all 50 states and Puerto 

Rico, and more than a thousand advisors and experts. Partners of the MEP National Network TM focus 

on educational institutions, state governments, NIST and other federal research laboratories and 

agencies. In 2018, the MEP Centres served more than 28 000 manufacturers, helped create or retain 

around 115 000 jobs and produced USD15.7 billion in sales. 

Source: https://www.nist.gov/mep 

 

https://www.nist.gov/mep
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Embedding HR practices in the strategic objectives  

One of the barriers to improving the use of skills is a low level of awareness amongst managers, social 

partners and business support organisations that skills under-utilisation is an issue. Previous OECD 

research has highlighted the importance of networking firms together to share best practices around 

human resource management practices (OECD/ILO, 2017[7]). A coherent system of HR practices includes 

a wide range of actions that range from skills development to increasing employee autonomy and discretion 

(Cedefop, 2017[92]). When HR practices are well managed and embedded in the overall strategic objectives 

of firms, they can contribute to improving the skills and motivation of their employees, resulting in increasing 

productivity and competitiveness (Chowhan, 2016[93]).  

While employer engagement has increasingly become a mantra across a variety of employment and 

training systems, securing high levels of buy-in and engagement from employers is even more critical in 

the field of skills utilisation. Additionally, while promoting employer leadership in shaping skills agendas is 

increasingly seen as a means of ensuring the labour market relevance of education and training, there are 

also risks involved. Such an approach can be especially problematic when employer needs are taken as 

a given in places where there is a concentration of employers using low-road strategies and focused on 

low value-added activities. This highlights the importance of broad based representation from employers 

and worker organisations within governance and regulatory bodies to ensure that programmes develop a 

broad set of skills required across occupation and sector, rather than narrow or firm-specific skillsets. A 

good example is practice labs, which were introduced in Flanders, Belgium (see Box 5.7).  

Box 5.7. Practice labs for workforce innovation in Flanders, Belgium 

In Flanders (Belgium), practice labs for innovative work organisation have been set up to work with 

businesses on work organisation issues. The Confederation of Christian Trade Unions (ACV) has 

played a key role in establishing and implementing the initiative. The practice labs have been set up in 

the construction, logistics, healthcare, social economy, social service/care and agricultural sectors. 

Separate labs were established for each sector but in fact, labs can work with mixed groups, and can 

support both large and small firms. With the support of consultants, eight workshops took place in 

2013/14, each involving 6-8 companies. They function as a learning network where companies share 

experience. Managers are encouraged to consider where they can effect change to make sure that 

workers have more involvement in the way that the firm operates. Each lab covers seven themes, each 

of which is a different area where the manager can have an influence. This includes exploring new ways 

that firms can expand their market base to improve the quality of their organisation (in terms of 

efficiency, flexibility, quality, innovation, sustainability) while also improving job quality. Supervisors play 

the role of coach and act as a sounding board for participants who have questions, both within and 

outside of the lab sessions. Participants receive assignments to translate theory into practice when they 

return to the workplace. Unions report that the workshops have improved their relationships with local 

employers. 

Source: (OECD, 2015[94])  

Providing support for employers to reshape workplaces  

More direct interventions involve funding or other types of interventions to support employers to reshape 

workplace practices or move to higher value-added production. Such support can take the form of staff or 

management training, using consultants or other external experts, to support management in diagnosing 

and upgrading workplace organisation and technology, supporting action-oriented research in businesses. 
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Recent work in the UK identified the range of informal learning opportunities that can occur at the workplace 

and highlighted how work organisation can influence opportunities for the development and utilisation of 

skills (Felstead et al., 2011[95]). The paper presents the Working as Learning Framework (WALF), which 

can be used as a tool to examine how productive systems, worker discretion and managerial decision 

influence workplace organisation. These three elements can be seen as the underlying conditions which 

would facilitate or inhibit skills utilisation. This framework can help employers reshape the way they 

organise work, by embedding workforce development in their broader business strategy agenda.   

In Singapore, the Enterprise Training Support (ETS) scheme was introduced in 2013 to (1) raise 

employees’ productivity and skills levels; (2) attract and retain valued employees by developing good 

human resource (HR) and management systems and practices tied to training; and (3) attract and retain 

valued employees by benchmarking compensation and benefits. ETS seeks to make skills development 

relevant to workplace performance and link skills acquisition and utilisation to retention. Another good 

example can be found from the Scottish Funding council (Box 5.8). 

Box 5.8. Scottish Funding Council Skills Utilisation Projects, United Kingdom 

Since 2009, Scotland funded 12 projects aimed at improving skills utilisation by strengthening 

collaboration between colleges and universities with employers. Projects were selected by the Scottish 

Funding Council through a competitive tendering process. They included the following:  

 The Glasgow School of Art ran a “Creating Cultures of Innovation through Creativity and Design” 

project that aimed to help business leaders use the skills of their entire workforce to solve 

business problems by developing a creative thinking process. This approach involved a number 

of different activities, including workshops to brainstorm solutions to a problem facing the firm. 

People involved in the workshops were selected to be broadly representative in terms of their 

position within the firm, gender, function, age and length of service.  

 The Open University in Scotland worked with organisations in the social care sector to make 

better use of newly-acquired skills of students who had just completed a management level 

qualification for supervisory staff. Previously, students had complained that when they returned 

to work after completing this course, their responsibilities did not change, despite their new 

skills. The Open University helped social care organisations to re-think and broaden the role of 

students’ jobs to more fully use their new skills. The qualitative evaluation found evidence that 

universities and colleges can make a positive contribution to skills utilisation, but flagged several 

issues, including the need, if the approaches were to be scaled up, of developing expertise in 

helping organisations to re-think work organisation, job design and their approaches to 

innovation. 

Promoting workforce development strategies 

Workforce development strategies generally refer to a labour market strategy that focuses on both skills 

supply and demand and complements the existing employment and training services. These strategies 

identify alternative solutions to better align education and training with job opportunities and focus on 

offering solutions to a group of people and involve multiple employers. This is the main difference with 

traditional employment services (Zizys, 2018[96]).This requires the involvement of various stakeholders, 

both from the public and private sectors, that help workers or unemployed people to acquire the right set 

of skills and evolve in their careers (Jacobs and Hawley, 2009[97]).  
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By raising the productivity and the engagement of people employed, workforce development strategies are 

beneficial for businesses and contribute more broadly to fostering economic growth. Case studies from the 

UK and North American countries show how these strategies can be helpful to improve economic 

conditions of the most disadvantaged areas in the country (Taylor, 2001[98]). In recent year, six workforce 

innovation centres have been implemented in Canada. These centres explore opportunities to share and 

implement innovative approaches to workforce development (see Box 5.9). 

Box 5.9. Workforce Innovation Centres, Canada 

Workforce Innovation Centres (WICs) have recently been implemented in 6 Canadian provinces. The 

role of the Centres is to share knowledge and information on new research, test new initiatives related 

to workforce development and coordinate and engage with a wide range of stakeholders involved in 

labour market and skills policies. Exchange among the Workforce Innovation Centres takes place on a 

regular basis. While in most provinces the role of WICs is to fund research to address workforce 

development challenges, additional objectives can vary across them. In Newfoundland and Labrador, 

outcomes from the research is mainly addressed to increase employability, foster entrepreneurship and 

strengthen attachment to the workforce, while in Nova Scotia the focus of research is on improving the 

quality of employment services.  

In Ontario, the activity of the centre is to identify and coordinate best practices on how to deliver 

evidence-based employment and training programmes. In Quebec, the Centre helps strengthen the 

collaboration among stakeholders to improve training systems. In Manitoba, the Centre facilitates 

workforce transitions from training to employment. In British Columbia, the Centre supports the research 

and information needs of the stakeholders involved in the employment services sector. 

Leveraging the role of anchor institutions and trade unions 

There may also be opportunities to leverage the influence of “anchor institutions” to create change in local 

economies. Research from the former UKCES has pointed to the importance of anchor institutions in 

helping to address productivity issues related to the poor use of skills (UKCES, 2015[99]). An anchor 

institution is one that has a strong local presence and makes a strategic contribution to the local economy. 

They include universities, vocational education and training institutions, chambers of commerce, banks 

and major employers. The OECD’s research into this area has demonstrated the important role that can 

be played by vocational education institutions (OECD, 2014[100]). 

In Ontario (Canada), local community colleges and universities appear to be particularly useful partners in 

helping to raise product market strategies locally (Verma, 2012[101]). Niagara College, for example, has not 

only geared its curricula towards meeting local industrial demands in horticulture and wine making (an 

example being the Winery and Viticulture Technician programme), but has also set up an applied research 

unit which helps local firms to upgrade their products and business strategies. It collaborates with firms in 

areas such as product and process applied research, engineering design, technology development, 

product testing, proof of concept, piloting and problem solving.  

In addition to anchor institutions, trade unions play a major role in promoting better skills use. Unionlearn 

has conducted extensive work to analyse and evaluate the role of unions in better using existing and newly 

acquired skills, while also supporting the workforce to improve their skills. Research conducted by the 

University of Strathclyde highlights a number of ways in which trade unions can help improve skills 

utilisation, including working with employers to shape training provision, conducting joint work to identify 
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new progression routes, and providing support to workers willing to access training for higher skilled roles 

(Unionlearn, 2012[102]). 

A case study analysis showed that unions are well positioned to help firms change their working practices 

and influence business strategy. In Germany and in Scandinavian countries, trade unions have supported 

employers to move up the value chain by improving the quality of goods and services. In this way they 

contributed to creating more highly skilled jobs and promoting good skills use to ensure higher productivity 

standards (Unionlearn, 2012[102]). 

The Scottish Trades Union Congress (STUC) established a partnership with the Scottish Government and 

other key local stakeholders to support the better skills utilisation agenda. A recent evaluation conducted 

by the Scottish Centre for Employment Research (SCER) highlighted that, when undertaken in partnership 

with employers and other key stakeholders, union-led initiatives “can contribute significantly to the design, 

development and implementation of skills utilisation initiatives to produce identifiable benefits” (Findlay, 

Commander and Warhurst, 2011[69])  

How can the Leeds City Region evaluate success of skills use policies?  

Once a project or intervention would be implemented in the Leeds City Region, evaluation of what change 

occurs, how and why as well as their outcomes is essential. Likewise what changes are not feasible, and 

why not, also needs to be evaluated.  Two types of evaluation would be useful:  

 Formative evaluation: occurs during any project or intervention and can be used to monitor 

progress; and via feedback loops, identify, firstly, good practice as well as, secondly, barriers and 

problems, and how the first can be sustained and the second addressed. It is about finding ways 

to correct weaknesses and amplify successes.  

 Summative evaluation: occurs at the end of the project or intervention to measure how they have 

fared in terms of meeting their objectives. It also identifies the reasons underpinning the meeting 

or shortfall in objectives being attained, including success factors. It allows stakeholders to assess 

the relative costs, benefits and applicability of the different interventions.  

Evaluation needs to be integral to the projects and interventions, built into their architecture and design 

from the outset rather than bolted on as an afterthought. Formative evaluations should only occur once the 

projects or interventions are fully operational and summative evaluations at a time when measurement of 

outcomes is feasible. Fortunately, in thinking about how to undertake this task and what measures to use, 

there are precedents, as the Scottish Government – the UK pioneer in this field of policy – has already 

been working on these issues (Payne, 2010[103]) (Payne, 2011[104]) (Scottish Funding Council, 2012[105]). 

What does success look like?  

Unlike traditional skills supply initiatives, for which success can be relatively easily measured through the 

number of workers or students trained or the number and level of qualifications gained, skills utilisation 

interventions require their sponsors to think through what constitutes success. Success can relate to 

changes in how skills are used in work and/or the outcomes of that changed skills use, recognising that 

the first is a necessary condition for the second. 

It should also be recognised that there is likely to be different interests focused on these projects and 

interventions, and that a range of performance measures might be necessary to address these interests. 

It is important therefore that these interests are involved in the setting of objectives so that there is 

consensus-based agreement on the intended objectives before projects or interventions start. For a more 

detailed exploration of these issues, see (Eddington and Eddington, 2010[106]). These objectives can then 

inform the approach to evaluation and the use of “hard” and/or “soft” measures. 
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Hard measures 

Depending on the aims of the project or intervention, it may be possible to put hard numbers on the gains 

that are generated, not least so that some form of cost/benefit calculation can be made that allows a rate 

of return on (public) investment to be calculated. For an example of one attempt to put hard numbers on 

the outcomes from a set of workplace interventions, see the (Harris et al., 2011[107]) evaluation of the Acas 

innovative workplaces projects. In trying to quantify gains, a key issue concerns the choice of measures to 

use.   

Nevertheless, gauging the impact of attempts to improve skills utilisation is fraught with difficulty, not least 

because the traditional battery of skill and training measures is of little use in this context. If both the 

matching and enablers approaches to skills utilisation are to be covered, the following are some of the 

outcome indicators that might be used for such interventions at firm or sector level: 

 Levels of training incidence that ensure worker ability 

 Percentage increase in workers who report having a match between the skills possessed and used 

 Proportion of workers with matched skills possession and use 

 Productivity increases 

 Higher levels of innovation in the workplace 

 Cost savings 

 Increased turnover or sales 

 Quality improvements to products or services 

 Loss due to waste or need to re-work items reduced 

 Reduced employer and employee perceptions of skills mismatches 

 Reduced staff turnover 

 Reductions in hard-to-fill vacancies 

 Enhanced employee satisfaction and motivation 

Data on most of these will not always be readily available at the workplace or organisational levels for 

individual firms. This situation is particularly likely in SMEs for which it would be unwise to assume that the 

organisation will have the managerial capacity or information and monitoring systems in place to routinely 

gather such data.  In other words, the project teams and/or whoever is evaluating their work may need to 

gather this information, which has cost implications.   

Once gathered, there are also questions about how to read such data. For example, what ought to be the 

relative weighting between different indicators?  In addition, there is the question of how to disentangle the 

impact of the policy intervention from broader impacts being generated by other factors in the firm’s 

operating environment (for example, Brexit and changes in the overall state of the economy, interest rates, 

exchange rates, inflation, consumer spending patterns, public investment decisions, etc.).  The other major 

problem relates to time lags. Outcomes need time to emerge, and changes may only impact on 

organisational performance after the project or intervention has finished. They are certainly unlikely to 

always be instantaneous. Lessons from other initiatives to improve skills supply and demand highlight that 

evaluation occurred too early to fully capture organisational impacts (Buchanan et al., 2017).  

Soft measures 

The hard measures highlighted would be a long-term goal. It is worth noting that the Scottish Funding 

Council’s (SFC) Skill Utilisation Projects (conducted between 2010 and 2013) and the various 

Scandinavian countries’ workplace innovation programmes, have used soft measures which depend in 

large measure on the subjective perceptions of staff in participant organisations (managers and workers) 
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of both the intervention process and the outcomes and benefits which they believe it to have generated 

(Payne, 2006[108]) (Payne, 2004[109]).  It has also been based on small-scale surveys among participants 

or case studies (Harris et al., 2011[107]) (Scottish Funding Council, 2012[105]). These perceptions can still 

have targeted foci, most obviously reflecting the AMO framework through which changes to management 

practices to lever organisational performance improvements can be identified: 

 Enhanced opportunities to use skills e.g. through more participatory mechanisms or workers having 

more responsibility for, autonomy in, and control over work 

 Clear motivations to use skills e.g. the introduction of gain-sharing arrangements or more 

meaningful/challenging work 

 Improvements in management-worker relations that create climates of trust 

 Greater levels of employee satisfaction and commitment. 
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Annex A. Framework for developing a 

project/intervention-specific evaluation design 

To design a case study approach that can support both formative (i.e. occurring during the project or 

intervention to monitor progress) and summative (i.e. occurring at the end of the project or intervention to 

assess success) evaluation of skills use pilots, the following framework of issues and questions may be 

used. This framework was originally developed by the Scottish Funding Council in designing their 

evaluation model for the Scottish skill utilisation pilot projects. It is structured around 3 phases: 

Phase 1: before the project starts 

Questions to probe and data to gather before projects/interventions start in order to 

establish a baseline assessment of the workplaces/employers/forms of employment and 

work organisation: 

 What specific aspects of skills use is the project aiming to target and change and to what ends? 

 Who defined these aspects and ends as problems to be addressed (employers, workers, the 

external change facilitator/agent or another actor)? 

 Are all of the relevant stakeholders identified and involved in problem definition and solution? 

 How is change expected to be bought about and how can progress be measured against these 

expectations? 

 Are there sufficient resources available to make the necessary changes and is there concept and 

role clarity amongst the participants (project/intervention team and subject organisations)? 

Phase 2: during the project lifetime 

Questions to probe and data to gather during the lifetime of the project to capture 

process and management issues: 

 Within the projects are there significant moments or decision points that mark shifts, successes or 

failures? 

 What are the stakeholder perceptions of the projects in terms of the quality and effectiveness of 

processes and outcomes? 

 What is the effectiveness of project/intervention management structures, participant roles and 

responsibilities, and leadership functions? 

 Is there adequate communication about the project amongst the participants to ensure continued 

buy-in and relevance? 

 Is there monitoring of possible mission draft, with corrective actions identified if required? 
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Phase 3: after the project completion 

Questions to probe and data to gather after project completion to measure outcomes 

and generate lessons: 

 What are the impact/success measures and over what timescale will they need to be monitored? 

 What worked, what did not work and why in each case? 

 How did participants rate their experiences of the project and, with hindsight, what, if anything, 

would they want to do differently? 

 How best can the projects be up-scaled and generalised?  What kinds of capacity and resources 

would be required for this to happen?   

Whilst the suggests outlined above are focused upon a set of general considerations, it is easier to develop 

more fine-grained evaluation framework once the exact nature and scope of what is being evaluated has 

been settled.  The key point is that evaluation works best when, from the outset, it forms an integral part 

of the overall design process of the project or intervention.  It needs to be a consideration embedded in 

the overall planning process (Green et al., 2017[85]).  
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