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Foreword
The Secretary of State for Education and Employment established the Skills Task Force to assist him in developing a National Skills Agenda.  The Task Force has been asked to provide advice on the nature, extent and pattern of skill needs and shortages (together with associated recruitment difficulties), how these are likely to change in the future and what can be done to ease such problems.  The Task Force is due to present its final report in Spring 2000.

The Task Force has taken several initiatives to provide evidence which can inform its deliberations on these issues.  This has included commissioning a substantial programme of new research, holding consultation events, inviting presentations to the Task Force and setting up an academic group comprising  leading academics and researchers in the field of labour market studies.  Members of this group were commissioned to produce papers which review and evaluate the existing literature in a number of skills-related areas.  The papers were peer-reviewed by the whole group before being considered by members of the Task Force, and others, at appropriate events. 

This paper is one of the series which have been commissioned.  The Task Force welcomes the paper as a useful contribution to the evidence which it has been possible to consider and is pleased to publish it as part of its overall commitment to making evidence widely available.

However, it should be noted that the views expressed and any recommendations made within the paper are those of the individual authors only.  Publication does not necessarily mean that either the Skills Task Force or DfEE endorse the views expressed.

1.  INTRODUCTION AND REMIT

This paper has been prepared in support of NSTF work on Adult Learning in Workplace.  In broad terms, its remit is to provide:

· Reflections on evidence about employers attitudes to training

· Reflections on international and UK regional experience of different approaches to encouraging and supporting training undertaken by employers, and the impact of different institutional structures.

· Analysis of the effectiveness of different elements of the existing support framework in encouraging employers to train.

· Discussion of the research evidence on the advantages/disadvantages/impacts of levy systems or other forms of legal obligation to train.

Given the potentially huge breadth of the agenda raised by this remit, and the existence of several excellent general reviews of research on adult workplace learning (see, for example, Stern and  Sommerlad, 1999), it is important at the outset to make clear the method adopted towards covering this material.  The aim has been to focus on that which the research indicates can be viewed as problematic.  Thus, the main issue is not employer attitudes towards the training of adult workers per se, but rather a range of smaller topics:

· Their attitude and approach to the provision of certain types of skill/learning opportunities to certain sub-sections of the adult workforce 

· Problems with adult training provision by smaller employers.  

· The possibility that employers training decisions vis-à-vis their adult employees, while rational from the short term perspective of the individual firm, may produce a level of skills that is sub-optimal from society's long term viewpoint.

This more selective approach to the topic helps delineate the range of activities and institutions that the paper will review.  

In terms of structure, the paper first reviews the evidence on the current patterns of employer provided adult training and the attitudes that underlie them.  It then examines some of the various factors that affect employer attitudes to providing adult training, such as the competitive environment, internal responses and management systems, and the training infrastructure.  The international experience of the use of training levies is then probed.  The paper closes with a look at the implications of what the research tells us and by outlining a range of possible policy options.

A final point is to direct readers towards further material.  Given the constraints of a single, relatively brief paper it is impossible to do justice to the complexity of many of the issues and topics covered.  For those wishing to pursue aspects of the debates about workplace learning, the review provided by Stern and Sommerlad (1999) is an ideal starting point and provides an excellent and concise overview of the literature.  For a more detailed exploration of employers' attitudes towards adult learning in the workplace, Metcalf, Walling and Fogerty's (1994) report of a major DfEE-sponsored survey of employers is essential reading.  For useful overviews of international experience with the use of training levies, see Senker, 1995; Greenhalgh, 1999; and Noble, 1997.  A survey of what economic theory can tell us about the utility of levies and training subsidies is provided by Stevens, 1999).
2. OVERVIEW OF EVIDENCE ON EMPLOYER-PROVIDED ADULT TRAINING

Volumes, Flows and Recipient Populations

Patterns of employer-provided adult training are extremely complex (Clarke, 1991; McGivney, 1997; Blundell, Dearden and Meghir, 1996), and it would require a separate research paper to treat this topic in any detail.  What is presented here is a brief outline, the aim of which is to try to pinpoint 'problem' areas, where provision may be insufficient.

The first point to make is that, "we do not have a good picture of how much workplace learning activity is actually going on, or what form it takes.  Surveys.......are one source of data, but they focus primarily on the more planned and structured activities as part of on-the-job training.  Because informal training and learning is so inextricably linked to the day-to-day operation of the company, it virtually defies quantitative measurement" (Stern and Sommerlad, 1999:xi).   What follows outlines what we know about those forms of employer provided adult training activity that are recorded (for more detailed descriptions, see Dench 1993a&b; Metcalf, Walling and Fogerty, 1994).

Volumes, and flows.  The Employment Department's Employers' Manpower and Skills Practices Survey (EMPS) provided a detailed snapshot view of employers' training activities.  It indicated that 90 per cent of workplaces (97 per cent of public sector workplaces and 87 per cent of private sector workplaces) had provided some continuous or adult training during the previous year (Dench, 1993a).  The results from EMPS (Dench, 1993a:2) suggested that "although the vast majority of workplaces were providing some training, most were not doing very much".  Of those workplaces providing continuous training during the previous year, 11 per cent had provided less than one day per employee, 25 per cent had provided between one and five days per employee, and just four per cent had provided ten days or more training per head (Dench, 1993a:16-17). 

Despite the apparent overall increase in training activity over the last decade, significant proportion of adult employees appear never to receive training from their employers.  The Spring 1998 Labour Force Survey (LFS) recorded that 72 per cent of employees in the UK had received no job related training in the 13 weeks prior to their interview.  Of these, just under half (48 per cent) reported that they had never been offered any type of training by their current employer (DfEE, 1998:33).

Winners and losers.  Age, gender, educational background, social class, occupation, hours of work and employment status all exert considerable influence on an individual's access to learning opportunities in the workplace.  Metcalf, Walling and Fogerty (1994) suggest a very uneven pattern of distribution (see FIGURE 1). 

Data from IFF's Employer Provided Training in the UK survey (IFF Research Ltd, 1997) mirrors this picture, with 63 per cent of managers and professional staff receiving training in 1993, as against 31 per cent of manual workers (1997:32).  Managers and other more senior staff also appear to receive more days of training per annum than lower ranking employees.  In 1993, managers and professional staff received an average of four training course days per employee, as opposed to just two days per manual employee (1997:39).  Overall, IFF's figures suggested that "roughly half the training days in 1993 were delivered to managerial, professional and associate professional grades who together account for 35 per cent of the workforce" (1997:39).  This picture of the distribution of workplace learning is replicated in the wider incidence of adult learning (whether inside or outside the workplace).  The DfEE's adult learning survey (Social and Community Planning Research, 1998) suggests that, whereas nine out of ten of those working in managerial/professional jobs had undertaken some form of structured learning in the previous three years, the proportion dropped to just under half for those in unskilled manual occupations.

Within this overall pattern, some groups of workers do particularly badly.  Rather unsurprisingly the ‘flexible’ workforce turns out to be one of the losers.  With some limited exceptions, which relate primarily to some high status temporary workers (see Gallie et al, 1998), workers employed on atypical contracts, particularly part-timers tend in general to be severely disadvantaged in terms of skill development opportunities (Tam, 1997; Gallie et al, 1998).  

Another group of relative losers are those adults working in small firms (Matlay, 1994 and 1996).  EMPS (Dench, 1993a) showed smaller organisations were both less likely to provide adult training and, if they did offer any, for this to be in smaller amounts per employee than larger organisations.  The problems faced by SMEs in organising and delivering training have already been addressed in a number of other NSTF research papers, and will not be reviewed again in great detail here.  For the purposes of this paper it is sufficient to note that, on the whole, small firms are less likely to offer formal training opportunities to their adult employees, and if they do, they appear less willing for that training provision to encompass non-task specific skills (see below for further details) (Metcalf, Walling and Fogerty, 1994).  

Job and/or task specific training or broader upskilling.  The final dimension of employer provided adult training relates to its scope and focus.  Training can be located within a spectrum, at one end very narrowly focused on particular task specific skills (which may or may not be firm specific), and at the other aimed at training for promotion, the creation of general and transferable skills, and even learning opportunities that may not be geared in any direct way with work (for example, the Ford Motor Company's famous EDAP scheme).    

Using a threefold typology of job specific training, training for promotion, and other or general training, Metcalf, Walling and Fogerty's research shows that the distribution of these different types of training appears to be heavily skewed across the occupational hierarchy.  Put bluntly, managers receive large amounts of general training or training for promotion, whereas other groups fare less well, and those at the bottom of the ladder receive little except job specific training - if they are lucky enough to receive any training at all.  Nearly half of all employers in Metcalf, Walling and Fogerty's sample who did provide other or general training to any of their workforce restricted its availability to certain occupational groups, mainly managers, professionals and associate professionals, and technical staff (1994: 17).  Data from the individual survey undertaken as part of the ESRC Learning Society Programme's Getting the Measure of Training project (Felstead, Green and Mayhew, 1997) replicates this broad picture, as does data from EMPS (Dench, 1993a).  See FIGURES 2 and 3 for further details.

This situation has significant policy implications.  As Tremlett and Park's DfEE-funded study notes, "with most employer training being both job-specific and targeted on those in certain occupations, for many employees the notion of full 'lifetime' learning, whereby all individuals are continuously learning new and varied skills, remains just that - a notion" (1995:8).  Moreover, employers show little sign of wanting to alter this situation.  The DfEE's survey of employers' attitudes towards individual commitment to learning (Metcalf, Walling and Fogerty, 1994) indicated very clearly that relatively few employers saw it as their concern to provide non-job specific training to their non-managerial workforce.

Finally, the UK is probably not alone in facing this problem.  Research in the Netherlands (Onstenk, 1997) suggests the existence of similar problems in some Dutch companies.

Employers'' perceptions underlying this pattern of provision.  In seeking to account for this pattern of training provision, it is clear from the research that many employers have firm and rather narrow views of the value of different forms of adult training for different segments of their employees (Metcalf, Walling and Fogerty, 1994).  The next section of this paper deals with employers general attitudes towards training and the factors that structure them, but it is useful to briefly outline here what research can tell us about their perceptions of adult training.  To begin with, many employers focus on the direct benefits from training.  Some are aware that there might be wider spin-offs from training, such as improved staff morale, retention and flexibility, but these were rarely regarded as important enough to justify investment in training (Metcalf, Walling and Fogerty, 1994:31-32).    

DfEE sponsored research on employers attitudes towards adult training suggested that "nearly all employers said they only provided training that benefited the business" (Tremlett and Park, 1995: 8).  The kind of training that employers believe produces this desired outcome often appears to be restricted to job specific skills training (Metcalf, Walling and Fogerty, 1994:22), but this approach might be open to outside influence in order to broaden it.

Many employers perceived clear disadvantages with training those of their workers in lower occupational status groups (Metcalf, Walling and Fogerty, 1994), particular training that was not narrowly focused on their immediate job and task-specific skills.  These potential disadvantages were identified as:

· Increased staff turnover

· Increased dissatisfaction with boring and menial jobs

· The raising of unrealistic expectations (about opportunities for progression for example)

Despite the fact that most employers appear to support the abstract concept of lifelong learning, is also clear from the same study that the majority of employers were not enthusiastic about being encouraged or assisted in supporting greater other or general training.  They saw this type of lifelong learning activity as having nothing to do with them, and as being the responsibility of either the individual or the government (Metcalf, Walling and Fogerty, 1994:30).  As one insurance company manager commented, "I believe in the benefits of lifetime learning, but training has to be focused on the business.  We're not altruistic enough to grow the person" (1994:73).

A final point.  We need to recall that, beyond the training activity discussed above, there remains the vast (but not quantified) amount of informal, uncertified and unrecorded learning which takes place within the workplace.  Recent research (Eraut et al, 1998) suggests that this type of activity may account for the bulk of workplace learning in the UK and it is an area of to which greater attention, on the part of employers, policy makers and researchers, needs in future to be paid (Ashton, 1998).  In relation to the issues being explored in this paper, the difficulty with this type of learning activity is that, in the vast majority of cases, the employer may be unaware that it is happening, and unable therefore to put the skills and knowledge being created to any planned productive use.  

Defining the Problems with the Current Pattern of Provision

The problems with employer provided adult training appear to be thus a relative under-provision for certain categories of adult worker (part-timers, older workers, the less well-qualified, those in low status/low paid jobs).  This leads to significant sections of the adult workforce being effectively excluded from employers' training plans.  In 1997 the report of the National Advisory Committee on Continuing Education and Lifelong Learning noted that one in three adults appeared not to have taken part in any formalised education or training since leaving school and a similar proportion reported that their employer had never offered them any kind of training (Fryer, 1997:1-2).  Such a situation seriously undermines the concepts of the learning organisation and the learning society. 

There is evidence to support the belief that there are difficulties with employer-provided training in non-work related, general or transferable skills, i.e. precisely those skills that might support the concept of 'employability'.  As the CBI have noted, "all employees - including low-skilled, temporary and part-time workers - need to maintain and improve their employability.  An inclusive approach to training and development can help many to realise their potential more fully and add more value in work" (CBI, 1998:25).  It is this inclusive approach that is lacking in many workplaces.  A significant proportion of the adult workforce appear to receive either very infrequent or no training, and much of the training that is provided for those in lower occupational groups is job specific rather than developmental.  As Metcalf, Walling and Fogerty (1994:1) note, "a number of studies have shown how lack of opportunities for progressive learning leads, at all occupational levels, to flat or deteriorating performance and to loss of motivation and ability to learn and adapt", see Daly et al, 1985; Koike and Inoki, 1990; Nonaka, 1991.    

The pattern of adult training also suggests that in many sectors, SMEs find the financing and delivery of adult training problematic.  The difficulties appear to be particularly acute in relation to training in non-job specific skills.  As Metcalf, Walling and Fogerty note, "smaller employers exhibit more scope for improvement, but may be more difficult to influence" (1994:78).

As to the final, broader concern outlined at the start of this paper and identified by the NSTF in its first report, namely that "it would be a mistake to treat the current demands of employers and individuals for skills as coterminous with the needs of the economy" (NSTF, 1998:33), it is extremely hard to prove or disprove whether current levels or patterns of employer investment in adult training, however rational from the firm's point of view, may in fact be sub-optimal from a societal perspective.  International comparisons of skill levels in the workforce of the type attempted in The Skills Audit (DfEE/Cabinet Office, 1996) may indicate areas where the UK workforce has lower levels of certification than in some of our overseas competitors, but tells us nothing about what employers both here and abroad are aiming to achieve with whatever levels of skill they have chosen to deploy or what concrete effects our relatively less well qualified workforce has upon economic performance or the well-being of society.  

Research (Prais, 1995) indicates that having a less skilled workforce may force some UK firms and sectors to compete in lower spec segments of the market, and that it may well be responsible, at least in part, for the UK's comparatively weak productivity performance.  What is far less clear is whether current levels of skill have any direct impact on bottom line financial performance within individual organisations or are radically out of line with what organisations' are expecting their workforce to be capable of doing - the 'skills gaps' which the NSTF have identified as a potential source of concern (NSTF, 1998).  This brings us to issues about the factors that affect UK employer general attitudes towards training that will be discussed in the next section.  

3. UK EMPLOYER ATTITUDES TO TRAINING AND THE FACTORS THAT AFFECT THEM

We need to begin by remembering that training is, from the perspective of private sector organisations, simply a means to an end - better bottom line performance, whether measured by profitability, earnings per share, return on investment ratios, or simply headcount reductions - rather than an end in itself.  If current skill levels allow adequate profits to be made (however and by whom these may be measured) then they can be deemed 'fit for purpose', and making a case for further enhancement may be difficult.  Given the cost reduction ('efficiency gain') pressures operating in the public sector, approaches may be becoming similar here.  Few organisations will have the luxury of training for training's sake, and will only train if they believe it will affect bottom line performance (Metcalf, Walling and Fogerty, 1994:22).  Thus, as things stand, it is also open to question (as noted above) whether the vast majority of organisations will, of their own volition, be willing to train to meet wider, long term economic and social goals.  As a result, "any attempt to increase employers' training must entail expanding employers' perceptions of benefits" (Metcalf, Walling and Fogerty, 1994:22).

It also needs to be underlined that in thinking about employers attitudes, the term 'employers' covers a very heterogeneous population and one about which it is extremely difficult to make accurate generalisations.  Not only are there differences in attitude as between large and small employers, and between firms operating in different sectors and markets, but also between different types and levels of management within the same organisation.  The chief executive's attitude towards training may be very different from the training manager's, and a line manager or supervisor's different again.  At the same time, individual managers bring to their jobs personal views and implicit theories that may have a significant impact on how they and their organisation view training.  

For example, their attitudes may reflect wider societal influences, such as notions of social class.  The importance of managerial perspectives on, and understanding of, skill is underlined by Metcalf, Walling and Fogerty (1994:23-24), when they note that managers' appreciation of the skill levels required for a particular job may vary very widely from one organisation to another, and that the absence of training opportunities for groups of adult workers in some organisations appears to be a result of prejudices on the part of managers about the interest in and capability to take part in training by those in lower occupational groups.  As a result, "training had little rational basis and appeared to be based on employers' beliefs about the job and about the job holders" (1994:31).  Changing such deeply ingrained attitudes may be extremely difficult.

The Competitive Environment

It is easy to line up a list of the usual suspects in terms of major trends within the competitive and labour market environment that it might be presumed will impact on organisations' training practices:

1.
Globalisation and increasing international competition, not least from developing countries.

2.
The impact of new technologies, especially computers, IT and new forms of communication.

3.
A sustained shift towards more knowledge intensive products, services and modes of production.

4.
Less opportunities for 'jobs for life' and a need for individuals to accept the need for more frequent job and career changes throughout working life.  In a world of reduced employment security, the ideal of 'employability', whereby the employer provides employees with the skills to make themselves marketable if made redundant, is frequently touted as the basis for a new psychological contract between employer and employee.

There are two important points that need to be made about this these factors and their effects.  First, we need to be wary of overplaying the universality of these trends.  For example, there are and will continue to be significant segments of the UK economy and employment market that are shielded from the direct effects of globalisation, for example in those services that require direct contact between customer and service workers.  Thus Britain's largest employer - the NHS - is not directly impacted upon by globalisation.   It is also important to remember that many SMEs, whether facing global competition or not, will tend to see the competitors against which they need to benchmark themselves as the company down the road, rather than the company in Singapore.

On the need for employability, data on job tenure does not support the more apocalyptic visions advanced by those who see an end to 'work' or even an end to careers.  Male job tenure duration fell from an average of slightly over eight years in 1975 to about six years by 1994.  Over the same period, female average job tenure actually increased, and over the working population as a whole, the decline in job tenure has been marginal (see CBI, 1998:14).

Second, UK official policy and analysis generally assumes that these impact of these pressures on organisations is resulting, or will result in, a uniform, one directional process of organisational transformation that will mean that British employers will have adopted the OECD's model of the high performance, high trust workplace (OECD, 1996), whereby highly skilled workforce will compete via the delivery of customised, high specification goods and services that compete largely on the basis of quality rather than price.  If this were the case the NSTF would have little need to worry about adult training, or indeed any other form of employer provided training activity, as organisational change would guarantee high levels of skill formation and renewal.  

However, as the author of this paper and colleagues have argued (Keep and Mayhew, 1998, Keep and Mayhew, 1999; Industrial Relations Research Unit, 1997), the universality of any such transformation is open to very serious doubt.  Certainly in America, often seen as the template for corporate organisation and strategy in the new global economy, the evidence adduced by Cappelli et al (1997) suggests that, far from an emergence of the full-blown high performance model,  American management has adopted isolated elements of the model but combined them with heightened job insecurity, work intensification, reduced real wages, and very limited opportunities for training and progression.  The result, Cappelli et al argue, has been to erect barriers, in the shape of weak employee commitment and motivation and a limited capacity for upskilling, that render the adoption of the full-blown high performance model extremely problematic.  In the UK, some segments of the economy will undoubtedly be impelled towards models of competitive advantage and work organisation that place a heavy emphasis upon developing the skills of the entire workforce within the context of sophisticated people management systems, but on present evidence it would be optimistic to assume that this trend will encompass all, or even the majority, of the working population in the short to medium term (five to ten years).  

Internal Responses and Management Systems

Following on from the above, it is important to underline that decisions about skills are often a third-order issue for management.  First-order questions concern competitive and product market strategies, with implications for second-order choices about the work organisation, job design and people management systems needed to deliver them.  Decisions about training and skills are third-order issues that nest within the wider contexts set by first and second-order decision making.  Therefore, to change skills strategies towards adult employees, it may be necessary to first alter competitive strategies and systems of work organisation and people management.

Much of the research on adult training in the workplace supports this thesis.  Metcalf, Walling and Fogerty's study of employer attitudes towards adult training suggested that those organisations that could be described as having adopted a 'strategic' approach to business management, and were consciously attempting to control their environment and anticipate change, were more likely to provide training to their adult workforce, and particularly importantly, to provide more training for those in lower level occupations (Metcalf, Walling and Fogerty, 1994).  This was partly due to higher levels of change in these organisations and partly due to a greater belief by strategically managed companies in the need for highly trained staff and in the benefits that accrued from training.  Findings from the Employers' Manpower and Skills Practices Survey reinforces this point.  Change, innovation and attempts to increase product or service quality were seen as by far the most important factors in explaining higher levels of adult training (Dench, 1993b). 

Perhaps the key point to note is that, "it is not so much the learning processes themselves that give rise to competence development and performance improvement as the way in which they are implemented.  These findings direct attention to employee participation, new workplace practices such as incentive-based compensation, and social partnership involvement in joint decision-making" (Stern and Sommerlad, 1999:xiii).  In other words, higher levels of sustained skill formation and utilisation are associated with wider people management systems that aim at high levels of involvement and performance.  For example, using data from the Skills Survey, work by Ashton and Felstead (1998) on the links between managerial practices and skill formation indicates clear connections between the use of devices such as quality circles, active employee appraisal systems, IIP, and employee communication and involvement systems, and increases in the formation and use of problem solving, communication and team working skills.  Unfortunately, Ashton and Felstead conclude that, "the data suggests that the demand for these skills is restricted to a minority of employers.  At the moment, only about a quarter of employees work in 'modern' organisations which are likely to demand these skills from their workforce.....until more employers feel obliged to adopt these new management practices then growth in the demand for problem-solving, communication and team working skills will be hampered" (1998:30).

The foregoing suggests that, rather than see adult workplace learning as a discrete activity, it is better conceived of in the context of the personnel management and competitive strategy environment within which it takes place.  If the environmental context is one of essentially Fordist production (whether of goods or services); with Taylorised work organisation and job design that stresses control, hierarchy and following narrowly prescribed patterns of work and minimises the opportunities for discretion, initiative taking and thought; and where trust is limited; then the chances are that management will see little point in offering the 'hands' (to use Frederick Taylor's terminology) much in the way of non-task specific learning opportunities.  There is evidence to suggest that this style of work organisation remains the reality in many UK workplaces (Dench et al, 1998; West and Patterson, 1997).  

This means that, in order to boost the volume of adult training in general, and of non-task specific adult training for lower occupational groups in particular, "encouraging and assisting employers to take a more strategic approach to business in general may be more effective than concentrating on issues of training or, perhaps, human resourcing alone" (Metcalf, Walling and Fogerty, 1994:27).  Wider and more lasting change may be secured via finding ways to encourage organisations to react to environmental change by adopting new forms of work organisation and job design and introduce more progressive and sophisticated forms of people management.  

The Training Infrastructure

It is plainly impossible within the confines of this paper to offer a detailed or comprehensive review of the entire array of structural mechanisms that support training (and adult training in particular) in the UK.  What follows aims to briefly highlight some of the most important elements in what is an ever more complex and crowded institutional landscape.

Sectoral Support.  The current structure of sectoral and industry level training bodies arose as a result of the Conservative government's decision to abolish the majority of the statutory Industrial Training Boards (see below).  The Non-Statutory Training Organisations (NSTOs) which were set up in the wake of the ITBs demise were meant to act as sources of labour market information and forecasting, disseminate information and act as 'ginger groups' for training within their sector.  After a few years, these bodies changed their name to Industry Training Organisations (ITOs).  With the arrival of NVQs, many ITOs assumed responsibility for acting as the industry lead body for framing their sector's NVQs.  

During their early years, officially-commissioned evaluations of the NSTOs and ITOs indicated that, with a few notable exceptions, they were weakly resourced and relatively ineffectual organisations (Rainbird and Grant, 1985; Varlaam, 1987; Anderson, 1987; Berry-Lound and Anderson, 1991; Berry-Lound, Chaplin and O'Connell, 1991).  For example, in 1991, out of 81 ITOs surveyed, 27 per cent employed fewer than two full-time equivalent staff (fte), and a further 49 per cent employed between two and six   staff (Berry-Lound and Anderson, 1991).  More recently, at the behest of government, the relatively large number of ITOs (178 in 1996) has been  reduced through a series of planned mergers to create about 100 National Training Organisations (NTOs), some of which span more than one industry and a few of which are occupationally-based..  

Although there are now fewer bodies no substantial additional resources have gone into the NTOs, and in terms of the money and staffing they have to devote to the sectors they cover, it is unclear whether they are much better placed than their ITO predecessors.

Local/Regional Foci.  TECs have been (sometimes in conjunction with chambers of commerce) the main focus for the local of national training strategies and programmes.  They have evolved into an extremely diverse (in terms of structure, mission and methods of operation) group of institutions, fulfilling a multiplicity of roles.  That they should have become a varied rather than uniform body of institutions is unsurprising, their local focus has meant that they have moulded themselves to meet different local circumstances (Jones, 1999)  Generalisations about their activities and impact are therefore extremely hard to make and anyone wanting a detailed picture of their strengths and weaknesses is strongly urged to read Jones, 1999.

In the context of this paper, perhaps the most important point to note in relation to TECs is that it has never been clear that workplace training for the adult employed has been one of the top priorities, either for TECs themselves or for their paymaster (in the shape of the DfEE).  TECs have been given by government a multiplicity of goals to perform - the management of government-sponsored schemes for the young and adult unemployed (YT, Training for Work), attempts to revive apprenticeships (Modern Apprenticeships), monitoring and encouragement of organisations in their locality meeting the National Targets (particularly Investors in People), education/business partnerships, and economic regeneration and job creation.  For many of these streams of activity sums of government funding were allocated - the vast majority to cover schemes aimed at the unemployed - normally on a short term basis.  The TECs' access to significant levels of non-governmental funding has remained limited, and this has been one of their greatest failings when viewed against the template of what they were intended to achieve (see Employment Department, 1988).  This has constrained their ability to innovate or to address issues that lie outside the targets for government funded streams of work. 

While the TECs may be open to criticism on a number of fronts (see Emmerich and Peck, 1991 and 1992; Jones, 1999) they have in the main tended to pursue whatever performance indicators and output targets government has chosen to set them.  It seems reasonable to presume that if the DfEE had chosen to prioritise adult training in the workplace and to have provided significant levels of funding to TECs to mount initiatives in this area, they would have done so enthusiastically.

The new RDAs will doubtless have a role to play in seeking to stimulate adult training in the workplace, though the exact nature of such a role will only become clearer once RDAs are more fully developed and established.  However, the RDAs offer a regional focus for action and therefore cannot act as a substitute for the local element that is found in many countries' training infrastructure, for example Germany's chambers of commerce or the less well-known French system of Chambers of Industry and Commerce (to which all employers must by law belong). 

Existing legislative requirements.  It needs to be borne in mind that much UK employer provided adult training stems from existing legislative requirements (Raper et al, 1997; Scott and Cockrill, 1997; Felstead and Green, 1996).  Health and safety legislation is probably the most important stimulus, but other examples include the requirements for training financial advisors (Metcalf, Walling and Fogerty, 1994:9); the introduction of local management of schools and the national curriculum, which have resulted in more teachers and school staff receiving in-service training; and food hygiene regulations (Dench, 1993a:2).

It should also be borne in mind that a range of other institutional arrangements help underpin training provision, such as the training requirements set by professional bodies (Felstead and Green, 1996), quality standards (Scott and Cockerill, 1997), and supply chain systems (Tavistock Institute, 1998; Felstead and Green, 1996).

Trade unions.  Research in the UK has tended to show a positive correlation between the presence of trade unions in the workplace and general levels of workforce training (Claydon and Green, 1994; Heyes and Stuart, 1998).  The TUC, individual unions and the DfEE in collaboration with the TUC and its members (via the Union Learning Fund - ULF) are actively involved in a wide range of projects aimed at boosting adult learning in the workplace (see, for example, TUC, 1998a&b; Munro, Rainbird and Holly, 1997).  Unions are, via the Bargaining for Skills initiative seeking to increase their members' access to employer provided training and re-training and are actively involved in developing ways of encouraging take-up of ILAs and involvement in the UfI.

National institutions and schemes.  At national level there is a complex range of structures and initiatives which impact on different aspects of adult training.  Some of the most important are reviewed below.

National Targets.  Although these may be a useful co-ordinating mechanism for the work of training bodies (NTOs and TECs), and have served as a substitute for a national training strategy, it is unclear what effect a giant version of management by objective (MBO) has actually had upon volumes and levels of training provision.  As far as can be ascertained, there has been no independent evaluation of the overall impact of the Targets on training volume.  Moreover, the latest set of targets (NACETT, 1998) contain only one target - that relating to IIP - which relates directly to organisations.  

In general, it seems reasonable to suppose that few employers would be willing to increase their training simply to meet a set of national targets, and earlier survey evidence (Splisbury, 1996) suggests that, far from regarding the targets as a lever acting on their training efforts, the majority (73 per cent) of employers were unaware of their existence (it is noteworthy that the number of written responses from individual employers to NACETT's recent consultative document about setting the new National Targets was just 18, a figure which hardly suggests burning interest on the part of employers - NACETT, 1998:11).

National Vocational Qualifications.  When NVQs were first introduced there was an assumption (Jessup, 1991; Debling, 1991) that they would encourage more training, particularly adult training, by removing barriers to learning, by providing a more flexible mode of learning that placed less stress on factors such as the trainee's age or formal writing skills, and by simplifying and rationalising the qualifications structure.  Sadly, on the whole these promises have not been fully realised.  There have been a range of problems, including bureaucracy; the use of impenetrable technocratic jargon; and a complex and demanding regime of workplace assessment which assumed levels of supervisory management capability that do not exist in the majority of workplaces, particularly in the SME sector.  The result is that NVQs have added to, rather than rationalised and subsumed, the array of vocational qualifications on offer, and have had, at best, a limited impact on training practice and volumes in the majority of organisations.

UfI and ILAs.  Highlighted in the DfEE's green paper on lifelong learning as flagship initiatives, much is expected of UfI and ILAs.  As yet, their potential to affect strategic change remains unclear (Robertson, 1998).

Evaluation of the UfI's pilot operations in the North East (Morrison, Burgess and Band, 1999) suggest that those aspects of UfI's work aimed at learning in the workplace (the focus of the pilot) will require considerable investment of time and effort to operate successfully.  The evaluation indicated that development of customised employer-focused learning materials had been slow and limited, and that smaller firms appeared to lack awareness of, and interest in, UfI.  It is also clear that the expectation being placed on UfI's ability to utilise computer-based training, the internet and CD-ROM technologies to deliver adaptable, low cost, customised training to companies, especially SMEs, is open to some question and that the ability of new technologies to deliver highly effective training may be being overplayed (see Brown and Keep, 1998).  As the IPD's recently published Training and Development Survey illustrates, many training professionals are extremely doubtful about the effectiveness of new technology based training methods, scoring them far below traditional methods such as on-the-job training and coaching and mentoring (IPD, 1999).    

With ILAs still being piloted, and with little substantive evaluative material yet available, it is hard to make any definitive estimation of their potential impact on employers' attitudes towards adult training.  However, work by Corney suggests that many employers, especially small employers, may be reluctant to contribute to ILAs and that companies would prefer to commit any additional training expenditure to job-specific skills (Corney, 1997; Corney, Jones and Maxted, 1998).  This is a finding that is clearly foreshadowed in Metcalf, Walling and Fogerty's evidence on employers' attitudes towards the funding of non-job specific training (1994:29-30).  As one district council employer commented on the Ford EDAP scheme (upon which ILAs are loosely based), "as a public sector organisation we are not into that sort of self-indulgent exercise.  I don't think we have anything to learn from the Ford experience that would benefit the local community - not a good use of public resources at a time of financial stringency" (Metcalf, Walling and Fogerty, 1994:30).  It is certainly unclear what characteristic there is intrinsic to ILAs that would pursued an employer who is currently unwilling to support employees in lower occupational groups to enjoy the benefits of broader training to change his or her attitude and to start offering financial support. 

Finally, though UfI and ILAs may be manifesto commitments and flagship initiatives aimed at the adult workforce, a comparison of the financial resources being devoted to either with the VET initiatives of the mid-1980s reveals that relatively limited resources are being deployed to support wide-ranging ambitions. For instance, less than £50 million of UK central government expenditure has been earmarked to support the start up of UfI, which is supposed to eventually become self-supporting, and £150 million of reallocated existing money has been set aside to support ILAs.  This scale of spending is in marked contrast to some of the earlier ‘flagship’ VET programmes embarked upon by the previous administration (for example, central government spending on YTS and YT in the years 1983 to 1992 amounted to £7.86 billion).  The expectation is that the new initiatives can use relatively limited sums of public money to leverage much greater voluntary contributions, both from individuals and from their employers.  Whether such expectations, at least in relation to employers, prove to be realistic is a moot point, particularly in terms of changing the views of currently confirmed non-trainers.

Investors in People.  The IIP standard represents the sole attempt within the current policy repertoire to intervene within the organisation at the level of strategy.  Despite its greatly improved take-up in recent years, there are grounds for doubting how effective it can be in securing the kinds of improvements in employers'  adult training outlined above.  IIP is, like many other quality standards, a process based approach which examines fitness for purpose, rather than the nature and result of the purpose itself.  What it checks is whether training needs identification, planning, delivery and evaluation is closely tied in to, and appropriate for, delivery of the organisation's business objectives.  Anecdotal evidence suggests that if those objectives happen to be to deliver highly standardised, low spec products, and this in turn means that it can be shown that the majority of the adult workforce require little beyond task specific training and that such training is being provided and evaluated in an appropriate manner, IIP certification will be forthcoming.  Set against this, there is some limited evidence, that IIP status is associated (in conjunction with a number of other organisational characteristics) with higher levels of demand for interpersonal and 'soft' skills, such as team working (Ashton and Felstead, 1998).  

Overview.  An overview of current national initiatives suggests that the UK training system now supports a plethora of relatively small-scale initiatives, plans, programmes, and partnerships.  From the perspective of potential employer users of this system, particular small employers, there are two main problems with this institutional architecture.  The first concerns complexity and coherence.  As last year's DTI white paper on the knowledge driven economy noted, "the government supports a wide variety of skills development schemes, which do not work together as effectively as intended" (DTI, 1998:31).  To give one example, the following is a selection (by no means comprehensive) of current and planned lifelong learning initiatives in England and Wales - Planning to Learn, UfI, ILAs, Lifelong Learning Development Plans, Strategic Lifelong Learning Partnerships, and Learning City Pathfinders.  The chances of the average small business being able to be aware of, absorb, comprehend and become involved in this array of apparently uncoordinated activities are close to nil.  

A prime instance of these difficulties comes from the recent evaluation of the DfEE's Small Firms Training Loans (SFTL) scheme (Maton, 1999).  This scheme, which aims to offer small firms loans at preferential terms to cover the cost of major piece of upskilling, has been operating since 1994.  Although where used it appears to be successful, its market penetration is minute (0.03 per cent of British firms who meet its criteria have availed themselves of SFTL), and it appeals to a very narrow range of firms and tends to support a very narrow range of training (mainly computer and IT related).  Publicity and promotion of the scheme was deemed to be inadequate, with a lack of awareness not only among potential user firms, but also TECs and Business Links.             

Therefore, before contemplating any new measures aimed at boosting lifelong learning in the workplace it may be appropriate to ask if current (and currently planned) measures are collectively coherent, deliverable, manageable, user-friendly and comprehensible by potential users.  The answer, in the author's judgement, would not necessarily be positive.  

The second problem, and one that has been alluded to already in relation to UfI and ILAs, is that many of these initiatives are funded on a pilot or pump priming basis.  The result is that their impact is often limited when measured against the scale of the problems they are seeking to tackle.

Finally, if Metcalf, Walling and Fogerty are right, and the key to promoting change in adult training is changing organisations' strategic approach to change, rather than simply trying to impact directly on their training provision or even wider HR policies per se, then despite the plethora of institutions, schemes and programmes, the policy locker looks rather empty of this kind of approach.  As noted above, the sole instrument currently available is IIP, and there are grounds for doubting whether it can, as presently constructed, exert sufficient leverage.

4. WHAT INTERNATIONAL EVIDENCE AND PAST EXPERIENCE TELLS US ABOUT ALTERNATIVE APPROACHES VIA THE USE OF LEVIES

Research indicates very clearly that we need to be extremely cautious in seeking answers to UK VET problems from abroad (Ryan, 1991; Senker, 1995; Marsden and Ryan, 1991; Chapman, 1993, Whitley, 1992; Keep, 1991; Noble, 1997).  National systems of VET operate within particular cultural, historical, and wider institutional contexts (for example, industrial relations and labour market systems), and elements within the system operate and inter-relate with one another rather than function in isolation.  Thus, for example, while it is factually correct to say that France operates a training levy and that the UK could learn from its example, the statement is in practice misleading.  A more useful way of formulating the issue is to state that France has a statutory training levy that forms one strand of a wider institutional, legislative and relational fabric in the area of VET (for example, rights to paid educational leave, heavy investment in educational provision of initial VET, and legalised and codified rights to co-determination on manpower and training issues within companies), and that the way the levy functions can only be understood as an integral part of, and in relation to, the many other elements in this matrix.  

The work of the NSTF has demonstrated a clear appreciation of this requirement - see, for example, its rejection of any attempt to copy the German dual system of apprenticeship on the grounds that, "such a system requires a degree of social partnership and social regulation for which there is no basis in British traditions" (NSTF, 1999:16).  What follows therefore seeks to offer some general reflections on the broad lessons that can be gleaned from international experience in the operation of training levies.  It does not purport to provide an exhaustive review.

Before looking at the international and historical reality of levies in operation, however, it is first necessary to draw attention, albeit very briefly, to the wealth of theoretical literature concerning the potential for market failures in human capital formation and the remedies that might be applied to correct this.  Economists have expended much thought on probing a range of issues, such as the problems of externalities (the poaching of skilled labour from those companies that do train), credit market constraints on workers investing in their own skills, the potential for forming clubs of training providers, the establishment and enforcement of property rights in  skills, and the role of public subsidies and/or levies in supporting training (Greenhalgh, 1999:98).  For a concise overview of these debates accessible to the non-economist, readers are directed to Stevens, 1999.  

The UK Experience with Industrial Training Boards and Levies

Dissatisfaction with voluntary training arrangements led the UK government to introduce in 1964 a system of statutory Industrial Training Boards (ITBs) and a levy/grant system.  For a detailed history of the ITBs, see Perry, 1976 and Senker, 1992.  It should be noted that the decision to establish the ITBs was surrounded by a high degree of political consensus, embracing Labour and Conservative parties, but also the major employer confederations (Perry, 1976; Senker, 1995).

At first, the ITBs operated a levy/grant system, whereby all firms in scope to the board paid a levy (calculated as a proportion of payroll costs) and were then able to reclaim grants towards the cost of training they undertook.  Firms doing little or no training were net losers, as they could reclaim little grant.  In 1972, following extensive complaints from SMEs about the cost and bureaucracy attached to the levy/grant system, the government directed the vast majority of ITBs to shift to a system whereby firms training to a set standard and volume were granted remission from the levy.  In many sectors SMEs were exempted from paying the levy altogether.  From 1972 onwards central government supported the operating costs of the ITBs. Senker (1992 & 1995) explores the arguments surrounding the move from levy/grant to remissible levy in 1972, and concludes that this change fundamentally weakened the impact that the boards were to subsequently have upon training in their sectors.

The vast majority of the ITBs were abolished in two phases by the Conservative government as part of the shift towards a new employer-led, market based voluntary training system.  Just two statutory ITBs remain in operation today.

The picture which comes across from the research literature on the ITBs is one of a series of highly complex political (with both large and small ‘P’s) relationships between different segments of the employer population, the ITBs, and civil servants in both central government and the Manpower Services Commission (after 1973).  These relationships mediated a range of pressures, for example employers’ desire to ‘own’ their boards and their activities, and the increasing influence of central government and the MSC (via the leverage given them by financing the ITBs’ operating costs) and their desire to see the boards pursuing national training policy objectives (see Senker, 1992 & 1995).

There is considerable dispute about the overall impact which the ITBs had on training activity.  One of the problems is the relative absence of high quality contemporary evaluative research, another is the diversity of the boards in terms of scale, scope and the types of objectives they set themselves.  The general consensus of official governmental reviews of the ITBs in 1972 and 1981 was that they had been responsible for bringing about a step change in employers’ attitudes towards the importance of training in general (Senker, 1995).  

The French Use of Training Levies

As touched on above, training levies are one aspect of a complex matrix of VET provision within France, which combines a heavy degree of central state intervention (including state educational provision for initial VET for the vast majority of young people), backed up by a broad measure of social partnership and consensus generated by collective agreements, workplace consultation, and a cohesive political elite that are used to delivering collective objectives via a range of inter-meshing alliances and partnerships (Senker, 1995: 1).  Many of these elements are difficult to replicate but appear crucial to the functioning of the levy.  For example, Noble argues that “in evaluating the French approach, the importance of social partnership must be stressed.  If one side of the partnership has a lesser role, as with the unions in Britain, it is hard to see the training levy being transplanted successfully” (1997:9).

The main features of the French levy are:

· The levy sets expenditure targets, but does not specify what types of training should take place.  Senker (1995) suggests that this leads to a heavy bias towards bought-in, off-the-job training and disadvantages small firms.  Such problems could be avoided by tying grants and levies to particular patterns/types of training provision.

· The threshold for levy contributions has risen over time.  Initially it was set at 0.8 per cent of payroll, by 1978 had risen to 1.2 per cent, and by 1993 risen again to 1.5 per cent (Senker, 1995:25).

· The levy is currently broken down into three components - 0.9 per cent of payroll to be allocated to the firm’s training plans, 0.4 per cent to training for new entrants, and 0.2 per cent to pay for individual training leave (to which French workers have a legal right).  

· A complex array of mutual fund bodies exist to collect the levy (40 sectoral bodies and 20 regional inter-professional bodies) (see Greenhalgh, 199:101).

· An even more complex range of organisations plan and deliver the training (see Greenhalgh, 1999:101 for details).

Opinions as to the overall success of the French levy system vary.  Senker (1995) argues that may be less effective than it at first appeared and that although it “may be effective in stimulating continuing education and training and long-run economic growth, it is extravagant in its use of resources” (1995:ii).  Greenhalgh, by contrast, argues that France's continuing VET system delivers more training per worker than is the case in any other European country (Greenhalgh, 1999:111).  Though she does admit that this occurs at the apparent cost of a certain level of bureaucracy, over-concentration on off-the-job training and some weaknesses of quality control.

The Australian Experiment with a Training Levy

In 1990, partly inspired by the French example (Noble, 1997) Australia passed a Training Guarantee Act (TGA) which introduced what was in effect a training tax (it was collected by the Australian Tax Office rather than any structure of sectoral boards).  All employers with payrolls above a certain threshold (which was progressively raised) were required to spend 1.5 per cent of payroll costs on training.  If they did not they were required to pay an equivalent sum to a national training fund administered by the Tax Office.

Employers were extremely hostile to the introduction and operation of the levy, which they viewed as a tax (an attitude reinforced by the use of ATO as the collection agency).  In 1994 the TGA was suspended, initially for a two-year period, but the chances of its ever being revived are slender.

Noble reviews the evidence on the impact of the TGA and finds that its overall effects were positive, in that it appears to have boosted employer training spend per employee, though the number of hours spent training appeared to have decreased (1997).  As with the introduction of ITBs in Britain, the TGA appears to have had a ‘shock’ effect, albeit a limited one, on employer attitudes towards training.  Employer training expenditure rose from 2.2 per cent of gross wages and salaries in 1989 to 2.6 per cent in 1996 (Senker, 1995:31).  Set against that, there is some evidence of abuse of the system and of training for training sake (Senker, 1995:31).

Overview

The foregoing suggests that, at certain times and within the context of certain political and economic circumstances, training levies can be introduced and operated with some degree of success.  However, Australia indicates the potential pitfalls of seeking to impose a levy system without securing adequate levels of employer commitment and without adequately defining the outcomes which the levy was supposed to produce.  It is also a very strong example of the dangers of seeking to transplant one element of another nation's VET structure into a very different environment.  In this case, the transplant failed to 'take' (Noble, 1997). 

The French experience suggests that in the right environment levies can raise the overall levels of adult training taking place.  This may be achieved at the cost of certain rigidities and an excessive focus on off-the-job training.  However, there is little evidence to suggest that levies do much to alter the inequalities built into opportunity structures for access to adult training or necessarily promote training in general rather than task specific skills (Verdier, 1994; Greenhalgh and Mavrotas, 1996, Greenhalgh, 1998). 

In the UK there have, since the abolition of the majority of the ITBs, been various voices, not least the TUC’s, raised in support of the re-introduction of some form of levy system.  For example, the NTO National Council recently debated the issue, with some NTOs being in favour of levies, and others against.  In contemplating the continuation of these debates, Senker’s conclusion is important:

The prospects for success of any future training levy or tax system may well depend on the extent to which clear objectives are laid down and the extent to which those involved - perhaps most particularly employers - are convinced of the desirability of new policies.

(1995:41)

5. IMPLICATIONS AND A REVIEW OF POSSIBLE POLICY RESPONSES INCLUDING LEVIES

As has been suggested above, the relative weaknesses of employer-provided training for certain sections of the adult workforce might be a source of concern for a number of reasons.  At a relatively specific level the current situation renders the rhetoric about employability as the basis for a new psychological contract between employers and employees empty of meaning for many adult workers.  It also raises major problems for any notion of a learning society (the realisation of which within the UK is one of the DfEE's stated policy objectives and indeed performance indicators).  As Tremlett and Park observe in their overview of some of the research undertaken in support of the DfEE's Individual Commitment to Learning project:

The attitudes of most individuals towards lifetime learning were generally passive, with most adults who had left full-time education only contemplating further learning when approached by their employers about it.

Consequently, policies for encouraging employers to involve all of their individual employees in a broad-based agenda of continuing learning must be a key part of any individual commitment to learning plan.

(Tremlett and Park, 1995: 36).

Low and unequal levels of adult training also signal that the introduction of the high performance workplace model may be a long way off in many parts of the UK economy.

At its most general, concern may focus on social equity, economic efficiency or a mixture of the two.  As Stern and Sommerlad note, "a commitment to learning at work is as much a statement of values, an assertion of the kind of society that people want to live in, as an economic imperative.  It implies a preference for a more inclusive society" (1999:xiv)

In seeking ways of tackling this problem, a wide range of different policy interventions are available.  These include training levies and other forms of compulsion.  This section seeks to review the value of such approaches while locating them within a broader spectrum of potential mechanisms for intervention.     

The Scale and Complexity of the Problem

Before reviewing the range of possible policy options that research suggests may be open, it seems important to underline two issues.  The first concerns the scale and tractability of the problem.  In many ways employer provision of non-job related VET to the adult workforce exhibits many of the characteristics of a 'wicked problem' .  It is certainly a persistent and long-lived one.  Apparent weaknesses with the provision of adult training have been a continuing source of concern in UK VET policy since the 1981 New Training Initiative (NTI), which identified weaknesses in training for adult workers as one of its three key strategic priorities for UK training policy (MSC, 1981).  Over the intervening years many attempts have been made to address this issue.  To date, "neither public welfare nor market based models of provision have been entirely successful in countering established patterns of inclusion and exclusion" (Edwards et al, 1998:6).

For example, it is a salutary experience to re-read Cooper and Lybrand's extremely influential report Challenge to Complacency (1985), which identified the need for a major change in employer attitudes towards training and which laid down the foundations of a policy agenda in this area that has survived until the present (including NVQs, TECs, IIP, and the National Training Awards).  Fourteen years on, despite a great deal of effort, many of the problems they identified remain with us.  A not dissimilar sensation of deja vu awaits anyone who revisits Employment for the 1990s, the white paper that ushered in the creation of the TECs.  Here the belief was that the creation of an employer-led, locally focused training system would bring about a revolution in adult training provision.  As the government noted, "employers must take the lead.  The new Training and Enterprise Councils must have as a prime objective the mobilisation of employers, collectively and individually, to meet this need" (1988:49).

In overall terms, the UK's training strategy since 1981 has been essentially voluntarist, and has placed a heavy reliance on a range of supply-side interventions operating within the context of an ostensibly employer-led training market.  These have worked in one of two ways.  First, there has been almost ceaseless exhortation (by government, VET quangos, and a range of interest groups) calling for more and better provision as a means of boosting economic performance.  In support of this have been a range of reinforcing devices, such as National Training Awards and IIP, which have sought to underline the business case for training.  Second, there have been a range of government-sponsored supply side measures.  These have either aimed at boosting the supply of skilled people directly, for example, via the massive expansion in post-compulsory educational provision; or at promoting new delivery mechanisms that will make training more attractive to employers, for example, NVQs and UfI.  Although there have been successes, the overall effect has not been sufficient to radically transform the overall pattern of employer-provided adult training provision particularly in relation to broader, non-task specific skills for those at the bottom of the occupational ladder.  Moreover, as Edwards et al (1998:64) point out, the heavy reliance on market mechanisms has tended to privilege the interests of stronger interest groups (for example, employers - King, 1993) and widen or reinforce inequalities of access (Ranson, 1994).

Over time, the sometimes only partial success of many of these measures (particularly those aimed at altering employer behaviour), coupled with the changing structure of the labour market and a belief in the end of the notion of careers and of jobs for life, has led to an increasing emphasis being placed upon the role of the individual in taking the initiative in investing in his or her own skills.  Some have argued (see Keep, 1997; Felstead, 1993) that represents a policy of last resort, in that it is largely the product of employers not acting in the way that policy makers had hoped.  Edwards et al (1998:6) ascribe the motives for the rise of an individual focus, "as a pragmatic response to the move from an elite to a mass system of post-compulsory education and training, without a proportional increase in resources".  Such a focus is extremely problematic, in that has required the individual to second guess their employer's and broader labour market demand for skills with little in the way of reliable information or guidance (Keep, 1997).

Therefore, in contemplating what new policy measures to recommend , the NSTF is faced with a significant legacy from the past.  Far from starting with a blank sheet of paper, the VET landscape is well populated with institutions and initiatives that have tried to address our perceived weaknesses in adult training provision.  Significant cumulative amounts of political capital have been invested in the development of this 'systems architecture', and, as has been suggested above, in trying to think of further innovations there is a clear danger of both adding to what is already an arguably over-complex and fragmented system and of facing initiative fatigue on the part of many of those who policy makers are seeking to influence.  

The Likely Scale of Any New Policy Initiative

This brings us to the second general point about the policy avenues open to the NSTF on this issue.  Put crudely, the history of VET policy making over the past 20 years suggests that there is a fairly stark choice to be made.  On the one hand, it is possible to envisage further relatively low cost, probably short-lived initiatives that may have, at best, a limited impact on the real world.  On the other, are large scale, strategic interventions which demand either the expenditure of significant sums of political capital or public funds (and sometimes both).  If we accept that the opportunities for 'easy wins' in this area of policy look to be limited, the latter rather than the former type of commitment may be required if significant progress is to be made.  Besides the direct costs, it also seems worth underlining the opportunity costs that may be entailed.  If policy makers and practitioners have only limited energy and resources for further changes to the UK VET system, then effort devoted to one area of policy reduces what can be afforded to another.  The question for the NSTF is therefore what order of priority it wishes to afford to problems with the training of some sections of the adult workforce.

The Potential Range of Policy Interventions

Sketched in below are the range of different policy interventions which the research suggests are available.  Some are simply listed as headings.  Others are outlined in a little more detail.  

In reviewing these, two issues should be flagged up at the outset.  First, as this paper has argued, one of the main messages to emerge from much of the research reviewed above is that although more and broader employer provided adult training may be the desired policy outcome, the best starting point for policy interventions may not be training itself.   Deep seated and lasting change looks more likely to arise as a result of a fundamental reorientation of organisations' strategic responses to change and to competitive strategy.  In this way, employers' creation and their usage of skills may be improved simultaneously.  Boosting the supply of skills in the adult workforce is certainly possible, particularly if significant sums of public money are devoted to the task, but ensuring that these skills are subsequently used to good effect is less easy via traditional supply side training initiatives.  This consideration is of major importance because there is strong evidence to suggest that adult skills that are not used on a regular basis tend to atrophy and become lost (Krahn, 1997). 

Second, in reviewing the policy options, it does not have to be a simple case of either/or.  It is possible to think in terms of a package or suite of complementary measures aimed at impacting on the problem from a number of directions rather than a single, 'one size fits all' approach.  For example, some elements of the policy package might be targeted at SMEs, with others directed on a sector by sector basis.  It might also encompass measures to alter demand for skills among the adult workforce in tandem with further supply side measures.

One Possible Range of Measures

1. Rely on Existing Policies

With UfI still in its start up phase and ILAs scheduled to complete another year of piloting activity before full implementation, plus a raft of other lifelong learning initiatives currently in the early stages of planning and development (Planning to Learn, Lifelong Learning Development Plans, Strategic Lifelong Learning Partnerships, and Learning City Pathfinders) it could be argued that a 'wait and see' policy is perfectly tenable, particularly before embarking upon another phase of reform.  

2. New Voluntary Employer-Focused Measures

2a.    Further Exhortation.  

This could include a beefed up National Training Awards scheme.  The problem is that, after nearly two decades of exhortation, some problems in UK training remain stubbornly on the policy agenda, of which inadequate adult training is one.  If exhortation has failed to alter employer behaviour at aggregate level on this issue in the past, it is hard to see why it should be any more effective in the future.

2b.    Strengthen Existing Training Support Infrastructure and Institutions.  

For example, boosting funding for group training schemes aimed at SMEs (already adopted as policy by the NSTF, 1999:52).  Experience suggests this might work well in some sectors (for example, engineering), but be extremely hard to introduce and sustain in others (e.g. construction).  Greater public funding of the NTO network is another possibility already noted by the NSTF (199:52).  A further area for exploration might be encouragement to sectors to establish voluntary training levies (as has been operated in the television industry).   Efforts could also be taken to extend professional 'licence to practice' training requirements, encourage the use of supply chains to lever up product quality and skill levels, and promote the use of quality standards.  Existing lines of support to trade union initiatives to increase workplace training could be strengthened, though the effects of this could only impact in unionised firms. 

2c.    Increase Publicly-Funded Provision Within the Education System

2d.    Further New Supply Side Initiatives

2e.    Tax Incentives for Employers

Rather than a blanket approach, these could be used as a 'carrot' to encourage employers to pursue particular policies, for example, participation in a voluntary sectoral levy scheme.

3. Compulsory Employer-Focused Measures

3a.    Compulsory (or Voluntary) Disclosure of Training Volumes/Expenditure.  

Work is already under way in a number of sectors (15 in all), via DfEE and DTI sponsorship, to develop industry skills scoreboards.  The first, in engineering, was published last year by the Engineering and Marine Training Authority (EMTA/EEF, 1998).Ministers have from time to time spoken of wishing to see more information in company annual reports on training and development plans, along the lines of the kind of human resource accounting reports that is common in Scandinavia.  This could go hand in hand with a requirement on companies to develop and publish a training and development strategy for its workforce (see below). 

3b.    IIP or Some New  Business Management/People Management Strategy Standard as Precondition for All Public Sector Contracts/Government Grants.  

There is scope to utilise the 'leverage' afforded by public support for business.  Even leaving aside investment grants and other forms of general support, public fund contributions to training budgets is by no means negligible.  A group training association recently estimated that of the companies with which it deals, about half are receiving public funds to support some aspect of their training activity (about 40 per cent of firms were getting money from TECs, about 60 per cent from various forms of European funding) (Kent Group Training, 1999).  Training Statistics 1996 (DfEE, 1996) showed that in just over a decade the proportion of employees (not counting the unemployed on government schemes) whose training was being supported in whole or in part by public funds (central and local) had risen from one in 12, to one in six.

3c.    Statutory Levy or Training Tax

This could either set a single, national rate or be adjusted on a sectoral basis.  It could be organised on either a levy/grant or remissible basis.  A range of institutions might

3d.    Compulsory Employer Membership of NTO/TECs

3e.    Statutory Paid Educational Leave

3f.    Compulsory Employer Contributions to ILAs

It would appear unwise to pursue this option until fuller evaluation of the operation of the ILA pilots is available.

3g.    A Minimalist Legislative Framework to Establish Workplace Learning       Structures.

This approach, which mimics that adopted in the 1974 Health and Safety at Work Act, was recommended by the Workplace Learning Task Group (Sutherland, 1998), which operated as part of the developmental activity in support of the Fryer Report (1997) on lifelong learning.  In essence, what the Task Group envisaged was a legislative duty on all employers to do two things.  First, to produce a policy statement on workplace learning, clearly setting out their commitment to learning and to wider national policy objectives, and how this commitment is to be realised.  Second, the creation of Learning Committees (broadly analogous with H&S Committees) with equal representation from the employer and trade unions (or worker representatives).  The committees would be responsible for developing and monitoring progress towards the objectives set in the policy statement.  From this process Learning Agreements might evolve which would define rights and responsibilities for workplace learning for employers and employees.  For full details of the proposals, see Sutherland, 1998.

4. Strengthened Individual Focus

As has been suggested above, an individual focus is not unproblematic in terms of the ability of the individual to second guess their employer (and the wider labour market's) skill requirements.  Moreover, survey evidence on employers' attitudes towards individual learning suggests "a general consensus that any training taken without the [employing] organisation's support would generally be unlikely to enhance the employee's prospects within the organisation" (Tremlett and Park, 1995: 10).  This suggests that more individually initiated learning might improve an individual's prospects in the external labour market and increase their general employability, but do little for their position within the internal labour market of their existing employer.  Another problem is that individually-focused systems of VET supply may tend to replicate rather than transform existing inequalities of access.

A final point concerns the structure of the VET system.  Having been designed to be employer rather than individually-led, existing structures, not least the vocational qualifications system (Wilson, 1999), are seriously out of kilter with the needs of individuals and tend to embody the priorities and preoccupations of employers.  To be effect, an increasing focus on the individual would seem to require a re-alignment of institutional structures in ways that would allow them to take far greater account of the needs of individuals (see Keep, 1997).  There would also be a continuing need to vastly improve the range and depth of advice and guidance on offer to individual adults (McNair, 1996) - an objective frequently mentioned in reports on lifelong learning but rarely acted upon in any decisive way. 

5. New Demand Side Measures

5a.    Quality of Work Campaign Aimed at Changing Work Organisation and Job Design

5b.    Long-Term Attempts to Shift Product Market Strategies Upmarket.

Although neither of these types of measures has traditionally been seen as part of a UK VET strategy - the assumption having always been that market forces would be sufficient to achieve adequate progress in both areas - this paper has argued that these may provide the best starting point for any attempt to boost employer provided adult learning (and other forms of employers' training provision), and also, and perhaps more importantly, in improving the way the skills of the adult workforce are deployed to good social and economic effect.    

Final Thoughts

In contemplating this extensive menu for change, there are two key questions that policy makers need to answer before embarking upon action.  First, why has the problem resisted previous efforts at change?  This paper has suggested that the answer, at least in part, may be because policy has been too narrowly focused and has been addressing the wrong problem - it has concentrated on skill supply and new training measures, rather than seeking to alter organisational strategy and the wider context within which skills are created and deployed.  If this is correct, more of the same sorts of policy responses will produce more of the same sorts of results, i.e. an at best only partial improvement in the depth and quality of employer provided adult training. 

The second question, is how might the NSTF mobilise support for change?  Given the scope and scale of the changes that may be necessary, a primary task for the policy community will be the construction of a genuine consensus for action, not least among the mass of SMEs.  All too often in the past training reforms have been launched supposedly enjoying widespread support, for example NVQs, only subsequently to founder or operate sub-optimally because in the event strong practical support turned out to be lacking.  

Figure 1   Training by occupation




Source:  Metcalf, Walling and Fogarty, 1994

Figure 2  Managerial and professional staff enjoy greater range of training



Source:  Metcalf, Walling and Fogerty

Figure 3   

	Occupation

(base)
	Leading to a qualification

%
	No perceived skills improvement

%
	Only firm specific skills

%
	Industry specific skills

%
	General skills

%

	Managers & administrators (84)
	27.2
	7.5
	8.8
	27.5
	56.3

	Professional (123)
	27.9
	13.1
	8.2
	49.2
	29.5

	Associate professional & technical (86)
	45.9
	3.6
	4.8
	43.6
	38.1

	Clerical & secretarial (93)
	23.7
	10.8
	8.6
	32.3
	48.4

	Sales (68)
	26.9
	10.4
	4.5
	46.3
	38.8

	Craft & related (67)
	49.3
	9.0
	3.0
	52.2
	35.8

	Personal & protective (59)
	37.3
	13.6
	20.3
	39.0
	27.1

	Plant & machine operatives (29)
	35.7
	7.1
	7.1
	46.4
	39.3

	Other elementary (30)
	53.3
	10.0
	23.3
	33.3
	33.3

	Total
	34.0
	9.6
	8.7
	42.1
	39.0


Source:  Individuals Survey - Felstead, Green and Mayhew, 1997.

For the purposes of this table quality is proxied by certification or by the production of transferable skills. 



THANKS

Thanks is due to the members of the 'Working to Learn Group' who offered the author a range of extremely helpful suggestions on the matter of potential policy options for adult training - Jim Sutherland, Professor Helen Rainbird, Professor Peter Senker, Professor Phil Hodkinson, Professor Karen Evans,  and Dr Lorna Unwin.  As ever, all errors of fact, interpretation and analysis remain the author's alone.
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