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FOREWORD - SCOPE OF PHASE 1 REPORT

This Interim Report outlines the findings from the first phase of a ‘Feasibility Study on
Measuring the Local Distribution of Poor Skills’. Specifically, it is concerned with a Review
and Assessment of Existing Data Sources.

The report has four main sections:

1) The first section sets out the context for the Feasibility Study by outlining the information
needs of the Skills Policy Action Team.

2) In the second section the literature on skills definition is reviewed in order to establish
whether an unambiguous working definition of ‘poor/low skills’ can be easily identified.

3) In the third section information sources providing information on ‘poor/low skills’ are
identified, reviewed and assessed.

4) The fourth section synthesises the key messages from the first phase of the project and
outlines possible directions for the second phase of the project.

Supporting information is provided in Appendices, with Appendix 1 providing a list of
‘experts’ consulted during the preparation of this Phase 1 report.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

e There is widespread recognition of the importance of skills to the competitiveness of
local, regional and national economies. Moreover, the pace of change in skills
requirements means there is a need for continual upgrading of skills throughout
individuals’ working lives. An increasing ‘gap’ is evident between ‘haves’ and ‘have nots’
in the labour market, with those with no qualifications ‘losing out’. This ‘gap’ also has a
geographical dimension, culminating in spatial concentrations of disadvantage in particular
neighbourhoods.

e Tackling social exclusion is a high priority. The Social Exclusion Unit, established to
tackle problems of concentrated disadvantage/exclusion, has set up cross-cutting Policy
Action Teams (PAT) to focus on specific issues. The Skills PAT has a remit to:

a) report on the key skills gaps that need to be addressed in poor neighbourhoods to help
those who are unemployed, in intermittent or unskilled employment, or lack basic skills
and self confidence; and

b) assess the number of adults in poor neighbourhoods who do not have essential
employment-related and other life skills.

e The focus of interest of the Skills PAT extends beyond narrowly defined ‘basic skills’ or
‘job specific skills’ to encompass broader skills associated with ‘employability’. In terms
of geographical focus the policy emphasis on ‘poor neighbourhoods’ calls for information
at the micro area (i.e. ward) level.

e A number of measures exist that seek to meet the capabilities of individuals, but defining
‘poor/low’ skills with respect to educational progress and/or qualification levels
represents only a partial view.

e There are several different classifications of skills. To some extent these classifications
overlap, but there is no easy way to match one classification system into another.

e There is no clear definition of ‘poor/low skills’. It would be possible to identify a long list
of specific skills and competencies that individuals are likely to require for sustained
employment. However, measurement of the acquisition of skills, especially ‘softer’ ones
associated with personal attributes has not been resolved, and in many instances
measurement has been ignored.

e ‘Employability’ is about more than work-related skills. It encompasses aspects of the
broader context (household, geographical, economic, etc) within which an individual is
located.

e There are a number of further issues regarding measurement questions such as: “Who
should measure skills?’ (i.e. is self-assessment appropriate?), and ‘Should skill levels be
measured in absolute or relative terms?’ (i.e. are we interested in those individuals lacking
certain qualifications/skills, or those who have least skills?).
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Information on aspects of skills is available from a range of sources. It is possible to

make a distinction between:

0 surveys with a specific focus on learning/skills (e.g. Adult Literacy in Britain Survey,
National Adult Learning Survey, Adults’ Basic Skills Surveys)

0 larger surveys with a more general focus but including information on learning and/or
skills (e.g. Labour Force Survey)

0 indicators/indices of deprivation at local/micro area levels (e.g. Census of Population,
Index of Local Deprivation)

¢ local skills surveys
¢ administrative sources (e.g. the Employment Service’s Client Progress Kit).

Sample size constraints limit the extent of geographical disaggregation possible with most
of these sources. The Census of Population is the main source of information at the micro
area level.

In general, there is a trade-off between the amount of skills information available and the
geographical disaggregation possible.

Individually, none of these information sources provides a comprehensive picture of
‘poor/low skills’ at the micro area level. Each of the information sources has its
advantages and disadvantages, but none provides the Skills PAT with an ‘off the shelf’
means of assessing the number of adults in poor neighbourhoods who do not have
essential employment-related and other life skills.

While there are plans to undertake further surveys with a specific focus on learning/skills,
there is increasing emphasis on improving national information sources, such as the
Labour Force Survey.

There is also increasing interest in deriving local/micro area estimates using survey data at
a higher level of spatial resolution in tandem with micro area data.

In the absence of a new bespoke survey, it is likely that data from a range of sources will
have to be used together to generate estimates of ‘poor/low’ skills at the local/micro area
level. Some attempts at deriving such estimates have already been made / are underway.

iv
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THE SKILLS POLICY ACTION TEAM : INFORMATION NEEDS

Context - Why Focus on Poor Skills?

There is widespread recognition of the importance of skills to the competitiveness of
local, regional and national economies. Moreover, in the face of globalisation and
technological change skill needs are changing rapidly. In order to compete in the
labour market, individuals require not only a solid base of basic skills (i.e. literacy and
numeracy), but also generic, technical and ‘employability’ skills (for further details see
Section 2). Given the dynamic nature of skill requirements, the ability to adapt to and
cope with change is paramount.

The pace of change in skills requirements underlines the need for continual upgrading
of skills throughout working lives. Hence, the increasing policy emphasis on lifelong
learning. However, as outlined in more detail in Section 3, the incidence of learning is
not evenly spread across individuals:

e younger people,

e those in paid work,

¢ those in managerial and professional occupations, and
those with further and higher education qualifications,
are more likely to engage in learning than:

0 those aged over 50 years,

O the inactive,

0 those leaving compulsory full-time education at the minimum school

leaving age, and

0 those without formal qualifications.
Since those who already have qualifications are more likely to engage in learning
than those without qualifications are, there is a danger that the ‘gap’ between the
‘haves’ and ‘have nots’ in the labour market will widen.

This ‘gap’ also has a geographical dimension. At the regional and local area level,
problems of low levels of basic skills levels are most acute in inner city areas and the
traditional industrial regions. At the micro area level the inter-relationships between
the operation of labour markets and housing markets, along with other economic and
social changes, have culminated in spatial concentrations of disadvantage in particular
neighbourhoods.

The Social Exclusion Unit and Policy Action Teams

Social exclusion is a shorthand label for what can happen when individuals or areas
suffer from a combination of linked problems such as unemployment, poor skills, low
incomes, poor housing, high crime environments, bad health and family breakdown.
Tackling social exclusion is one of the Government’s highest priorities.

1 IER, University of Warwick, June 1999
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1.2.2  The Social Exclusion Unit was set up to focus on some of the most difficult problems,
where several Government Departments need to work together and where solutions
have been hard to find. Its aim is to:

e improve understanding of these problems;

e promote co-operation between departments; and

e make recommendations on how to tackle social exclusion more
effectively, in particular to shift the focus of policies towards preventing
social exclusion rather than merely dealing with its consequences.

1.2.3 The Social Exclusion Unit (1998) report Bringing Britain Together: A National
Strategy for Neighbourhood Renewal rehearsed some of the problems of poor
neighbourhoods, and set out some of the lessons from the failures of previous
regeneration initiatives. The Report also outlined a three-strand approach to tackling
the problems of the poorest neighbourhoods, combining:

1) national policies to deal with the underlying causes of social exclusion;

2) area programmes aimed at some of the most deprived neighbourhoods;
and

3) a fast-track policy-making process involving 18 cross-cutting Policy
Action Teams (PATs) to fill in some of the missing bits of the jigsaw and
build up a comprehensive national strategy by December 1999.

1.2.4 Ofthe 18 PATs three are concerned with ‘Getting the People to Work’: the Jobs PAT,
the Skills PAT and the Business PAT. From the perspective of this project, the agenda
of the Skills PAT is of key importance.

1.3 The Remit and Information Needs of the Skills PAT

1.3.1 The remit of the Skills PAT set out by the Social Exclusion Unit is to report on:

¢ the key skills gaps that need to be addressed in poor neighbourhoods to
help those who are unemployed, in intermittent or unskilled employment,
or lack basic skills and self confidence,

e how well institutions such as TECs, Further Education Colleges, adult
education services, schools and libraries meet these needs and whether
there are any changes that would be cost-effective, and

e how well alternative methods (e.g. informal learning, outreach units, IT
and distance learning) work to motivate adults to re-engage in education
and training, and how good practice could be spread better;

1.3.2 With the goal of:

e  assessing the number of adults in poor neighbourhoods who do not have
essential employment-related and other life skills, and
e drawing up an action plan with targets to help them acquire these skills.

2 IER, University of Warwick, June 1999
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Implications

For the purposes of this project it is salient to note that in terms of defining skills the
focus of interest extends beyond narrowly defined ‘basic skills’ or ‘job specific skills’
to encompass broader skills associated with ‘employability’ (see Section 2 for further
details).

In terms of geographical focus the policy emphasis on ‘poor neighbourhoods’ calls for
information at the micro area (i.e. ward) level.

3 IER, University of Warwick, June 1999
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WHAT ARE ‘POOR/LOW’ SKILLS?

Measures of Individual Capability

A number of measures exist that seek to measure the capability of individuals - for
example:
e Dbasic tests of reading, writing, numeracy, etc, typically used to measure
educational progress,

e possession of formal qualifications' - by level (e.g. GCSEs, A levels, etc),

e an assessment of the skills or competencies (e.g. NVQs).

Clearly, there is scope for defining ‘poor/low skills’ with respect to educational
progress and/or qualification levels, but this provides only a partial view.

Classifications of Skills

There are several different terminologies in use for classifying skills. These include:
e basic skills - literacy, numeracy and communication skills;

e key skills - a set of six skills (see Box 2.1) which have been identified as
underlying good performance in the labour market, now and in the future
(Dench et al., 1998; Kodz et al., 1998);

Box 2.1: The six Key Skills

1) communication

2) application of number

3) IT

4) working with others

5) improving own learning and performance
6) problem solving

Both basic skills and key skills may be thought of as ‘general’ skills, required in almost
any job. These contrast with:

e vocational skills - needed to undertake specific occupations.

The National Skills Task Force (1998) favours grouping skills under three headings:
1. generic skills — transferable skills which can be used across occupational
groups; encompassing the six key skills identified in Box 2.1, plus:
0 reasoning skills — scheduling work and diagnosing work problems,

0 work process management skills — visualising output, working
backwards for planning purposes,

This is perhaps the most widely used measure of skills.

4 IER, University of Warwick, June 1999
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0 personal values and arttitudes — such as motivation, discipline,

judgement, leadership and initiative;

vocational skills — specific ‘technical’ skills needed to work within an

occupation or occupational group;’

job specific skills — including:

0 functional skills — such as operating specific pieces of equipment, and

0

employer wide skills — such as in company-specific quality standards
or specific working methodologies.

2.2.3 Other studies have developed alternative classifications of skills, which often share
similarities with, but are not identical to, those taxonomies outlined above.
example:

In a study of employers’ training of young people, Hillage et al. (1998)
identify three categories of skills developed by young people in their first

working years:

O generally transferable skills: centred on understanding workplace
procedures and learning appropriate behaviour,

O occupationally or sectorally transferable skills: which can have a
wide applicability (e.g. customer care, answering the phone, computer
skills, etc),

0 organisation or job specific skills: understanding of an employer’s

particular systems or products, which may have limited transferability.

Anderson and Marshall (1996) distinguish three different stages:

0

0

underpinning basics (stage 1): ‘as much social as employability
basics’,

skills, knowledge and attitudes (stage 2): encompassing vocational
skills, generic (essentially process) skills and personal competence
characteristics (e.g. commitment, assertiveness),

organisational capabilities (stage 3): these are a further development
of stage 2 capabilities that relate to organisational effectiveness.

For

2.2.4 The term ‘soft skills’ is used increasingly in the literature on skills (see also 2.3.3 and
‘Soft skills’ transcend sectoral and occupational boundaries to include (in
descending order of importance from an employer perspective): oral communications,
team working, written communications, problem solving, relationship development,
adapting communications styles, time management, sharing knowledge, influencing
team leadership, networking, negotiation, facilitation and coaching
(Department for Education and Employment, 1998).

3.5.3).

others,

? Vocational skills will often be those capabilities described within Occupational Standards (where they
exist) developed and published by National Training Organisations.

5 IER, University of Warwick, June 1999
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What is evident in many of the classifications outlined for illustrative purposes above,
is that there is a recognition of the importance of notions of transferability of skills in
different contexts, and also of personal attributes over and above possession of
specific skills.

Towards ‘Employability’

Given the current strategic direction of policy, which emphasises skills-based solutions
to economic competition and participation in work as a key route to social inclusion, it
is perhaps appropriate to define ‘poor/low skills’ in relation to ‘employability’. While
there is no single definition of ‘employability’, in essence it is about the capability to
gain initial employment, to maintain employment and to obtain new employment if
required (i.e. it is about sustained employment). Hence, for the purposes of the
National Skills Task Force an individual’s ‘employability’ relates to the breadth and
depth of their generic and vocational skills, but not their job specific skills (see 2.2.2).

In their study Employability: Developing a Framework for Policy Analysis, Hillage
and Pollard (1998) identify four components of employability for an individual (see
Box 2.2).

Box 2.2: Components of an Individual’s Employability

1) assets - their assets in terms of the knowledge (i.e. what they know), skills
(i.e. what they do with what they know) and attitudes they possess — with
a distinction between:

O baseline assets (basic skills and essential personal attributes - such as reliability and
integrity)

O intermediate assets (occupational-specific assets, key skills and key personal attributes
- such as motivation and initiative) and

Q  high level assets (skills which can contribute to organisational performance - such as
team working, management, etc)

2) deployment - the way in which they deploy those assets (i.e. job search
skills, career management skills, etc)

3) presentation - the ability to demonstrate ‘employability’ assets and
present them to the market in an accessible way

4) context - the circumstances within which they seek work (i.e. personal
circumstances and the labour market environment).

Source: Hillage and Pollard (1998).

It is salient to note that the balance between (and within) each of these four
components is likely to vary between individuals, depending on their relationship to the
labour market and their location.

6 IER, University of Warwick, June 1999
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Although the main emphasis of current policy is:

e more on development and accreditation of knowledge and vocational
skills than on ‘softer’ skills and attitudes; and

e more on individuals and the supply side, than on employers and the
demand side;

the definition of ‘employability’ outlined in 2.3.2 does acknowledge that sustained
employment is about much more than individual ‘assets’ (including skills). Defining
‘employability’ in terms that simply concentrate on the skills and attributes of the
individual fails to recognise the full extent and nature of skills gaps in poor
neighbourhoods.

Adopting the broader perspective forwarded in 2.3.3, Evans et al. (1999) propose a
new model of employability with nine key elements (as shown in Box 2.3):

Box 2.3: Elements in a New Model of Employability

Components

1) Extent of transferable skills

2) Motivation to seek work and training
3) Mobility in seeking work and training
4) Access to information and networks

External Factors

5) Personal barriers to work and training’

6) The attitude of employers to unemployed people and those disadvantaged
in the labour market

7) The supply of education, training and work experience

8) The supply of appropriate jobs in the local economy

9) The benefits system where it does not make work pay

Source: Evans et al. (1999).

It is contended that a coherent strategy to increase employability has to tackle all of
these elements if it is to be successful.

In terms of measuring skills, a key question is:

e Who should measure skills? (and how?)*
In the basic examinations/assessments of individual capabilities of the type outlined in
1.1.1, the aim is to measure ‘skills’ in an objective fashion against a pre-specified
standard (but see also the issue of absolute and relative measurement outlined in
2.4.3). Yet there exist a range of different conceptual frameworks and varying

2.4  Issues in Measuring Skills
24.1

: See 3.5 for further details.

4

This issue is addressed again in Section 3.

7 IER, University of Warwick, June 1999
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thresholds for defining competency (Pearson, 1998). For example, adults categorised
in a literacy test as having ‘poor basic skills’ can differ widely in their current levels of
skills.” From the perspective of the Skills PAT it is crucial to know what different
skills levels mean in practice. It is possible to gain different interpretations of the
levels/sufficiency of skills according to whether:

O a subjective or an objective view, or

0 an individual (supply-side) or an employer (demand-side) perspective
is adopted. In terms of basic skills, Pearson (1998) concludes that subjective
assessments tend to under-report the overall level of need. However, it is also salient
to note that the ‘definition of skill’ is often ethnocentric; it may be determined for
groups marginal to the labour market by groups well positioned in the labour market
(West Midlands TECs/CCTEs, 1999). As indicated in Section 3, who measures skills
differs between information sources.

Measurement issues are complicated by the fact that skills are dynamic, not static.
Conventionally, definitions of skill were linked to the notion of a craft, i.e. a bundle of
competencies required for a particular job or vocation. In skills strategies being
developed currently, it is recognised that skills need to be defined much more in terms
of the deployment of technologies and techniques. From the perspective of the Skills
PAT the key point of relevance is that (at least in detail), the ‘skills gaps’ and ‘essential
employment—related and other life skills’ referred to in 1.3.1 and 1.3.2 do not remain
fixed for all time, but evolve as skill needs change.

A further key measurement issue is:
e Should measurement be absolute or relative?

The goal of ‘assessing the number of adults in poor neighbourhoods who do not have
essential employment-related and other life skills’ (see 1.3.2) perhaps implies that an
absolute measure is desirable. Yet if we consider that those with the relatively poorest
skills are likely to be furthest back in the queue for employment, perhaps a relative
measure is more appropriate. This would suggest that both absolute and relative
measures of poor skills should be of interest to the Skills PAT.

Key Messages and Implications

There are several different classifications of skills. To some extent these
classifications overlap, but there is no easy way to match one classification system into
another.

There is no clear definition of ‘poor/low skills’. It would be possible to identify a long
list of specific skills and competencies that individuals are likely to require for
sustained employment. However, measurement of the acquisition of skills, especially

This highlights the issue of the degree of specificity required in measuring ‘poor skills’, and the
distinctions within and between skills categories.

8 IER, University of Warwick, June 1999
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‘softer’ ones associated with personal attributes has not been resolved, and in many
instances measurement has been ignored.

2.5.3 ‘Employability’ is about more than work-related skills. It encompasses aspects of the
broader context (household, geographical, economic, etc) within which an individual is
located.

2.5.3 There are a number of further issues regarding questions such as: ‘Who should
measure skills?” (ie. is self-assessment appropriate?), and ‘Should skill levels be
measured in absolute or relative terms?’ (i.e. are we interested in those individuals
lacking certain qualifications/skills, or those who have least skills?).

9 IER, University of Warwick, June 1999
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IDENTIFICATION, REVIEW AND ASSESSMENT OF
INFORMATION SOURCES PROVIDING INFORMATION ON
‘POOR/LOW’ SKILLS

Introduction

Information on aspects of skills is available from a range of sources. Here a distinction
is made between:

e surveys with a specific focus on learning and/or skills (section 3.2)

e larger surveys with a more general focus but including information on
learning and/or skills (section 3.3)

e indicators/indices of deprivation at local/micro area scale (section 3.4)

e local skills surveys (section 3.5)

e administrative sources (section 3.6)

A summary and an initial assessment of the strengths and weaknesses of key
information sources are provided under each of these headings.

Surveys with a Specific Focus on Learning and/or Skills

Three surveys are outlined in this section:
1) Adult Literacy in Britain (part of the International Adult Learning
Survey),
2) the National Adult Learning Survey, and
3) the Adults’ Basic Skills Survey.

The Adult Literacy in Britain Survey profiles the literacy skills of the population of
working age. It forms part of an international programme of surveys known as the
International Adult Learning Survey (IALS), (Carey et al., 1997).

Methodology: The Survey was conducted by personal interview in respondents’ homes
with 3,811 individuals aged between 16 and 65 years drawn from a national random
probability sample. The interview consisted of two main elements:

1. a background questionnaire - collecting information on socio-
demographic characteristics, as well as asking about literacy activities,
self-assessment of their literacy skills, and participation in training and
adult education, and

2. aliteracy assessment.

The definition of literacy used in IALS relates to “using printed and written
information to function in society, to achieve one’s goals and to develop one’s
knowledge and potential.” Hence, literacy is not treated as a dichotomous condition,

10 IER, University of Warwick, June 1999
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but rather is defined as a broad range of skills required in a varied range of contexts.
The survey measured 3 dimensions of literacy:

1. prose literacy - the knowledge and skills required to understand and use
information from texts such as newspaper articles and passages of fiction,

2. document literacy - the knowledge and skills required to locate and use
information contained in various formats such as timetables, graphs,
charts and forms, and

3. quantitative literacy - the knowledge and skills required to apply
arithmetic operations, either alone or sequentially, to numbers embedded
in printed materials, such as calculating savings from a sale advertisement
or working out the interest required to achieve a desired return on an
investment.

Performance on each of these dimensions was grouped into 5 literacy levels - Level 1
representing the lowest ability range and Level 5 the highest.

Results: The Survey revealed that those individuals at Level 1 (who may be considered
as having ‘low literacy skills’) were predominantly:

e  older people (47 per cent were aged over 45 compared with 22 per cent
of those at Levels 4/5 [i.e. classified as having the highest literacy skills)
with low levels of education (70 per cent had completed their education at
lower secondary level, compared with only 29 per cent of those at Levels
4/5);

and were more likely than people at other Levels to
e be unemployed or economically inactive, (although half were employed);

e belong to manual rather than non-manual social classes (46 per cent
belonged to social classes IV and V, compared with 10 per cent at Levels
4/5);

e be on a low income; and

e not have spoken English as a first language as a child, have been born
outside the UK and be from a non-white ethnic group.

Those with literacy skills at Level 1 emerged as a distinctive group. Logistic
regression® shows that the level of education was the most important factor in
predicting whether or not a person would be at Level 1. Holding all other factors
constant the odds of a person with the lowest level of education being at Level 1 were
at least four times that of a person with the highest level of education being at this
level. Age, social class and income also emerged as important factors in the logistic
regression (Carey et al., 1997).

Assessment: The TALS is a valuable source of information on the characteristics of
individuals with low literacy skills. The literacy assessment represents an objective
measure of low skills, but a subjective assessment is included also. From the

A technique that can be used to show how various factors inter-relate with each other.

11 IER, University of Warwick, June 1999
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perspective of the Skills PAT, however, the relatively small sample size limits the
extent to which estimates for sub-populations and for sub-national areas can be made.

The National Adult Learning Survey was undertaken in 1997 and provides
information on adults’ involvement in taught learning and self-directed learning
(Beinart and Smith, 1998). Planning is underway for a repeat survey of National Adult
Learning.

Methodology: The Survey was conducted by using face-to-face computer-assisted
interviews in respondents’ homes with 5,653 individuals aged between 16 and 69 years
drawn from a representative sample of adults in England and Wales. Respondents
were asked if they had undertaken each type of learning (i.e. taught and self-directed)
in the past three years, or since leaving full-time education, whichever was the most
recent. The Survey provides information on:

e profiles of learners and non learners,

e type of learning - connection with work (vocational learning is
distinguished from non-vocational leaning),

number and length of learning episodes,

tuition time and place of taught learning,

subjects studied,

qualifications obtained,

cost of learning,

reasons for starting taught learning,

perceived benefits of learning,

attitudes of learners and non-learners - attitudes to learning, and
plans for future learning.

Results: Groups particularly unlikely to have undertaken learning in the last three years
mncluded:

e those aged 50 or over,
e those looking after home or family, the retired and those unable to work
because of long-term sickness,
e those leaving school aged 16 or younger and those leaving school without
qualifications.
Logistic regression revealed that the most significant predictors of a person’s
vocational learning status were:
1. socio-economic group
2. whether or not a qualification had been obtained on leaving continuous
full-time education
3. whether or not the respondent had started a new job recently
4. current activity status.
The estimated probability of being a vocational learner for a retired person who last
worked in a manual occupation, who had not started a recent job and who left full-time
education without formal qualifications was 0.10. This compares with 0.96 for a
professional full-time employee who had obtained formal qualifications on leaving full-

12 IER, University of Warwick, June 1999
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time education and who had started a new job recently. The most significant
predictors of a person’s vocational learning status were similar:

1. socio-economic group

2. whether or not a qualification had been obtained on leaving continuous
full-time education

3. whether or not the respondent had started a new job recently

4. current activity status.

Assessment: The NALS provides a rich source of information on learning activities and
attitudes to learning. From the perspective of the current project the main value of the
National Adult Learning Survey lies in its use in identifying individual characteristics
which may be used to identify participation in learning. The sample size is sufficient to
enable estimates to be made of the proportions of learners by region, but not at the
sub-regional level.

The Adults’ Basic Skills Survey, conducted on behalf of the Basic Skills Agency in
1996 and 1997, was designed to estimate the level of basic literacy and numeracy skills
in selected local authority areas in England (Basic Skills Agency, 1998).

Methodology: Basic literacy and numeracy skills of 8,804 adults aged 16-60 years
were assessed using a structured questionnaire which incorporated a series of literacy
and numeracy tasks, most of which were originally designed by NFER. The tests were
designed to assess everyday reading, writing and numeracy skills, and would be
expected to highlight the ability of respondents to cope with the literacy and numeracy
requirements of everyday life. The overall performance of respondents was classified
mto three broad categories:

1) verylow

2) low

3) average and above.
The survey results were analysed to show the percentage of respondents classified as
having ‘low/very low’ scores on literacy and numeracy according to 17 broad
categories in the geodemographic’ classification system ACORN (see Table 3.1).
Using the ACORN profiles of local authority areas and wards and the numbers of
residents aged 16-60 by ACORN group, predictions were made of the proportion of
residents with ‘very low/low’ skills, thus providing information on the distribution of
poor basic skills at local and micro area levels.

Geodemographic classifications are designed using micro area level data (at ward or enumeration
district level), mainly (but not necessarily exclusively) from the decennial Census of Population. The
aim is to identify ‘clusters’ of neighbourhoods displaying similar socio-economic characteristics.
Geodemographic classifications are used widely for purposes of targeting.
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ACORN Group Sample size
(before
weighting)
Literacy Numeracy

Al Wealthy Achievers, 8 22 (842)
Suburban Areas

A2 Affluent Greys 15 30 (D*
Rural Communities,

A3 Prosperous Pensioners, 15 30 (20)*
Retirement Areas

B4 Affluent Executives, 8 24 (338)
Family Areas

B5 Well-Off Workers, 11 26 (723)
Family Areas

C6 Affluent Urbanities, 9 26 (205)
Town and City Areas

C7 Prosperous Professionals, 11 16 (249)
Metropolitan Areas

C8 Better-Off Executives, 12 28 617
Inner City Areas

D9 Comfortable Middle-Agers, 12 29 (795)
Mature Home Owning Areas

D10  Skilled Workers, 17 39 (1594)
Home Owning Areas

El1 New Home Owners, 18 42 (791
Mature Communities

E12  White Collar Workers 12 27 (439)
Better-Off Multi-Ethnic Areas

F13  Older people, 21 37 (220)
Less Prosperous Areas

F14 Council Estate Residents 26 54 (1318)
Better-Off Homes

F15 Council Estate Residents, 24 42 (280)
High Unemployment

F16  Council Estate Residents, 33 69 (234)
Greatest Hardship

F17  People in Multi-Ethnic, 31 51 (236)
Low Income Areas

Not Stated /Unclassified - - 2)

Source: Basic Skills Agency (1998).

Table 3.2 provides estimates of the incidence of low/very low basic skills at the ward
level in Liverpool. From a methodological perspective it is important to note that:
for some ACORN categories the sample size on which the calculations
are based is very small, (this is partly because the incidence of these
ACORN categories across England as a whole is low);®

Hence, there is a trade-off between the specificity of the ‘category’/’cluster’ identified, and sample

size.
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e the methodology for predicting numbers/proportions with low/very low
basic skills rests on the assumption that if residents in a given ACORN
neighbourhood had undertaken the tests, their performance would have
been the same as the ACORN group average obtained in the survey (i.e.
it is assumed that there are no variations across the country within
ACORN groups). In reality, it is possible that the performance in
individual areas could differ from the ACORN group average, (although,
in general, it is likely that the predictions obtained should approximate to
the likely level of basic skills difficulties amongst the population).

Table 3.2: Estimates of Basic Skills Difficulties in Liverpool

Ward Pop 16-60 % Pop 16-60 Pop 16-60 % Pop 16-
Ward Name Pop 16-60 | with V Low/ with V Low/ with Low | 60 with Low
(1995) Low Literacy | Low Literacy | Numeracy Numeracy
ABERCROMBY 6889 1166 16.9 1440 20.91
AIGBURTH 10391 1231 11.9 1873 18.03
ALLERTON 8459 1179 13.9 1765 20.87
ANFIELD 9300 2033 21.9 2497 26.85
ARUNDEL 9583 1418 14.8 1839 19.19
BRECKFIELD 7953 2147 27.0 2417 30.39
BROADGREEN 9107 1940 21.3 2372 26.05
CHILDWALL 9966 1182 11.9 1893 18.99
CHURCH 11191 1246 11.1 1986 17.75
CLUBMOOR 8733 2340 26.8 2702 30.94
COUNTY 8925 2206 24.7 2595 29.07
CROXTETH 10184 1486 14.6 2215 21.75
DINGLE 8429 1852 22.0 2228 26.43
DOVECOT 7723 2049 26.5 2380 30.81
EVERTON 3429 921 26.9 971 28.3
FAZAKERLEY 7792 1770 22.7 2122 27.23
GILLMOSS 8857 1956 22.1 2447 27.63
GRANBY 7659 1898 24.8 2068 27.00
GRASSENDALE 8890 858 9.7 1480 16.64
KENSINGTON 9777 2267 23.2 2596 26.55
MELROSE 9014 2257 25.0 2535 28.13
NETHERLEY 5308 1465 27.6 1681 31.67
OLD SWAN 8761 1842 21.0 2300 26.25
PICTON 9452 2102 22.2 2527 26.74
PIRRIE 8002 2124 26.5 2466 30.81
ST. MARY'’S 7679 1881 24.5 2222 28.94
SMITHDOWN 7363 1964 26.7 2177 29.57
SPEKE 6049 1660 27.4 1906 31.50
TUEBROOK 10012 1978 19.8 2518 25.15
VALLEY 6382 1456 22.8 1744 27.32
VAUXHALL 4393 1147 26.1 1258 28.63
WARBRECK 11778 2400 20.4 3059 25.97
WOOLTON 8723 985 11.3 1562 17.91
LIVERPOOL 274565 56136 20.5 69485 25.31

Source: Basic Skills Agency (1998).
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3.2.12 Results: As indicated in Table 3.1, there are variations in basic skills profiles by

3.2.13

3.3

3.3.1

332

ACORN group, with the greatest incidence of basic skills difficulties apparent in the
following neighbourhood types:

e council estate residents, greatest hardship

e people in multi-ethnic, low income areas

e council estate residents, better-off homes.

In general, basic skills difficulties are greatest in large urban areas, and in northern
parts of England.

Assessment: The Adults’ Basic Skills Survey provides estimates of basic skills
difficulties (albeit relatively broadly defined) at the micro area level. It is possible that
in some micro areas the estimated incidence of basic skills difficulties could differ from
the actual level of difficulties, since no account is taken of local specificities, (rather it
is assumed that all areas conform to the ACORN category average). From the
perspective of the remit of this project it is salient to note that the methodology of
using geodemographic classifications in generating estimates of ‘very low/low skills’ at
the micro area level could be replicated with other survey data (assuming a
representative sample).

Larger Surveys with a More General Focus but including Information on
Learning and/or Skills

The main information source in this category is the Labour Force Survey (LFS). The
LFS is the largest regular household survey in the UK, and is seen as a key source of
labour market information (see 3.3.4).

Methodology: In any three-month period, a nationally representative sample of
approximately 120 thousand people aged over 16 years in around 61 thousand
households is interviewed. Each household is interviewed five times - the first time on
a face-to-face basis, and subsequently by telephone. Information from the LFS is
available on a quarterly basis. A wide range of socio-economic data is collected in the
LES. Of particular relevance from the perspective of the remit for the Skills PAT are
variables relating to:

e key demographic characteristics,

e economic activity,

e characteristics of main job (and any second job) - including occupation,
industry, etc,

e unemployment (using the ILO definition) - including duration,

e characteristics of last job - when left, occupation, industry, etc,

e job seeking activity - including main methods of looking for work and
how long seeking work,

e qualifications from school/college - including whether any qualifications,
type of qualification, highest qualification,

e age completed full-time education,
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on and off the job training,
income - gross and net,
social class,
socio-economic group.

Hence, the LFS can be used to explore variations in the qualifications and
occupational profiles of different population sub-groups. (Appendix 2 outlines an
exercise it is planned to undertake as part of this project using LFS data.) Currently,
the LFS is seen as having several weaknesses in terms of the information provided on
skills:

¢ alack of data on the subject or occupational field of qualifications below
HE level

¢ limited information on past training

0 the sample size is not sufficiently large to provide reliable data down to
regional level, except for broad groupings of occupations.

The National Skills Task Force (1999) has recommended that questions should be
added to the LFS to provide information on the qualification and training histories of
individuals.

Geographical disaggregation: In the quarterly LFS residential details are available at
the regional and county levels. However, the constraints of sample size and sampling
variability mean that estimates may not be robust at the regional and sub-regional
levels. An Annual Local Authority District Database has also been developed from the
LES, providing a subset of variables at the local authority district’ level; (see section
3.5 for further discussion, in respect of the exercise concerned with the Revision of the
Index of Local Deprivation). As indicated in 3.3.2, the variables of most interest for
this project are those relating to occupation (the nine Standard Occupational
Classification Major Groups — see Appendix 3) and qualifications (a three-fold
classification is available: [1] no qualifications,'® [2] less than NVQ level 4, and [3]
NVQ level 4 and above).

Boosting LFS sample size: The Office for National Statistics and the DfEE view the
Labour Force Survey as a key national information source. Indeed, the National Skills
Task Force (1999) places particular emphasis on improving national information
sources, such as the LFS, seeing them as the core of a new labour market and skills
information system. One of the recommendations of the National Skills Task Force is
that: “The sample size of the LFS should be increased to improve the reliability and
availability of skills related data down to both regional and sub-regional levels.” (From
the perspective of the remit of this project it is salient to note that it is suggested that
an improved/expanded LFS would be accompanied by a rationalisation of survey work
undertaken at regional and local level.) At the time of preparing this Interim Report,
the Labour Market Information Liaison Group (chaired by DfEE, but also including

10

The Local Authority Districts are defined using a 1981 ‘frozen’ ward base; (i.e. the local authority
districts in question do not conform to ‘current’ geographies in some areas?
See also 3.4.6 for use of this variable and data source.

17 IER, University of Warwick, June 1999



3.35

Local Distribution of Poor Skills — Phase 1 Report

other suppliers and users of labour market information) has asked the Office for
National Statistics (ONS) to produce a study of the costs and benefits of boosting LFS
sample size in order to provide an achieved sample size of 1,200 individuals in each:

e TEC area,
e Lifelong Learning Partnership area, and
e Local Education Authority area.

Of these three ‘geographies’ the finest level of spatial disaggregation is provided by
Lifelong Learning Partnership areas, of which there are 103 in England. (It is salient to
note that the Group did not request that local authority districts (or smaller areas) be
considered in the ‘costs and benefits study’, since some rural districts are fairly small."'
This compares with approximately 8,500 wards in England. The ONS team is
scheduled to present its report to the Labour Market Information Liaison Group at a
meeting on 22 July 1999." The Labour Market Information Liaison Group has not
asked the ONS to provide an estimate of the costs and benefits of boosting the sample
size for selected questions only, but this is understood to be a possibility following the
22 July meeting. (The latter option would be of interest from the perspective of the
Skills PAT and the Jobs PAT.)

Deriving small area estimates from social surveys: There is a growing demand for
small area estimates, driven by two main developments:
1) the heightened awareness of the need to allocate scarce resources
efficiently, and to target them on the basis of need; and
2) developments in statistical methods of small area estimation - particularly
those using hierarchical models.
This demand has stimulated development work at the ONS on deriving small area
estimates from social surveys using synthetic estimation techniques (Heady et al.,
1998). Core data for the project are:

e individual and household-level data from continuous surveys (e.g. the
LFS) and ad hoc surveys (the National Adult Learning Survey would fit
into this category); and

e data from area-level co-variates (e.g. the Census of Population [see
section 3.5]).

To date, development work has included an investigation of the possibility of updating
small area Census of Population statistics using data from ONS continuous surveys,
and deriving small area estimates of incomes based on LFS data and data from the
1991 Census of Population. The results of these exercise are described as “broadly
encouraging”, but a number of ‘specific problems’ have been identified that need to be
resolved before ONS can produce small area estimates on a regular basis. (One such
‘specific problem’ is accounting for survey non-response, and from the perspective of

1

12

However, an achieved sample size of 1,200 would not be problematic in some of the larger local
authority districts.

A copy of the report has been requested for the purposes of this project. An initial (unofficial)
estimate suggests that the cost of a simple boost to the entire LFS questionnaire to reach an achieved
sample size of 1,200 individuals in all TEC areas may be approximately £4 million.
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this project it is salient to bear in mind that this is likely to be a particular problem for
those with ‘poor/low skills’.) ONS has embarked on a two-year research programme
designed to resolve these problems, and/or make an estimate of the likely impact of
remaining difficulties on the quality of the estimates produced.

Assessment: Large scale surveys (such as the LES) with a fairly general focus, but
providing information on skills and qualifications, are becoming increasingly prominent
in discussions on sources of labour market information. Although the LFS has some
shortcomings, and does not provide such detailed information on skills as some of the
sources outlined in Section 3.2. it is a valuable source. As reported in 3.3.4, a study of
the costs and benefits of increasing the LFS sample size to provide more robust
information at the local (but not at the micro area) scale is currently underway. It is
hoped that the report to the Labour Market Information Liaison Group due in July
1999 can feed into Phase 2 of this project. Development work is also underway on
using LFS (and other survey data) along with micro area data from the Census of
Population to derive small area estimates for areas such as wards. Potentially, the
‘synthetic estimation’ approach to deriving small area estimates may be one way
forward for generating estimates of ‘poor/low skills’ at micro area level, but, as yet,
the exact methodology is not in place. (Such an approach my also be relatively cheap
[compared with large scale local surveys using face-to-face interviews) methodology
for deriving estimates of the local distribution of poor skills.) However, such
techniques do not provide such a broad range of local contextual information of the
type that could be derived from local surveys (see section 3.5).

Indicators/Indices of Deprivation at the Local/Micro Area Scale

The Census of Population is the primary source of information about the socio-
economic characteristics of the population. It is the most comprehensive information
source at local and micro area levels. As such, it is an important source of labour
market information about sub-groups of the population for which sample sizes at the
local area level in the LFS are too small to provide reliable estimates.

Methodology: The decennial Census of Population is intended to provide a ‘snapshot’
of everyone resident in the country once every ten years. It is administered by means
of a self-completion questionnaire delivered to every household. This means that in
order to maximise the quantity and quality of response, the information collected has
to be relatively limited and relatively simple. The information is published at the
micro area level (i.e. wards and enumeration districts in 1991). For the purposes of
this project it is salient to note that the Census of Population provides information on:

e the demographic structure of the population,

e economic activity in the week before the Census,
e the occupation and industry of employment,

e social class and socio-economic group.
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In the 1991 Census of Population information on qualifications was restricted to
higher level qualifications only.

Assessment: The key advantage of the Census of Population is that:
e it provides robust information at the micro area level.
However, this has to be traded off against the disadvantages of:

e limited information on qualifications and occupations at the micro area
level (although this is set to improve in 2001 [see 3.4.4], and the fact that

e it provides only a decennial snapshot, (and so may become dated with
elapse time from the Census date)."’

Proposed revised questions on qualifications for the 2001 Census of Population: In
the 2001 Census it is proposed to revise and extend the questions on qualifications:
“Information will be sought on the level of educational and vocational qualifications
achieved with the primary intention of deriving the highest qualification” (White Paper
on the 2001 Census of Population, Cm 4253, 1999). In the 1991 Census each
respondent aged 18 years or over was asked to write in the name of any degrees or
professional or vocational qualifications attained, as well as the subject, date obtained
and name of the awarding institution. School level qualifications were excluded. For
2001 the provisional proposed question'* consists of simple tick-box response
categories covering broad groupings of school level, degree and vocational
qualifications (and specific professional qualifications in England and Wales):

BB Wikl of thesk qualifications dis you Have?
& f all the boxes that apply:
1 Ho auaicications

O WEFW’D"EI;WEXQMM‘%M&NW 2l
E:l o Mmeﬁminmca .t {guade o naisvatent
] el 'mwmw;mm:smwm
' D WVCHSVCE Lavelt; SRV Foundurion oe squvaitny
E‘ SIS i el i ok S e e it

U ‘Quallie epchr Siaus o ook

2 O, et ervast Vor
[ Oualiec il Deciar
] Higher egre. [ altiey bennit

Respondents aged between 16 and 74 years are asked to tick all boxes that apply. In
terms of output categories for the highest level of qualification question, the proposal
is for six categories to be identified:

13

14

There are two issues of relevance here: (1) that the skills profile of the residents may change over
time, and (2) that the population of a micro area may change substantially over a 10-year period — as a

result of births, deaths and migration flows.
This was used in the Census Test; Parliamentary approval has not yet been received.
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1. No qualifications
2. Levell

3. Level2

4. Level 3

5. Level4

6. Not applicable

If the proposed question is adopted, the 2001 Census of Population will provide
information on the distribution of individuals aged 16-74 years with poor skills — as
measured by ‘no qualifications’. There is also a proposal to include a new question on
time since last paid employment in the 2001 Census of Population.

Due to data availability at the micro area level, historically the Census of Population
has been a key source for deriving indicators and indices of deprivation at the small
area level. The Index of Local Deprivation (ILD) is the foremost of several systems
of indicators and indices that have been derived to provide information on
deprivation/disadvantage at the local and micro area scales. Some of these indicators
and indices have focused on particular aspects of deprivation - e.g. labour market
deprivation, housing deprivation, health deprivation, etc. The ILD is a national index
of multiple deprivation.

Index of Deprivation 1999 Review: A review of the ILD is currently in progress. The
review has been commissioned by the DETR, and is being undertaken by a research
team at the University of Oxford. The revised ILD is predicated on the idea of
different dimensions or ‘domains’ of deprivation. One of the domains is ‘education,
training and skills deprivation’. The purpose for the set of indicators in this domain is
to measure in as consistent a way as possible the key educational, training and skills
characteristics of the local area that may be held to form part of the overall deprivation
and disadvantage experienced. Initial work on this domain has indicated that much of
the information is schools-based, and several of the proposed indicators relate to
young people. Current proposals (Noble et al., 1999) are to use the indicators
outlined in Box 3.1:

Box 3.1: Deprivation and Education, Skills and Training — Accepted Indicators

e working age adults with no or low qualifications (2-3 years aggregated
district level data ‘modelled down’ to ward level)

e children aged 16 and over in full-time education (Child Benefit data, DSS)

e proportions of population aged 17 years and over applying successfully
for HE (UCAS data)

e percentage of 15 year olds with no/low GCSEs (DfEE/NCER results for
1998, converted to ward level)

e percentage of 15 year olds with high GCSE qualifications (5+ A*-C)
(DfEE/NCER results for 1998, converted to ward level)

e Special Educational Needs at primary level (DfEE)

e absenteeism at primary level

Source: Noble et al., (1999)
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The most relevant indicator from the perspective of the remit of the Skills PAT is the
first one: working age adults with no or low qualifications. The proposed
methodology for generating local authority district level, and subsequently at ward
level, is outlined in Box 3.2:

Box 3.2: Methodology for Generating Local and Micro Area Estimates
of Working Age Adults with No Qualifications

1. Abstract data from the LES Local Authority District database on the
number of adults aged 25-59 years'’ with no qualifications for 1995/6,
1996/7 and 1997/8'°

2. Construction of parsimonious models of the correlates of no
qualifications, using variables in the LFS that have their analogues in the
1991 Census of Population,'” to produce the best estimates possible of the
percentage of working age adults with no qualifications

3. Construction of estimates for 1991 Census wards using the Census data
analogues of the LFS'®

4. Constrain ward estimates to district totals

Source: George Smith, University of Oxford, (personal communication)

The approach outlined above is of particular relevance for the current project. In due
course, one of the outputs of the 1999 Index of Deprivation Review will be ward-level
estimates of the working age population with no qualifications. It is significant to note
that the methodology outlined in Box 3.2 overcomes a methodological problem
evident in the Basic Skills Agency’s estimates of low/very low literacy levels at the
ward scale (outlined in 3.2.10), that stems from the assumption that all wards in a
particular ACORN category conform to the ACORN category average.

Local Skills Surveys

Introduction: In recent years a range of local and regional skills surveys have been
undertaken on behalf of TECs and local authorities. The need to measure progress
towards National Training and Education Targets and to provide information to
support funding applications has typically provided a key stimulus for such surveys. In
some instances, household/individual skills surveys have been supplemented by surveys
of employers’ skills requirements (West Midlands TECs/CCTEs, 1999; MORI and
Business Strategies Limited, 1999).

Methodology: Typically, skills surveys would be carried out using face-to-face
interviews, and, as highlighted above, information is collected on the respondents’

15

16

17
18

This age group was selected so as to omit most young people still studying for formal qualifications,
and those retiring at the age of 60 onwards.

The three years combined give reasonable sample numbers for most local authority districts except the
very small ones, and there appears to be reasonable stability in rank positions across the three years.
For example, social class, age, sex, ethnic group, economic position, etc.

Since the 1999 Revised Index of Deprivation is to be based on 1998 wards, the 1991 ward estimates
were then restructured to 1998 wards using a 1991:1998 ward look-up table.
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subjective assessment of their situation and circumstances. Sometimes interviews have
been undertaken using professional interviewers, and in other instances local people
have been trained (as part of local capacity-building initiatives) to carry out surveys in
their local area. In terms of completed interviews, such local surveys may well rival in
size national surveys with a specific focus on training/skills. For example, local skills
and labour force surveys undertaken by the IER in selected London boroughs have
involved 2,000-5,000 respondents. At the regional level, the 1998 West Midlands
Households Survey had 21,000 respondents. Usually, such local surveys are designed
to generate estimates of skills at local authority district or TEC area level, but
sometimes within such surveys ‘booster’ samples are used for smaller areas of specific
policy interest (e.g. SRB areas, selected wards, etc). Typically such surveys have
included information on:

demographic structure

economic position

work experience

qualifications

skills

training activity

perceived training needs

job search activity

barriers to employment and labour market participation.

Selected results: Local skills surveys have been used in similar ways to those surveys
with a specific focus on learning and/or skills (outlined in section 3.2) to:

¢ profile individuals with no/few formal qualifications,
0 to highlight barriers to obtaining employment, and

0 to model attitudes to education and training activity, so providing
information on ‘training motivations and resistances’

For example, a household survey undertaken in the West Midlands (West Midlands
TECs/CCTEs, 1999) revealed that the most important factors (in descending order of
importance) preventing the unemployed from finding work were:

e insufficient jobs available,
e poor rates of pay,

e lack of qualifications,

e lack of work experience,

e lack of childcare provision for school age children,
e lack of appropriate training,

e lack of pre-school childcare provision,

e  discrimination,

transport difficulties,

distance to work to potential employer, and

e carrying responsibilities of other family members.
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From the same 1998 West Midlands Household Survey, an analysis of attitudes to
training, continuing development and education revealed four main reasons why
individuals do not undertake training:

1) family commitments,

2) lack of time,

3) lack of financial resources, and
4) caring for children/dependants.

The survey showed that respondents’ attitudes to training was strongly determined by
their existing level of education and skill: 29 per cent of individuals without NVQs had
negative attitudes to training, compared with 7 per cent of those at NVQ Level 5.
Multivariate analysis revealed that motivation to training increased most strongly as a
person’s NVQ Level moved from O to 1: highlighting the fact that recruiting
individuals to the bottom of the ‘training ladder’ is crucial. The household and local
contexts of individuals also emerged as an important factor when considering
education, training, skills and training motivation and prospects of obtaining
employment:

0 those with low NVQs (Levels 0 and 1) are concentrated in households
where there are no workers (i.e. households totally excluded from
employment) - while 55 per cent of respondents in households without
workers were at NVQ Level O, this declined to 31 per cent for households
containing two workers;

¢ those at low NVQ levels have much shorter journey-to-work trips than
those at NVQ Levels 4 and S — while around 60 per cent of those at NVQ
Level 0 work within five miles of where they live, this declines to around
36 per cent for those with NVQ Levels 4-5.

In a skill needs survey of residents in Wales (MORI and Business Strategies Limited,
1999), once again family/childcare commitments and lack of time emerged as the
foremost barriers to training/learning. In the same survey, a lack of jobs, rather than
a lack of skills, was the main reason given by the unemployed for their not being in
employment. The main reasons cited for not working were:

lack of suitable (or any) jobs locally,

health and disability problems,

the need to care for children or others, and
the cost of alternative childcare arrangements.

The most innovative elements of the residents’ and employers’ skills needs surveys in
Wales were:

1) acomparison of residents’ and employers’ perspectives on skill needs, and

2) the use of information from employers about the current importance of
each skill set by occupation, combined with information on occupational
employment projections, to provide an indicator of the future importance
of each skill.

The main findings emerging from calculations of what occupational change (over the
next ten years) means for skill needs are:

24 IER, University of Warwick, June 1999



Local Distribution of Poor Skills — Phase 1 Report

e communication skills (currently ranked first in importance), will be
replaced in first position by understanding customer needs,

e  ability to learn and team working skills rise in importance, whilst the
ability to follow instructions declines in relative importance, and

e  basic IT skills are of greatest increasing importance.

If the focus shifts to job opportunities likely to become available for those not currently
in work (i.e. less skilled jobs):

0 ability to follow instructions is currently ranked first in importance
(reflecting the bias towards low skill jobs), but the ability to learn is
forecast to become the most important skill for this group, followed by
understanding customer needs and communication skills;,

0 formal qualifications (currently ranked relatively low) slips down the list,
indicating the relatively low value employers seem to attach to them for
those occupations in which people not currently in employment are most
likely to get employment in the future.

Given the remit of this feasibility study, it is salient to note that although formal
qualifications are often seen as a proxy for skills, in both the employers’ and residents’
surveys undertaken in Wales they are ranked lower than ‘soft skills’ (see 2.3.3).
Nevertheless, formal qualifications may be a good indicator of employability — indeed,
they may be an entry requirement to employment in the first instance. However, they
may assume less importance once a person is in employment. It is hard for individuals
not in work to prove they have the skills employers want. This was probably less true
when people thought of ‘skills’ in terms of paper qualifications. But now that
employers and individuals recognise the importance of softer skills — such as the ability
to communicate, to learn, to work in a team, to show initiative, etc, it may be more
difficult for employers to identify such skills for people who are not in work (MORI
and Business Strategies Limited, 1999).

3.54 Assessment: While local skills (and employer) surveys can provide rich information at
the local/micro area scales, there are concerns that much local level information is not
collected on a reliable or consistent basis. This means that it is difficult to aggregate,
pool or compare such local information. (However, the West Midlands and Wales
studies referred to in 3.5.3 do represent attempts to gather and analyse information on
a consistent basis at the ‘regional’ scale.) While local surveys can, and often do,
provide valuable information on, and insights into, particular local circumstances,
generally it is not feasible to use such surveys to provide comprehensive and consistent
information on ‘poor/low skills’ at the local/micro area level across England as a
whole.
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Administrative Sources

In addition to surveys and the Census of Population, administrative sources can
provide valuable information on aspects of ‘low/poor skills’. The key disadvantage of
administrative sources is that coverage is restricted to particular sub-groups who are
the focus of particular programmes, etc. However, the main advantage of such
sources is that, for the group in question, the information provided is usually ‘rich and
deep’ and is often particularly tailored for use in policy formulation/delivery, and
coverage is generally complete, comprehensive and consistent.

Under the heading of ‘administrative sources’ it is pertinent to consider The Client
Progress Kit (Employment Service, 1999). The Kit developed out of work on factors
associated with leaving the unemployment register, and is a set of tools devised by the
Employment Service for use by advisers and their managers. The Kit is intended to
help advisers manage a client case load, and identify the help and advice that a client
may need. It comprises:
1. A Client Profiling Pack - made up of a Client Profile and a set of
Profiling Standards. these help summarise the client’s position on a
number of factors that are important foundations to effective job search.

2. A Client Guidance Pack - has 3 parts:
a) a Client Progress Grid to summarise the client’s current position on
a number of factors important in effective job search
b) a Tracking Grid to help monitor provision and control the
interventions and provider referrals agreed for this client
c) a set of Detailed Summary Sheets to help capture and record
information about the client and their situation

These instruments are designed to:
e diagnose the needs of clients,
e assess the literacy and numeracy of clients for particular jobs, and
e judge how ‘job ready’ a client is.

The Client Profile is a quick overview showing the client’s current state of readiness in
terms of their effectiveness in the local job market and their job search. In the Client
Profile the client is scored (from 1 [poor] to 6 [good]) on each of 9 attributes (see
Table 3.3). ‘Profiling standards’ provide guidance in scoring. Attributes 1-3 are
concerned with a client’s willingness to participate in the interview. These have to be
tackled first, before issues of skills provision and job search. As regards literacy and
numeracy, two assessments are made:
1) establishing if the person has achieved nationally recognised skill levels in
literacy/numeracy,
2) establishing if the person’s literacy/numeracy is adequate for their stated
job goals.
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Table 3.3: Client Profile attributes

Attribute

Score 6

Score 1

client willing to participate
in advisory interview
process?

client appears willing to
participate in interview

client appears unwilling to
participate in interview

client attends regularly,
contacts PA as necessary?

client attends regularly,
contacts PA as necessary

client attendance is erratic,
contacts PA reluctantly

client actively perceives
their personal situation?

client accurately
perceives their personal
situation

client wrongly perceives no
major problems with their
difficult personal situation

client self-
motivated/enthusiastic in
job search, tries to find

client is self motivated
and enthusiastic in job
search, tries to find own

unenthusiastic/inactive in
job search - relies on PA
for motivation and job

their own job leads? job leads leads

client has clear and realistic | client has realistic job whilst willing to work, has
job goals for local labour goals given the local unrealistic job goals, or no
market? labour market idea of the type of job they

want

client has work relevant
skills, experience and
qualifications?

has work-relevant skills,
experience and
qualifications

client has few skills,
experience or qualifications
necessary for getting a job

client’s skills, experience
and qualifications match

client’s work skills and
qualifications match job

client’s skills and
experience is incompatible

required for chosen job
goals

required for job goals

job goals? goals with job goals
client has client has client has literacy/numeracy
literacy/mumeracy skills literacy/numeracy required for job goals

client has barriers (social,
personal, financial,
skill/qualification, etc) to
gaining or keeping
employment?

no major barriers to
gaining and keeping jobs

many barriers to gaining
and/or keeping jobs

Source: Employment Service (1999).

Note:
literacy/numeracy.

It is also recorded whether the client has achieved nationally recognised levels of skill in

There are also more Detailed Summary Sheets each of which relates to a particular

attribute (4-9) (see Table 3.4).

information on each client.

These are intended to help gather more detailed
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Table 3.4: Guide to Detailed Summary Sheets

Assessment Area

Checklist

client self motivated/enthusiastic in
job search, tries to find their own job
leads

1a: short review of client’s enthusiasm and
self starting ability in job search

1b: short review of client’s job search abilities
and skills, and possible constraints to effective
job search

clarity and realism of job goals given
local labour market

2: short review of the clarity and realism of
the client’s job goals

work relevant skills, experience and
qualifications

3: a detailed review of generic work skills
applicable to most jobs and the client’s
personal attributes relevant to work

match between client’s skills and
experience, and their job goals

4: a short review of the match between
client’s work related skills, etc, and their job
goals

client’s literacy and numeracy skills
relevant to chosen job goals

5: a short review of literacy/numeracy skills
relevant to work and the current job goals of
the client

barriers to gaining and keeping a job

6a: an exploration of the barriers to gaining
and keeping work

6b: an exploration of additional barriers to
gaining and keeping work

3.6.5 Assessment. The Client Progress Kit has been piloted in some areas, and interest has

been expressed in this general approach by those concerned with New Deal and the
One Project, as well as by various TECs. Once the Kit has been piloted more fully,
there may be scope for taking the information collected and analysing it to find out
whether any ‘predictive patterns’ emerge: for example, attempts could be made to
assess the probability of clients with particular characteristics gaining employment.
Since postcodes are recorded for all clients, it may also be possible to identify local
concentrations of clients characterised by:

e poorest/lowest skills,

least probability of gaining employment, etc.

Hence, in the medium-term, the Client Progress Kit may have the potential to provide
detailed information about the local distribution of poor skills. In particular, it has the
potential to provide detailed information on the specificities of particular local
concentrations, which may prove particularly valuable in guiding the formulation of
policy to address skills gaps in poor neighbourhoods.
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KEY MESSAGES AND FUTURE DIRECTIONS

Conclusions: Key Messages

Information needs of the Skills PAT: The focus of interest of the Skills PAT extends
beyond narrowly defined ‘basic skills’ or ‘job specific skills’ to encompass a much
broader set of skills associated with ‘employability’. However, in geographical terms,
the focus is narrower — the ‘ideal’ being to measure the local distribution of poor skills
at the micro area level.

Defining, classifying and measuring skills: While a number of measures exist for
measuring ‘poor/low’ skills with respect to educational progress and/or qualification
levels, such an approach provides only a partial view. Moreover, several different
terminologies for, and classifications of, skills have been devised, but there is no easy
way to match them. Skills are dynamic, and recently increasing emphasis has been
placed on ‘employability’ — which covers much more than work-related skills
(including a range of external factors), and on ‘soft skills’. Such personal attributes are
often difficult to measure, particularly for those outside employment. There are also
issues concerning whether the measurement of skills should be objective or subjective,
and whether the interest is in absolute and relative measures of skills (or both).

Assessment of information _sources _on ‘poor/low’ skills: Information on aspects of
skills is available from a range of data sources with a national coverage, including
those with a specific focus on skills/learning and those with a more general focus but
including some information on skills issues. However, sample size constraints limit the
extent to which data can be disaggregated geographically. Individually, none of these
information sources provides a comprehensive picture of ‘poor/low skills’ at the micro
area level. The decennial Census of Population is the main data source at the micro
area level, but the range of data it includes on issues related to skills has (at least to
date) been relatively limited compared with surveys such as the National Adult
Literacy Survey and the Labour Force Survey. Local skills surveys often provide ‘rich
and deep’ information setting information on skills in a broader household and local
context. However, due to incomplete coverage, and use of different methodologies in
different areas, it is not feasible to use such surveys to provide comprehensive and
consistent information on poor skills at the local or micro area level across England as
a whole. The key message is that each of the information sources reviewed has its
advantages and disadvantages, and that none provide the Skills PAT with an ‘off the
shelf” means of assessing the number of adults in poor neighbourhoods who do not
have essential employment-related and other life skills. (See Box 4.1 for a compilation
of the assessments of the strengths and weaknesses of the various information sources
reviewed in Section 3.)
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Box 4.1: Compilation of Assessments of Key Data Sources Providing Information
on SKkills

Adult Literacy in Britain Survey (IALS): The IALS is a valuable source of information on the
characteristics of individuals with low literacy skills. The literacy assessment represents an
objective measure of low skills, but a subjective assessment is included also. However, the
relatively small sample size limits the extent to which estimates for sub-populations and for

sub-national areas can be made.

National Adult Learning Survey (NALS): The NALS provides a rich source of information on
learning activities and attitudes to learning. Its main value lies in its use in identifying
individual characteristics that may be used to identify participation in learning. The sample
size is sufficient to enable estimates to be made of the proportions of learners by region, but not
at the sub-regional level.

Adults’ Basic Skills Survey: The Adults’ Basic Skills Survey provides estimates of basic skills
difficulties (albeit relatively broadly defined) at the micro area level. It is possible that in some
micro areas the estimated incidence of basic skills difficulties could differ from the actual level
of difficulties, since no account is taken of local specificities, (rather it is assumed that all areas
conform to the ACORN category average). The methodology of using geodemographic
classifications in generating estimates of ‘very low/low skills’ at the micro area level could be
replicated with other survey data (assuming a representative sample).

Labour Force Survey: Large scale surveys (such as the LFS) with a fairly general focus, but
providing information on skills and qualifications, are becoming increasingly prominent in
discussions on sources of labour market information. Although the LFS has some
shortcomings, and does not provide such detailed information of skills as some of the sources
outlined above, it is a valuable source. A study of the costs and benefits of increasing the LES
sample size to provide more robust information at the local (but not at the micro area) scale is
currently underway. Development work is underway on using LFS (and other survey data)
along with micro area data from the Census of Population to derive small area estimates for

areas such as wards.

Census of Population: The key advantage of the Census of Population is that it provides
robust information at the micro area level. However, this has to be traded off against the
disadvantages of limited information on qualifications and occupations at the micro area level
(although this is set to improve in 2001), and the fact it provides only a decennial snapshot,
(and so may become dated with elapse time from the Census date).

Local Skills Surveys: While local skills (and employer) surveys can provide rich information at
the local/micro area scales, there are concerns that much local level information is not collected
on a reliable or consistent basis. This means that it is difficult to aggregate, pool or compare
such local information. While local surveys can, and often do, provide valuable information on,
and insights into, particular local circumstances, generally it is not feasible to use such surveys
to provide comprehensive and consistent information on ‘poor/low skills’ at the local/micro
area level across England as a whole.
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Information source and methodological developments: While there are plans to
undertake further surveys with a specific focus on learning/skills (e.g. the National
Adult Learning Survey is to be repeated), there is increasing emphasis on improving
national information sources, such as the Labour Force Survey, so that they become
the ‘core’ of a new labour market and skills information system. An initial exercise to
assess the costs and benefits of increasing the LFS achieved sample (in order to
provide improved data at local [but not at micro area] level) is due to report in late
July 1999. There is also increasing interest in deriving local/micro area estimates using
survey data at a higher level of spatial resolution in tandem with micro area data. For
example, as part of the Index of Deprivation 1999 Review, LFS data on the numbers
of working age people with no qualifications at the local authority district level is being
used in association with correlates of no qualifications from the Census of Population
to derive micro area estimates of the population with no qualifications. In a similar
vein, the Office for National Statistics is currently engaged in a development
programme assessing the use of ‘synthetic estimation’ techniques to generate micro
area estimates from social survey data. Hence, there are a number of strands of
ongoing work that are of potential relevance to the Skills PAT objective of providing
information on the local distribution of poor skills. Moreover, there are plans to
extend the coverage of information collection on qualifications in the 2001 Census,
and, if proposals are operationalised, this is likely to be a valuable information source
for those concerned with measuring the local distribution of poor skills in the early
years of the 21% Century.

Future Directions: Phase 2

Scope of Phase 2: In the Project Specification, the objective of the second phase of the

project is set down as:
e  assessing the feasibility of, and making recommendations concerning, the

conduct of a new survey.

There is likely to be a trade-off between an ‘ideal and expensive’ option on the one
hand, and a ‘sub-optimal and cheaper’ option on the other.

Monitoring of ongoing developments: Since a certain amount of developmental work
relevant to the interests of the Skills PAT is currently underway (as outlined in 4.1.4),
it seems appropriate in Phase 2 to monitor these developments.

Possible directions:

In Phase 2 there is a commitment to:

0 assessing the feasibility of expanding the coverage of the LFS to provide
information on:

1) ILO unemployment (for the Jobs PAT),
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2) selected further information on skills (specific questions for a
‘boost” to be decided).”

It is also proposed that, on the basis of the review provided in this Phase 1 Report:

0 there is a discussion with the Project Steering Group with a view to

prioritising ‘key data gaps’ with a view to assessing how best they may be
filled, either:

1) by deriving estimates using combinations of existing data sources,
2) by adding new questions to existing surveys, or

3) by commissioning a new bespoke survey.

19

The current costs and benefits exercise being undertaken on behalf of the Labour Market Information
Liaison Group (see 3.3.4) is concerned with a boost of the entire LFS questionnaire. For Phase 2 it is
suggested that the possibility of boosting selected questions only is investigated.
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APPENDIX 1: EXPERTS CONSULTED REGARING SKILLS ISSUES

/ DEVELOPMENTS IN INFORMATION SOURCES

Paul Bayliss, Government Office for the West Midlands — provided details and contacts
on West Midlands Household Survey

Mike Campbell and Jo Hutchinson, Policy Research Institute — provided details of local
area studies

David Caplan, ONS — research on estimating local unemployment rates and on ‘synthetic
estimation

Mark Edgell, DfEE — provided information on a costs and benefits study of enhancing
LFS sample size commissioned by the Labour Market Information Liaison Group

Professor Bob Fryer, University of Southampton

Patrick Heady, ONS - research and development on ‘synthetic estimation’
Annabel Hempstedt, Basic Skills Agency

Roger James, ES — provided information on ‘Client Progress Kit’

Bob Little, DfEE

Pam Meadows, NIESR - provided copies of reviews of key messages from Joseph
Rowntree Foundation research of relevance for the Skills PAT and Jobs PAT

Max Nathan, Michael Ward, CLES — provided advance copy of report on recent research
on ‘local employability benchmarking’

Rachel Nicholls, ES (Nottingham) — provided a report of research undertaken with
Professor John Morgan at the University of Nottingham on recording characteristics of
New Deal clients

Julie Nugent, Wolverhampton CCTE - provided copy of analysis of skills information
from West Midlands Regional Household Survey

Joan Payne, PSI — provided information on correlates of qualification levels

Minda Phillips, Census Division, ONS — provided information on the qualifications
question in the 2001 Census of Population

George Smith, University of Oxford — information on Index of Local Deprivation 1999
Review

Tim Thair, ONS - regarding Labour Force Survey developments
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APPENDIX 2: PROPOSED ANALYSES USING OCCUPATIONAL
DATA FROM THE LFS

The Development of SOC 2000

A revision of the Standard Occupational Classification is currently underway. A team at the
Institute for Employment Research, University of Warwick, in collaboration with the Office
for National Statistics (ONS), is devising the proposed framework for the new Standard
Occupational Classification (SOC 2000).

In SOC 90 Major Group 8: Plant & machine operatives and Major Group 9: Other
Occupations were, in part, ‘industry based’. In SOC 2000 the intention is to move away from
this ‘industry base’.

In SOC 2000 Major Group 9: Elementary Occupations is a set of occupations where there
are no formal training requirements, over and above those relating to health and safety.
Hence, the assumption is that a reasonably qualified school leaver (with 5 grade A-C GCSEs)
would be able to start work immediately. From the perspective of this project, SOC Major
Group 9: Elementary Occupations may be taken as comprising the types of jobs that those
with “poor/low’ skills would be most likely to fill (if, indeed, they are in employment).

Proposed Analysis

It is proposed to undertake the following analyses, drawing on developmental work
undertaken for SOC 2000:

1. Use a ‘look up’ table to define the new SOC 2000 Major Group 9: Elementary
Occupations in terms of current occupation codes.

2. Using data from a recent sweep of the LFS, extract data on individuals
currently or previously employed® in SOC 2000 Major Group 9: Elementary
Occupations.

3. Examine the characteristics of incumbents of SOC 2000 Major Group 9:
Elementary Occupations (as defined in “2.°).

The purpose of these proposed analyses would be:
e to assess the extent to which occupation can be used as a proxy for poor

skills, and

e to assess what additional information may be required, (and how it may be
obtained).

20 Hence, these individuals may be currently in employment, unemployed or economically inactive.
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