
RESPONSE FROM SKILLS DEVELOPMENT SCOTLAND 

Thank you for your letter of 18 April 2013 inviting SDS to respond to section 155 of 
the Committee report on the Inquiry into underemployment in Scotland. We were 
pleased to be invited to contribute to an oral evidence gathering session by the 
Committee on 16 January 2013 and welcome the findings and recommendations of 
the Committee in relation to this inquiry. 
 
155. The Committee calls on the Scottish Government, Skills Development 
Scotland and the Scottish Funding Council to consider whether opportunities 
to access education, training and work experience can be improved for those 
who are underemployed, including those who are graduates. The Committee 
believes that people who are underemployed are at risk of losing their skills or 
of not having the opportunity to further develop their skills. This has the 
potential to have a detrimental impact upon productivity as well as the labour 
market progression of those concerned. 
 
Context 
It is important to set the context within which SDS operates, in order to understand 
the impact that SDS can have on contributing towards the prospects of young people 
through different initiatives and measures which can combat underemployment.  
Skills are important for individuals and the economy - the supply of appropriately 
skilled staff is important for businesses.   
 
The 2010 Employer Skills Survey covered employers’ views from more than 6,000 
Scottish workplaces.  Attracting appropriately-skilled staff was cited as a business 
challenge by 7 per cent of Scottish workplaces.  More employers cited challenges 
such as cash flow, attracting new customers, retaining existing customers, increased 
costs/prices and the effect of the economic downturn.  This tells us the ranking of 
business challenges, as perceived by employers’ themselves. The UKCES 2011 
Employer Skills Survey for Scotland was published in December 2012, and it 
reported; 

a)    A ‘drastic’ decrease in hard-to-fill vacancies from 37,000 in 2006 to just over 
10,000 in 2011 

b) The number of skills shortages in Scotland dropped from around 23,000 in 
2006 to fewer than 8,000 in 2011 

c) 30 per cent of all Scottish vacancies were skills shortages in 2006, compared 
to 17 per cent in 2011 

 
 The report concluded that: 

“The survey data shows that by and large the labour market is meeting 
employers’ demand for skills” 

 
The UKCES 2011 Employer Skills Survey for the UK went further: 

“The research suggests that under-use of skills affects a significantly larger 
proportion of employers and their workforce than skills deficiencies do” 
 

This indicates that skills under-utilisation is more prevalent for workers and 
employers in the UK than skills deficiencies (skills gaps and skills shortages).  This 



suggests that employer demand for skilled labour and how workers’ skills are utilised 
in the workplace are currently bigger issues than the supply of skilled workers. 
 
In written evidence submitted to the Committee, Professor Alan Felstead referred to 
the UKCES report from 2009, Ambition 2020, which states: 
 

‘the future employment and skills system will need to invest as much effort on 
raising employer ambition, on stimulating demand, as it does on enhancing skills 
supply’ 

 
This chimes with the written evidence submitted by Professor David Bell: 
 

‘This implies that a significant proportion of the Scottish workers are “demand-
constrained” – there is not enough demand for the labour they are willing to 
supply’. 
 

This central concern of employer demand for skills notwithstanding, there are a 
number of areas where SDS currently seeks to address ‘skills supply’ aspects of 
underemployment, for example through our provision of careers information, advice 
and guidance and by supporting individuals and employers to develop their individual 
and workforce skills, gain qualifications to support job and career progresssion and 
improve skills use in the workplace.   
 
1. Supporting the Future Workforce 
 
The work that SDS does to help individuals develop their Career Management Skills 
can help them better understand what will make them potentially attractive to the 
employers, and is aimed as assisting people to make informed choices about their 
careers and jobs.  
 
Career Management Skills – allowing individuals to make themselves attractive to 
employers and secure the job most suited to their ability   
 
Our careers advisory services, both face-to-face and web-based through My World 
of Work, encourage young people to think about what they are good at, what they 
are interested in and how to make themselves suitable for jobs currently in the labour 
market and areas where jobs will be available in the future.  
 
Specifically in terms of graduates, SDS has recently launched a new resource on 
MyWoW for graduates, “The Graduate Portal”, which draws on a wide range of 
graduate experiences. Visitors to the portal will find a number of relevant articles, 
features, tools and links in one convenient place, which includes: 

 Meet the Graduates featuring blogs, audio, video and infographics to give a 
snapshot of graduate life 

 Your Graduate Job Hunt with advice from employers on how to kick-start the 
search and job feeds from Talent Scotland and Prospects. 

 Networking which offers advice on developing contacts in real life and 
through social media 

 Apply yourself offering links through to My CV and advice from employers on 
CVs, applications, psychometric testing, interviews and more 



 
Work with women – addressing underemployment  
 
SDS careers advisers are able as part of their roles to challenge gender stereotypes 
and to encourage young women to make informed choices about their career 
choices and broaden their horizons. Through the use of Career Management Skills 
(CMS) women are encouraged to build the skills they need to make the right 
decisions about jobs, training and careers. However, it is important to recognise the 
difficulties faced in attempting to alter long standing attitudes towards certain types of 
jobs and industry sectors.  SDS will continue to work collaboratively to progress joint 
working and initiatives to support the tackling of occupational segregation, engaging 
with the Scottish Funding Council and Sector Skills Councils in conjunction with the 
Joint Skills Committee. 
 
Our marketing activity and magazine content on My World of Work regularly features 
case studies highlighting women in “non traditional” roles, promotes local events and 
seeks to ensure the MA programme is not promoted with a gender bias. SDS’s new 
employer web service ‘Our Skillsforce’ also aims to reinforce positive messages to 
employers on the economic benefits of supporting a diverse workforce.  As part of 
our equalities action planning we have set out organisational objectives to achieve 
improvements in addressing gender segregation (and other equalities aspects) in 
MAs, through a range of activities and working closely with partner organisations.      
 
2. Developing Employer Engagement 
SDS employer engagement- simplifying the public funding landscape 
As part of the reform to post 16 education and training, delivery partners involved in 
the Better Alignment of Scotland’s Employability Services (BASES) project worked to 
develop proposals to enhance the experience for both individuals and employers. 
BASES built on previous work at a national level, between the Department for Work 
& Pensions (DWP) and SDS, to better integrate employability and skills services in 
Scotland.  
 
It was recognised that it was essential for employers to have a diverse range of 
support to assist them to expand and develop their workforce and that the 
information available needed to be simplified to allow them to access to the right kind 
of support.   
 
To address this SDS has established ‘Our SkillsForce’. ‘Our SkillsForce’ (OSF) is a 
new national web-based service for employers which provides information on 
national, regional and local services related to recruitment, training and workforce 
development. Hosted by SDS, the web service acts as a portal to other sites offering 
complementary services. Local employability partnerships have a presence on OSF, 
allowing the diversity of services available to be communicated more effectively.  
 
SDS works closely with employers and industry throughout Scotland to ensure skills 
needs of employers are heard and that investment in the skills system better reflects 
industry needs and priorities. SDS works with partners including other public bodies -
especially the Scottish Funding Council (SFC) Scottish Enterprise (SE) and 
Highlands & islands Enterprise (HIE) - to ensure the delivery of relevant education 
and training for both short and long-term needs, to create a more skilled workforce 



and thus contribute to Scottish Government’s overarching purpose of increasing 
sustainable economic growth. 
 
Skills Planning Model - an improved approach to understanding employer needs and 
better forward planning for skills 
 
Through an integrated ‘Skills Planning Model’ and by gathering insight on the skills 
needs of employers and industry sectors, working with partners and using a range of 
mechanisms we can develop a clearer picture of employer and industry skills needs. 
This is being carried out through the development and use of Labour Market 
Information (LMI), direct engagement with industry and employers through Industry 
Leadership Groups (ILGs), by working with Industry Skills Groups (e.g. Financial 
Services Skills Gateway Employer Council) and national employer representative 
bodies such as the Federation of Small Businesses (FSB) and the Confederation of 
British Industry (CBI).  
 
 
Skills Investment plans (SIPs) – addressing skills shortages and underemployment 
in key sectors  
 
SDS is committed to developing SIPs for each of the key growth sectors under the 
Government Economic Strategy (GES). Five out of the six key sector SIPs have 
been completed: Energy, Food and Drink, Tourism (identified as a sector where 
underemployment is high), Life Sciences and Financial Services. The Creative 
Industries SIP will be published during 2013-14. The SIP process is a crucial 
component of improving the articulation of employer demand in a consistent way.  It 
is important SIPs are clearly led and influenced by insight, evidence and buy-in from 
industry and its representative bodies, including ILGs.  
 
SDS “Sector Managers” in our Industries & Employer Networks team lead on SIPs 
and are responsible for developing and maintaining relationships with key employers 
and industry groups, and working with other public sector partners.  
 
SDS has a central role in developing evidence based understanding of Scotland’s 
strategic workforce skills requirements. SDS’s commitment to developing SIPs (in 
consultation with stakeholders) and refreshing them where necessary makes an 
important contribution to the ongoing planning and management of the skills and 
education system within Scotland. 
 
3. Addressing Workforce Development 
SDS notes that the Committee is particularly concerned by higher levels of 
underemployment amongst young people – where young people wish to work more 
hours in their current job or are not making full use of their skills and qualifications.  
 
SDS delivers a range of training opportunities for individuals so that they can access 
education, training and work experience which to allow them to develop their skills 
and progress in the labour market, alongside support for employers so they can 
improve the skills and qualifications of their workforce to help grow their businesses 
and improve their business productivity. 
 



Modern Apprenticeships – upskilling whilst in work 
 
Modern Apprenticeships (MAs) are a key instrument to allow individuals in a low 
skilled job to gain key skills, train and gain formal qualifications whilst in a job. 
Existing employees can also make use of MA training to upskill if they are in a 
position of underemployment in their current job.   
 
Employers may feel they cannot afford to provide training; however, SDS provides a 
public funding contribution towards the costs of MA training. The MA provides an 
opportunity to train whilst in a job – all MAs in Scotland have employed status - and 
enables an employee’s skills, and level of skills, to directly match employer 
requirements.  
 
MAs also offer opportunities for progression where there is employer demand.  SDS 
published its MA Outcomes Survey in January 2013 which provides information on 
career progression following participation in the programme. The survey found that 
two thirds of Modern Apprenticeship programme leavers were more likely to work at 
a higher level, for a higher salary and/or progress to a job with more responsibility.  
 
Flexible Training Opportunities 
 
Flexible Training Opportunities (FTOs) give Scottish businesses with up to 
100 employees the opportunity to apply for up to £5,000 towards employee training 
costs. Funding is available for up to 10 employees per business and the money is 
not a loan so the employer does not have to pay it back. Skills Development 
Scotland will refund up to 50% of each episode of employee training up to a 
maximum of £500 for each training episode.  
 
FTOs support workforce development by contributing to the costs of training an 
employer’s existing workforce, through a range of flexible course provision, to 
address identified skills deficiencies and also skills identified by the employer as 
being beneficial to support new activities, improved productivity and business 
growth. 
 
Energy Skills  
 
The Low Carbon Fund and Energy Skills Challenge Fund, which specifically 
supports the development of new and emerging skills within the energy and low 
carbon sector, will provide at least 1,000 flexible training places for energy and low 
carbon. Of these at least 500 places will support transitional training, for individuals 
with skills in a particular area or sub-sector to undertake targeted training to 
upskill/cross-skill in areas of potential employment growth and identified skills need.  
 
Individual Learning Accounts 
 
SDS delivers the SDS Individual Learning Accounts (ILA) programme, through which 
eligible individuals can apply for funding to help pay for a wide variety of approved 
courses. ILAs are for people who are 16 or over and living in Scotland. People can 
apply for an ILA if they: are not undertaking any secondary, further or higher 
education; do not have a degree or above; are not training through the Employability 



Fund or Modern Apprenticeships, or participating in the Community Jobs Scotland 
programme; and have an income of £22,000 a year or less or are on benefits.  A 
sizeable proportion of people who make use of ILA funding for learning or training 
are in employment (earning less than £22,000) and ILAs can provide financial help 
for individuals who are seeking to enhance their skills and qualifications to support  
job and career progression. 
   
4. Stimulating debate on skills issues  
 
Skills In Focus and the Joint Skills Committee - stimulating debate around current 
skills issues. 
 
SDS works in partnership with the Scottish Funding Council (SFC) through the Joint 
Skills Committee (JSC), which provides strategic advice to the respective Boards of 
both SDS and the SFC on actions required to address skills challenges in Scotland. 
Recent strengthening of industry and employer involvement in JSC is expected to 
play an important role in better engaging industry at a strategic level in shaping 
future skills provision in Scotland.  
 
SDS also organises “Skills in Focus” events in conjunction with the JSC to stimulate 
wider thinking about skills issues - attendees include senior representatives from 
skills organisations in Scotland and beyond, including policy makers, public sector 
organisations with learning and skills interests; and employer bodies from the key 
economic sectors identified by Scottish Government. 
 
5. Data collection 
 
SDS agrees with the Committee that more evidence needs to be collated as to the 
effects of underemployment on the career progression of young people and the 
wider labour market as a whole.  Professor Alan Felstead’s evidence to the 
Committee highlighted the importance of the UK Skills and Employment Survey in 
measuring skills-based underemployment and the value of the Scottish boost to the 
Labour Force Survey in measuring hours-based underemployment.  SDS supports 
Professor Felstead’s suggestion that there is merit in developing an LMI plan for 
Scotland; this is something the Scottish LMI Framework should consider. 
 
Conclusion 
 
SDS will continue to support individuals to upskill and train in order to progress in 
their careers and is actively developing its engagement with employers and 
businesses to help them develop and maintain a skilled workforce. SDS will also 
continue to work with partners, including the Scottish Government, the Scottish 
Funding Council and the enterprise agencies, to contribute towards the creation of 
the economic conditions which support business growth and increased employer 
demand for skills. 


