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Alliance of Sector Skills Councils, Scotland 

Scottish Parliament Finance Committee 

Scrutiny of the forthcoming spending review and Draft Budget 2012-13 

Preventative spending: General Call for Evidence 

 

About Alliance Scotland 

 

The Alliance of Sector Skills Councils in Scotland is tasked with representing, promoting and supporting 

the work of the 22 licensed Sector Skills Councils (SSCs) in Scotland. Together, SSCs articulate the voice 

of the employers of 90% of the UK’s workforce on skills issues and they are key partners in the delivery 

of a world class skills base for Scotland.  

 

The Alliance in Scotland’s core purpose is to: 

 

 Act as the collective voice of the SSCs; 

 Promote understanding of the role of SSCs within the skills system across Scotland; 

 Co-ordinate policy positions and strategic work on skills with stakeholders; and 

 Help build the performance capability of the SSCs to ensure they continue to work effectively on 

the employer-driven skills agenda. 

 

Introduction 

 
The Alliance welcomes the Scottish Parliament Finance Committee’s initiative to build on the work of its 
predecessor by focusing further attention on the issue of preventative spending as part of its strategic 
scrutiny of the 2012-13 budget and forthcoming spending review. 
 
We would wish to draw particular attention to the importance of early intervention and investment to 
develop basic skills as an efficient mechanism for maximising active participation in the labour market in 
later years and enhancing the overall competitiveness of Scotland’s workforce. 
 
In terms of delivering the highly skilled workforce employers are looking for, Early Years intervention 
should have a key focus on tackling social problems which could exclude individuals from the labour 
market in later life if unaddressed. Another key focus of Early Years intervention should be on 
supporting the development of basic literacy and numeracy skills to the standard employers will later 
expect of school and college leavers. 
 
The National Performance Framework 
 
As the Finance Committee’s call for evidence notes, the previous Scottish Government said that: 
“Preventative action is integral to the approach to government in Scotland and delivering the outcomes 
set out in the National Performance Framework”. The Finance Committee is seeking input on those  
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spending commitments and priorities to be included in the 2012-13 draft budget and spending review to 
ensure progress on preventative spending and, in particular, Early Years intervention. 
 
With respect to the National Performance Framework, from an employer perspective, a key national 
indicator where further progress is needed is in tackling the number of working age people with severe 
literacy and numeracy problems. 
 
The Scottish Government’s own statistics show a steadily improving picture in this area, with the 
percentage of adults with SCQF Level 4 qualifications or below having decreased from 19.1% in 2004 to 
14.7% in 2010. 
 
However, a recent survey by the Confederation of British Industry, published in May 2011, found 42% of 
employers surveyed were dissatisfied with the basic use of English by school and college leavers while 
35% were concerned about basic numeracy skills in this group. As a consequence, 44% of employers 
surveyed have had to invest in remedial training to improve literacy and numeracy skills of recently 
recruited staff. 
 
This evidence suggests that, while the objective of supporting people with severe literacy and numeracy 
problems has made progress, there is an urgent need to raise standards of literacy and numeracy more 
generally amongst today’s school and college leavers. 
 
There is clear evidence to suggest that Early Years intervention is likely to have a demonstrable impact 
on improving literacy and numeracy in later years. By tackling the problem at an early stage, there will 
be a clear benefit to employers in reducing their need to invest in remedial training of school and college 
leavers who emerge from the education system with inadequate basic literacy and numeracy skills. Such 
an approach would also improve the general employability of school and college leavers, enhancing the 
skills base of Scotland’s workforce and making the Scottish economy more competitive internationally as 
a result. 
 
In addition, evidence gathered by the Finance Committee during its earlier inquiry on preventative 
spending found that Early Years intervention was critical to reducing the number of people excluded 
from work in later life. 
 
In this context, the national indicator “to increase the proportion of school leavers (from Scottish 
publicly funded schools) in positive and sustained destinations (FE, HE, employment or training)” is also 
relevant. There is scope for improvement on this indicator, with the proportion of school leavers in 
positive and sustained destinations having remained more or less static at around 85% since 2007/08. 
 
A renewed focus on Early Years intervention to tackle those emerging social problems which are likely to 
exclude individuals from the labour market at a later stage would make an important contribution 
towards increasing the proportion of school and college leavers who are able to contribute positively to 
society as full participants in the jobs market. A failure to intervene early in this area will mean a 
significant number of these individuals will continue to be excluded from work, placing an additional 
burden on public welfare budgets at a time when these budgets are under sustained pressure – not 
least because of demographic changes in the general population. 
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It would also be helpful to be more qualitative in assessing progress in relation to this particular national 

indicator. One of the major challenges the Scottish skills system continues to face is that it is largely 

supply driven, with colleges and universities offering courses according to what students demand. 

However, students are not always sufficiently well informed to choose the best course of study to 

further their long-term career ambitions. In particular, for some courses, there is still a shortage of 

information on likely destinations following completion for students to be able to make an informed 

decision. It is not necessarily sufficient to categorise those leaving post compulsory education as being 

‘in employment’, since an individual’s job may bear no relationship to the course of study they 

previously undertook. 

 

Some measurement should be made of the number of people leaving full-time education who have 

found a job that can be directly – or indirectly – linked to their course of study. 

 

This information will have the invaluable ‘preventative’ effect of ensuring that an increasing number of 
students are able to make more informed decisions about which course of study to pursue, based on the 
likely availability of future employment opportunities directly or indirectly connected to those studies. 
 
Additional indicators 
 
In view of the comments provided above, a supplementary national indicator could usefully be included 
in addition to the existing national indicator on tackling poor literacy and numeracy (“Reduce number of 
working age people with severe literacy and numeracy problems”). 
 
This supplementary indicator could focus more directly on reducing the number of employers who have 
to invest in remedial training to address shortcomings in basic literacy and numeracy skills amongst 
recent school and college leavers. 
 
The national indicator on delivering positive and sustained destinations for school leavers could also 
benefit from a supplementary indicator to reduce the number of people excluded from the workplace 
on a long-term basis due to social problems or a lack of basic skills development in early years. There 
should also be a separate indicator which categorises those having left full-time education and secured 
employment according to whether their job is connected or unconnected to their chosen course of 
study. 
 
Conclusion 
 
An effective preventative spending strategy needs to incorporate a strong focus on addressing the issue 
of basic skills attainment and access to the labour market. Two core objectives of the strategy must be 
to improve general standards of literacy and numeracy and to minimise the number of individuals 
excluded from work due to a failure to address – at an early stage – specific social problems affecting 
their ability to participate in the labour market in later life. 
 
National indicators need to have a renewed focus on identifying the extent to which chosen courses of 
study are effectively matched to employment outcomes for those leaving full-time education. Over  
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time, this should have the preventative effect of helping to align the availability of courses more 
effectively with the skills needs of employers and available job opportunities. 
 
More generally, sustained investment in skills will reinforce a successful preventative spending strategy 
by increasing rates of participation in the labour market and reducing the number of individuals who are 
excluded from work due to poor basic skills and consequently place an additional burden on welfare 
budgets and other categories of support. 
 


