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There has been considerable media coverage of the Now is the time campaign, of 

which the IoD is a signatory. Clearly, with the public finances under severe pressure 

and with the Treasury forecasting massive government debts, even with optimistic 
forecasts about future rates of economic growth, funding for all public services is 

under great scrutiny. Nevertheless, uncertainty over the future of Train to Gain, and 

the level of funding available to training providers from the Learning and Skills 

Council in support of it, is frustrating employers. Directors participating in the survey 
pointed out the mixed messages they were seemingly receiving on skills. Whilst the 

high profile Now is the time campaign was exhorting them to invest in training during 

the recession, and many were doing so, this commitment was perceived as not 
necessarily being adequately reciprocated in the extent of government backing for 

Train to Gain.   

 

 
 

 
 
 
 

 

 

 

TRAIN TO GAIN: BROKERS, PROCESS AND PROCEDURE  
 
“We are constantly under pressure to work with Train to Gain advisers who from 
the start have failed to understand the needs of the business, the specialist 
courses and the roles to which they apply and as such try to promote courses 
which are irrelevant to the needs of the business and colleagues. If they could 
address the needs and provide both funding and relevant trainers rather than keep 
pestering, we would be much better off and as such more willing to give up 
valuable time to the meetings they demand and are denied!” 

TRAIN TO GAIN: A FUNDING FREEZE?  
 
“Train to Gain has been a major step forward but will shortly be reviewed as it is 
over budget. Not surprising when it is the first truly demand-led programme!” 
 
“The LSC has just announced that all of its Train to Gain funds for this year have 
been frozen. They and the Commission have broadcast loudly the importance of 
investing in your workforce in a recession, we have accepted that argument as it 
fits our own ambition and culture. The LSC then does a volte face, leaving the 
wealth-creating sector in limbo.” 
 
“We are very much in the infancy of developing our policy and are disappointed 
that support from the Train to Gain initiative has stalled.” 
 
“Train to Gain is very valuable but it’s disappointing that the Business 
Transformation grants for SMEs have been cancelled – probably because funding 
has been redirected to financial institutions.” 
 
“With government spending multi millions on the banks etc they should be able to 
find more to support industry’s training efforts at a time when companies are 
having a tough time financially.” 
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7. The skills system 
 

7.1 Background 
 

The complexity of the skills system is a long-standing employer complaint, and one 

which can act as a major disincentive to engage with the system even for those 
employers otherwise committed to skills and training. As the UK Commission for 

Employment and Skills in its recent report on the simplification of the system in 

England: 

 
“When employers talk of complexity and confusion in the system, or call for 

simplification in frustration, evidence from the detail lying behind many complaints 

confirms that there are a wide variety of different underlying causes. Some 
employers complain of confusion about the range of initiatives with which they are 

faced; others of the bewildering number of different organisations that approach them 

to become involved in the skills and training system.”10 
 

In its report, the Commission identified a range of complexities which baffled and 

frustrated employersincluding:   

 
• Difficulties of access – relating to the extent to which employers understand the 

system, feel competent to seek to engage, succeed in finding the right organisation 
and/or service to meet their requirements, and find the initial contact welcoming and 
responsive; 

 

• Complexity of programmes and initiatives – the extent to which employers 
understand, or are confused or even overwhelmed by, the range of programmes and 
initiatives on offer, are able to assess the potential for a particular initiative to meet 

their requirements, and be sure that their choice is the most appropriate of those 
available; 

 

• Too restrictive constraints on individual programmes and initiatives – the extent 
to which the eligibility rules and limitations on programmes unduly restrict the ability 
of individual employers to participate in a programme, or a sufficiently wide range of 

employers from engaging with it; 
 
• Excessive bureaucracy in administrative arrangements for programmes or 

initiatives – the extent to which the administrative rules and reporting requirements 

of programmes are unduly demanding, time consuming or burdensome on 
employers, disproportionate to the real accountability requirements; 

 

• Complexity of structures and organisation – the extent to which the sheer number 
and range of skills and training organisations, and/or the extent to which they seek to 
engage directly with employers, confuses or overwhelms employer interest; and 

 
• Rapidity of change – the rate of changes in programmes, initiatives, organisations 

and procedures adds a further dimension of confusion for employers, who can find it 

extremely difficult to keep up with change and even become aware of new 
developments, let alone understand them.
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The IoD survey sought to establish members’ views on the complexity of the skills 

system and which of the various sources of confusion was deemed by directors to be 
the greatest problem. The results are presented below.  
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7.2 Complexity of the skills system: the view of IoD 

members 
 
Perhaps unsurprisingly given the longevity of the issue, approximately two thirds 

(64%) of the directors participating in the survey felt that the skills system was too 

complex and difficult for employers to engage with. 24% strongly agreed that this was 
the case.  

 

TO WHAT EXTENT DO YOU AGREE OR DISAGREE THAT THE PUBLICLY FUNDED TRAINING 

AND SKILLS SYSTEM IS TOO COMPLEX AND DIFFICULT FOR EMPLOYERS TO ENGAGE 

WITH?* 

  

Strongly agree 24% (229) 

Agree 40% (372) 

Neither agree nor disagree 18% (172) 

Disagree 6% (52) 

Strongly disagree 1% (12) 

Don’t know 11% (100) 

  

Total: Agree 64% (601) 

Total: Disagree 7% (64) 

  

Balance +57% 
 

*  There were 937 respondents to this question. 

 

The complexity of the skills system was most keenly felt by small businesses. 

Nevertheless, all sizes of business found the system confusing, even larger 
organisations.  

 
SKILLS SYSTEM IS TOO COMPLEX AND DIFFICULT FOR EMPLOYERS TO ENGAGE WITH, BY 

SIZE OF ORGANISATION 
 0-49 employees 50-249 employees 250+ employees 

    

Agree 67% (406) 62% (103) 57% (92) 

Neither agree nor disagree 17% (105) 20% (34) 20% (33) 

Disagree 7% (41) 7% (12) 7% (11) 

Don’t know 9% (57) 10% (17) 16% (26) 

Balance +60% +55% +50% 

 
 
Comments: 
 

Frustration with the “nightmare” complexity of the skills and training system was 
palpable, as evidenced by the selected comments below.   

 

 

THE COMPLEXITY OF THE TRAINING AND SKILLS SYSTEM  
 
“The complexity around training and skills development and the assistance 
available needs to be sorted. It is nightmare with too many brokerages and 
options, which wastes money for frontline delivery and support and makes it too 
complex to bother with. This needs an urgent review and simple application of 
‘value for money’.” 

Continued... 
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Many directors felt that the current situation was untenable and that radical 

institutional reform was now required to save on bureaucracy and to free resources 

for reductions in business taxes.  

 

 
 
 

PLEAS FOR RADICAL REFORM  
 

“The road to hell is paved with good intentions: the various government initiatives 
are too complex for most companies to bother using and also involve far too many 
individuals and organisations all funded by the taxpayer. How about getting rid of 
all the Business Links etc and reduce business rates accordingly, and let 
businesses then use their increased funds to invest where they see fit in training?” 
 

“The whole learning and skills infrastructure should be axed and incentives given 
directly to companies. There is no time to deal with this bureaucracy and all the 
money it spends on itself and on advertising could be saved.” 
 

“Training needs to be done as close to the coalface as possible. Government 
training initiatives are launched because they sound useful and caring. It would do 
far better to stay out of it and reduce taxes.” 
 

“Education and training of our workforce is an essential component of future 
economic success. We need to take a clearer more strategic view of training need 
longer term and organise the education system more...effectively.” 
 

“As I see it, the Government has not really offered any practical help to small 
businesses during the recession. It could, for instance, link training and employer 
NI by allowing small businesses to use their employer NI contributions for training 
purposes, which would have the effect of increasing small businesses’ skill base.” 

THE COMPLEXITY OF THE TRAINING AND SKILLS SYSTEM  
 
“There is a need for simplicity, consistency and stability in our national training 
schemes. I have recently come across duplicity of effort, resources and separate 
output towards the same ends within SEEDA which, coupled with confusion to us 
as Directors, does not bode well and can only promote further chaos.” 
 
“Training – where to find the best and most cost effective, and also find out 
whether the courses chosen are able to be subsidised or claimed against – is an 
absolute nightmare. You need training on how to source training!” 
 
“The Government’s programmes to encourage, support and fund training are so 
complex that the time and money it takes to understand and access them 
outweighs any benefit that may accrue from them.” 
 
“Keep it simple – if we are serious about funding training let it apply to every 
company and do so on a “matched” basis. It is always possible to adjust the 
matched funding to fit different sized companies and those industries that have 
more of a need.” 
 
“We are a public-private partnership – on the inside of government if you like – and 
yet we find the whole skills agenda overly difficult to engage with and insufficiently 
responsive to business needs. There is still far too much emphasis on paying the 
supply side (colleges etc) to provide courses (those they want) and not enough on 
creating demand.” 
 



 
 

 

 35

7.3 The most acute problems with the skills system: the 
business view 

 
For those directors participating in the survey, the biggest beef was with the 
bureaucracy associated with skills programmes, followed by the continual churn in 

initiatives. 

 

WHICH OF THE FOLLOWING DO YOU BELIEVE TO BE THE BIGGEST PROBLEM?* 

  

Programmes too bureaucratic/inflexible 40% (242) 

Constant change in initiatives 28% (166) 

Too many separate skills programmes 13% (76) 

Too many organisations involved in training 11% (69) 

Other 5% (30) 

Don’t know 3% (18) 
 

*  There were 601 respondents to this question, i.e. all those believing the skills system to be too complex and difficult 
for employers to engage with. 
 

Red tape and inflexibility was the biggest concern of all sizes of company. The 

constant change in initiatives was second in the firing line for small and large 

businesses, but not for medium-sized employers, for whom the number of separate 
programmes and organisations involved in training were more serious concerns.  

 
BIGGEST PROBLEM WITH THE SKILLS SYSTEM, BY SIZE OF ORGANISATION 
 0-49 employees 50-249 employees 250+ employees 

    

Programmes too 
bureaucratic/inflexible 

40% (162) 43% (44) 39% (36) 

Constant change in 
initiatives 

30% (122) 15% (15) 32% (29) 

Too many separate skills 
programmes 

12% (47) 18% (19) 11% (10) 

Too many organisations 
involved in training 

10% (40) 17% (17) 13% (12) 

 
 

Comments: 
 
Directors’ aggravation with the excessive bureaucracy and inflexibility of skills 
initiatives has been covered at length elsewhere in this paper, but again topped 

employers’ hit list of problems here. A particularly striking example of rigidity is 

presented below to summarise the issue.   

 

 

“In terms of funded training programmes being inflexible/bureaucratic, we applied 
for funding for two courses for a staff member that were scheduled to take place in 
London at a cost of more than £500 each. As we are based in the North East, we 
would also have had to fund rail fares and hotels taking the total cost to roughly 
£1,500. We discovered that the trainer due to deliver the courses was based 15 
minutes from our office and so she delivered the exact same courses on a one-to-
one basis in our offices at a cost of £135 per course. We were denied the funding 
because the two courses only took four hours to deliver rather than the two days in 
London (entirely due to the fact that they were 1-2-1 as opposed to having a dozen 
people in the class.) This is totally illogical. Had there been flexibility in the system, 
the funders would see the solution provided as a win-win that saves them money 
as well as my company.” 
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Nor were problems with inflexibility limited to the usual suspects – organisations 

faced the issue across the wider skills system, including universities:  

 

 
 
Constant change in the system presented problems not only for companies, but for 

training providers too:  

 

 
 
 

13% of directors believing the skills system is too complicated cited the number of 

different skills programmes as the biggest problem: 

 

 
 

THE BIGGEST PROBLEM: TOO MANY SEPARATE SKILLS PROGRAMMES  
 
“The Government must get a grip on the plethora of public sector training 
initiatives and providers and ensure clarity and easy access on behalf of SMEs. At 
the moment they seem to be throwing things at the wall in the hope that something 
will stick.” 
 
“With the demise of the LSC, if we employ 16, 17 and 18 year olds then any training 
for them will be funded from one (or several places) whilst funding for 19 year olds 
and above will be funded from a different place, even if they are on the same 
course. As a very small business I cannot afford the time or the hassle factor to do 
this.” 
 
“As a national business looking for consistent training provision across England, 
Scotland and Wales it is extremely frustrating that initiatives differ across the three 
countries. This acts as a deterrent to us in looking for Government support. It is 
easier to support ourselves and work within the limits we can achieve.” 
 
“In respect to publicly funded training, it is confusing for those who have no 
connection with the education sector due to the terminology used and the 
underlying assumption that everyone “knows” the basics. There are too many 
schemes and when one can access information the admin to be completed is off 
putting. Contractual terms and conditions and payment schedules are also often 
different for the different schemes.” 

THE BIGGEST PROBLEM: CONSTANT CHANGE  
 
“My company is a training provider and experiences difficulties with the 
Government failing to be consistent in its strategy. It frequently changes strategy 
and the levels of funding available. It alters the eligibility criteria for candidates 
first by being too strict, then by being too lax, and now it is applying sweeping 
budget cuts. This approach is almost impossible for colleges and training 
providers to explain to industry.” 
 
Timing, as well as frequency, of change was also was also criticised: 
 
“The reorganisation, at this time, of the LSC is nothing short of crazy. Changes in 
the delivery of Train to Gain brokerage adds dramatically to the confusion and 
demonstrates a lack of clear direction.” 

“High level skills are needed but are not supported by Government to the extent 
that is required. Universities are not flexible enough with their offer which is based 
on qualifications and longer courses.” 
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All of the above problems with complexity were felt to impact disproportionately on 

SMEs:  

 

 

THE SKILLS SYSTEM AND SMES  
 
“Continuing changes to programmes and government-driven target objectives 
result in most programmes being inappropriate for small business. They are 
predominantly aimed at larger businesses (though still SME by most measures). 
The reality is that a lot of us are running service based businesses and brain 
training for very small business is still low on the government priority list.” 
 
“As far as I am aware, Train to Gain has a focus on qualifications and not on 
essential skills relating to business benefit requirements. There is a move towards 
shorter provision I believe, but these courses or learning programmes are still 
essentially supply led. Sector Skills Councils, in spite of the propaganda, represent 
the employer views of larger companies and not smaller or micro businesses.”  
 
“The messages on Train to Gain, and on other publicly funded training initiatives, 
are too confusing. When challenged on this, Business Link’s standard response is 
“We’ll send someone to explain it to you”. But this seems to require a lot of 
investment in time which, when you’re a small business, you simply haven’t got. 
What we need is not only funding for the training itself – any training that we, as 
business people, choose to provide – but also some support for the time that we 
and our employees have to take off for training. We, like other small businesses, 
are running flat out to try to service our customers so that we don’t lose out in 
these market conditions. We desperately need help and support to do that, but we 
don’t have the time to take off helping our customers, so we need help with that as 
well. Public money spent on this would be vastly more effective, in my opinion, 
than throwing it into the black hole of the banks.” 
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8. Conclusion 
 

 

This survey has shown that training investment in IoD members’ organisations has 
held up strongly during the recession. Contrary to the received wisdom so regularly 

repeated in these times, training has not suffered disproportionately heavily from 

budget cuts. Indeed, compared to other areas of business expenditure included in 
the survey, training spend has held up best of all under the recessionary pressure of 

the last six months. Interestingly, a recent report based on research conducted 

among businesses across Europe found that executives rated training cuts as the 

least effective action taken during the last recession, and that cuts to training budgets 
had been less common this time around.12 Lessons have perhaps been learned. The 

IoD results add to this picture, and certainly help to corroborate the reflection of one 

survey participant, a director of a training company, who detected “a definite 
difference this time”. 

 

Overall, the survey is a considerable boost for the Now is the time campaign, of 
which the IoD is a strong supporter, to encourage businesses to maintain their 

commitment to training during the recession. Many directors explained their view that 

reducing investment in training at this time was “short sighted”, “counter productive”, 

and “a false economy”. “Lose the training”, commented one, “and you lose the edge.” 
The research confirmed that skills and training were central to the competitiveness of 

members’ companies, and to increasing the morale and motivation of employees. It 

was also seen as vital to organisations’ ability to position themselves well for the 
upturn, when it comes. Indeed, the recession was commonly seen to present an 

opportunity for organisations to make use of reduced demand to focus on developing 

skills. The palpable mood of the directors surveyed was firmly one of innovation and 

determination, not defeatism and retrenchment.  
 

 
 
Many directors reported that their organisations had altered their focus towards 

shorter, ‘essential’ training programmes and away from longer term ‘investment’ 

training. Some had been forced to do so by the requirement to reduce costs, others 

in order to respond to urgent business needs such as the necessity to improve 
customer service, drive sales or maintain staff morale. Organisations in both camps 

had sought to adapt to the realities of the trading environment by delivering training in 

new ways – taking training in-house, using experienced employees to train the less 
experienced, and squeezing as much value as possible from one individual’s training 

by encouraging the transmission of new skills to others.    

 
The survey also uncovered sources of frustration. Although business awareness of 

Train to Gain has increased notably over the course of the last year, it is still used by 

only a minority of IoD members. And whilst 70% of those organisations that had used 

Train to Gain were satisfied with the quality of service received, it is clear that 
perceptions of bureaucracy and inflexibility are widespread. This is off-putting at any 

time, but is particularly unwelcome when so much management energy is being 

consumed by the focus on day-to-day operations. The wider skills system is also a 
labyrinthine experience for most businesses. Directors in our survey commented on 

the system’s “nightmare” complexity. Radical reform is required. 

 
“Now is the time for energy, leadership and boldness; do not let yourself or your 
business be a victim.” 
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These issues must be addressed: simply put, they are a brake on greater employer 

engagement. The Government should also look at the eligibility criteria for aspects of 

the Train to Gain offer. Initiatives such as the leadership and management support 

available through Train to Gain are particularly well targeted. But despite the lowering 
of the eligibility barrier from ten employees to five late last year, many directors of 

very small companies have been disappointed to find themselves prevented from 

benefiting. Although the LSC has some flexibility to extend the leadership and 
management offer to such firms, this is not widely advertised due to the belief that it 

would quickly be exhausted. Some providers already have more demand for the 

service from employers than they can accommodate. The danger of failing 

adequately to fund Train to Gain is that employers get mixed messages: an 
exhortation to train, but help and support that fails to live up to the promise. 

 

Finally, whilst the vast majority of the employers participating in our survey were 
maintaining, or even increasing, investment in training, some were not. The 

experiences of those directors whose organisations had been forced to trim training 

spend act as a timely reminder that decisions about investing in skills do not take 
place in a vacuum. They are influenced profoundly both by immediate trading 

conditions and the wider business environment. Those arguing for increased levels of 

employer spending on training must acknowledge that the issue cannot be 

considered in isolation. The three principal forces holding back IoD members’ 
businesses are regulations, taxation, and skills deficiencies. Tackling the latter, for 

example through increased training, requires action on the former. Reducing the 

regulatory burden, and keeping taxes simple, stable and low, will ensure 
organisations have more resources to commit to training. IoD members believe in the 

benefits of training. But many businesses are in a fight for survival. In this, they 

require as much support as possible.       

 

 
    
 

Mike Harris 

Head of Education and Skills Policy 

 
June 2009 
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