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INTRODUCTION
This report outlines the main findings from a scoping study of key Scottish Stakeholders  on their knowledge, views and experiences of skills utilisation. Interviews were conducted (mostly via telephone) with nominated individuals from stakeholder organisations (mostly representative/umbrella bodies) across all sectors of the Scottish labour market (a full list of respondents is appended at the end of this report).  
In total, 19 interviews from a possible 24 were conducted (with 4 non-responses and 1 refusal).  The following report details the (i) aims of the study; (ii) the methodology employed; (iii) headline findings and (iv) more detailed main findings from this study.  The main findings are presented under the following sub-headings: definitions; practice; benefits; measurement; hindering factors; driving factors, and next steps. 
STUDY AIMS 
This study was designed as initial scoping work to gather a measure of stakeholders’ current knowledge and experiences of skills utilisation. The aims of this study were to:
· Explore interviewees understanding and use of the term ‘skills utilisation’
· Explore current practice on skills utilisation across Scotland

· Identify practices that support and hinder skills utilisation
· Explore how to approach measurement of skills utilisation

· Collect potential examples of good practice in skills utilisation in Scotland
METHODOLOGY
As the aims of the study were explorative in nature, a semi-structured interview was chosen as the most appropriate methodology.  This ensured consistency across the broad themes discussed while allowing individual respondents to talk in an unhindered manner about their understanding and experiences of skills utilisation. The majority of interviews were conducted by telephone as respondents were based all across Scotland, however, one stakeholder was interviewed face-to-face as they were situated in close proximity to the Scottish Government in Glasgow (the same semi-structured interview schedule was used for all interviews).  Senior level individuals were identified as initial contacts within the stakeholder organisations and each was sent an email invitation, along with background to the research and a copy of the interview schedule. This allowed organisations to nominate the most appropriate representative to take part in the study and provided them with materials to both clarify the topic coverage and to prepare for the interview beforehand. 
The majority of interviewees responded very positively to this exercise, with many putting considerable thought and preparation into their answers.  This level of co-operation from the interviewees was greatly appreciated and is demonstrated in the wealth of information presented in the findings below.  The chosen methodology met the aims of the research.
Only one of the 24 stakeholders approached declined to participate in the research. The 4 non-responses were mostly as a result of staff absences over the summer holiday period. The 19 respondents who were interviewed represent organisations from the business sector, further and higher education field, public sector, and the voluntary sector.

HEADLINE FINDINGS:
· Stakeholder respondents reported a similar general-level definition of ‘skills utilisation’ as comprising activities around how employers make the best use of employees’ skills in order to boost productivity. This definition was common across the public, private, education and voluntary sector stakeholders we interviewed, with some added individual caveats on how to appropriately define ‘productivity’ within each organisation. 

· However, the majority of respondents noted the lack of a more strategic-level definition, along with little common understanding of the terminology and poor general awareness of the issues involved across the member organisations they represented. This was felt to have inhibited skills utilisation practice and promotion ‘on the ground’.
· At an individual level, knowledge, understanding and awareness of the concept and practice of skills utilisation differed widely across respondents.

· There were clear public, private and voluntary sector differences in reported amounts and types of practice and promotion undertaken around skills utilisation. This was to some extent dependent on the size and capacity of individual organisations (e.g. for small businesses and voluntary sector employers), but it also appeared to be inhibited by a perceived irrelevance of skills utilisation activities, lack of awareness of the business benefits and the inaccessibility of current language and terminology. 
· Key drivers of skills utilisation were commonly reported by all respondents as being: a proactive management and leadership ethos; an enabling and liberating workplace culture, and a flexible approach to interventions which allowed for inputs to be targeted at specific business goals for each organisation. 
· The main inhibitors of successful skills utilisation were again commonly held and concerned the negative impact of restrictive leadership and management practices which create an inflexible or stagnant workplace culture and the lack of management recognition of the financial benefits of investment in skills utilisation activities. Respondents noted that such investment was particularly burdensome for small businesses and voluntary sector organisations which had little access to resources and HR support, and several suggested that a clearer strategic lead from government was required to overcome the more perceptual management issues.
· Key findings in relation to measuring skills utilisation once again highlighted the importance of flexible and sector-specific definitions of both intervention activities and outcomes. There was clear recognition of the link between interventions and hard financial outcomes, but there was also an understanding that we have to better define the contribution of softer skills to increased economic growth. Respondents also agreed that this issue would require a longer-term commitment and timeframe in order for sustainable results to become apparent.
· The key ‘next steps’ activities highlighted by respondents were: increased partnership working between business and the education sector; adaptation of language and terms of reference to better involve the public and voluntary sector employers and organisations in this agenda; consensus over a strategic definition of skills utilisation - in concept and in practice; clearer government steer on roles and responsibilities of the private, public, education and voluntary sector stakeholders in contributing to Scotland’s skills utilisation agenda, and greater government consideration of legislative impact and cohesive sustainable funding and support.

MAIN RESEARCH FINDINGS:
Definitions of Skills Utilisation
There was broad agreement from respondents that a definition of skills utilisation basically involved ensuring the best use of skills by employees within the workplace. This could be considered from a micro level – an organisational or individual perspective, or from a broader macro-level, looking at the impact of activity across a business sector or the economy as a whole. Some respondents adopted a relatively generic definition, while others linked in more explicitly to their members’ organisational remit. There was considerable variation in the levels of knowledge, understanding and experience of skills utilisation held by individual respondents which mediated the amount of detail in their responses. However, each confirmed that they felt able to represent  the broader interests and experiences of their member organisations.
On the whole, respondents made clear links between skills utilisation (in terms of its outcomes) and productivity. However, there was again some variation in the definitions given of what constituted ‘productivity’ itself, with the public and voluntary sectors outlining the need for a wider definition of productivity in a service-led environment.
In common with the Leadership Group responses, many telephone interview respondents noted that the current language and terminology for skills utilisation is acting as a barrier, at an individual organisation level, to gaining a better understanding of the underlying concepts and activities involved. Any forward consensus-building will require a breakdown of the terms used in order to better reflect the component activities, using language that is appropriate across and accessible to organisations across the Scottish economy. One respondent suggested a glossary of terms which would include clear strategic definitions. This was reflected across the public and voluntary sectors and the SME community, where respondents identified the need for a much stronger drive from management and leadership to promote and raise awareness of the benefits of skills utilisation more generally. 
Skills utilisation in practice

While there is evidence of activity across the economy that falls broadly under the skills utilisation banner, much of it appears to be on an informal or ad hoc basis and respondents note an absence of cohesive practice. The amount and focus of any activity also varies greatly according to organisational remit. The sub-sections below outline activities across the business, public, education and voluntary organisations represented.
Business sector
Respondents reported varying amounts of activity across the private/business sector at present around this issue. While there is evidence of increased awareness and acknowledgement of the need for better supply-sector partnerships, it is unclear what shape activity on the ground would take to move forward. There were differing views as to whether this issue is relevant for many businesses, and what activity there is appears to be around skills audits, HR interventions and engagement with businesses to encourage workforce development. One respondent remarked that this is perhaps a reaction to the current economic climate, with business adopting a stronger focus on internal skills utilisation, drawing more on the skills and talents of existing staff within the workforce, rather than investing in recruiting new staff.
Voluntary sector

Respondents reported little in the way of a dialogue around this issue in the voluntary sector at present, with the focus is mostly still on skills acquisition and on gaining qualifications (especially in adult education). There are examples of national programmes and individual projects which are increasing skills utilisation at an individual and organisational level, however there doesn’t appear to be a unified understanding of or approach to this issue across the voluntary sector at present.
Further and Higher Education

Education providers appear to be focusing on working more directly with employers to increase learners’ employability, with key activities centred around adapting course materials and qualifications. This includes work around possible re-classification of the current degree system to provide employers with more detailed information on the explicit skills and experiences of graduates (e.g. the Bologna diploma supplement). This is echoed by student representative bodies who are pushing for better student preparation and marketing of graduate skills to employers.

Public Sector
Respondents indicate that there is currently a lot going on to benchmark the current position on skills within local authorities at a national level. Awareness of the general concept of skills utilisation is growing and there is an increasing understanding that workplace skilling is an iterative process which needs to be responsive to rapid changes in public service delivery – the introduction of Single Outcome Agreements has been a major impetus for current skills audit work across Scotland.
What are the benefits of skills utilisation?
Respondents to the telephone interviews have identified 3 levels at which this could be considered: individual; employer level, and societal level:
At an individual level, education providers and student bodies are aiming for increased and more well-matched graduate employment, to move away from the (commonly-perceived) current situation of under-employed and under-utilised graduates. They are also working with employers to improve the work readiness of students and school leavers by updating preparation and course materials to align with the current labour market.
Further benefits to the individual are recognised across the labour market, involving increased individual job satisfaction through greater empowerment and control over one’s work life. Many respondents commented on the vital importance of buy-in from employees at all levels across an organisation, highlighting that this should be something that employees actively engage with and take ownership of for their own benefit, not something that is simply imposed upon them by management. This was identified as a key issue for lower skilled workers already in employment, for whom skills utilisation should be a means to more equitable access to training and development, allowing individuals to grow and progress in directions which are best for them.
Those respondents representing voluntary organisations have perhaps taken the most individually-focused view, concentrating on the wider benefits of nurturing and ‘growing talent’ amongst employees at all levels across the Scottish labour market. Respondents from within this sector are calling for a wider perspective on skills, with a stronger recognition of the value of core skills development for lower-skilled workers and a clear focus on skills transfer both within and radiating out from the voluntary sector.
From the broader business and enterprise perspective, the private sector respondents identify increased productivity and business growth as the key benefits of improved skills utilisation. Their focus is primarily on the financial benefits, however, they recognise the contribution that softer skills development makes to this outcome. Many respondents within the business community reported that theirs was the main responsibility for pushing forward this agenda, particularly in the context of increased knowledge transfer with the supply sector and better skills utilisation across small businesses.
 Finally, there was also some evidence of ‘blue skies’ thinking on the longer-term national level consequences of increased skills utilisation, highlighting that the entrepreneurial and innovative environments which facilitate and sustain skills utilisation at a micro-level should also have ‘bigger picture’ impacts on national economic growth, confidence and competitiveness.

How do you measure skills utilisation?
The most common response to this question was that respondents did not perhaps feel qualified to suggest means of effective measurement. Many talked in fairly simple terms of linking individual- and organisational-level training interventions to an increase in productivity levels. Others had a more sophisticated input, involving particular methodologies which would relate organisational level inputs to specific economic outcomes (broadly similar to those outlined in the Leadership Group Summary paper, and so not repeated here). However, there were clear organisational differences in tackling the issue of measurement. For the public sector, the priority was ensuring that skills were ‘fit for purpose’ and that they could relate to value for money and quality of service provision. The private sector focused more directly on skills audits and how these could link to measures of increase in turnover. Research on the impact of adopting the Investors in People standard was cited a number of times as an indicator of individual level productivity growth as a result of investment in employee skills development. Similarly, improved use of the Scottish Credit and Qualifications Framework (SCQF) was cited as a potential means of measuring new and targeted skills acquisition across an existing workforce. Within the voluntary sector, the priority is to be able to link the softer skills impacts to clearly defined outcome-based measures of ‘productivity’ – where that ‘product’ is appropriately defined. They want a clearer understanding and recognition of how the voluntary sector contributes to broader economic growth and, from that, how we can capture indicators of improvement. One respondent noted that this should become easier as the voluntary sector adopts a more socially enterprising approach to ‘business development’, but will still have to be carefully considered and defined in order to measure progress towards skills utilisation.
What factors drive the implementation of skills utilisation?

Attitudinal and cultural factors were commonly identified as strong drivers of creative use of employee skills within the workplace – this was a common themes across all stakeholders. Workplace environments which empowered employees to assume control and responsibility for their jobs, and through which employees could identify a clear contribution to the ‘good’ of the organisation were held as being paramount to success. Similarly, the majority of respondents noted that a successful workplace culture could only be implemented through management-led policies which valued an individual-level contribution to the organisation. It is also recognised by respondents that these are the circumstances under which we can create the levels of innovation and creativity in the business sector, which are necessary to drive future economic growth.
What factors hinder the implementation of skills utilisation?

The inhibiting factors mentioned most consistently by respondents were perceived constraints over time and resources, especially for SMEs. However, this view is perhaps a more accurate reflection of the business community’s lack of awareness (and acceptance) of the benefits of skills utilisation, rather than a direct request for more funding for training. There are clearly issues around prioritising resources and maximising investment benefits that are of particular importance to SMEs (and voluntary organisations), and there is scope for clearer support and direction from government, through more considered Regulatory Impact Assessments, for example. However, even accepting the evidence in favour of skills utilisation, for many businesses (large and small), entrenched management views look set to retain their influence over the prioritisation of other investment routes.
Respondents from the voluntary sector cited an over-dependence on qualifications as the only benchmark of ability as being a major barrier to workplace progression for existing employees, as this often resulted in employers over-looking considerable and relevant on-the-job experience and informal learning benefits (particularly for employees in lower skills public sector and voluntary sector jobs). One respondent also voiced concern over the lack of support for employees wishing to change direction at later career stages, which in effect meant that we are less able to respond quickly and efficiently to changing labour market demands.

One respondent noted concerns arising from the introduction of Single Outcomes Agreements with local authorities. They felt that this may have led to a more fragmented funding situation for the voluntary sector, undermining sustainable funding and resulting in a loss of momentum on existing projects.
What are our Next Steps?
Respondents identified the following as crucial next steps:
· Mapping and benchmarking of what skills we currently have in Scotland and how they fit with labour market demand (both within and outwith the Scottish economy). This should reflect not only current labour market demand, but also fit a clear picture of the kind of economy we want Scotland to have in the future.
· Mapping and assessment of current activity on skills utilisation across all areas of the Scottish economy to enable us to identify areas of good practice and areas for development.

· More specific evidence on the links between skills utilisation and leadership and management practices, as well as broader links to increased productivity.

· Better sharing of evidence for skills utilisation and better dissemination of common lessons learned from good practice.

· Underpinning the activities above, many respondents expressed the need for a strong initial policy lead on what the aim is at a national level for skills utilisation in Scotland. This would involve a strategic definition of skills utilisation and a clear statement on the roles and responsibilities of private business, education and training providers, local authorities and voluntary organisations in contributing to improved skills utilisation from a national level to an individual organisation level.

· Consider whether our initial efforts at intervention and support should be targeted at those organisations most ready for change.
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