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Foreword

Foreword

In the context of an increasingly uncertain political 
clim

ate w
ithin the U

K
 and indeed across the w

ider 
w

orld, issues of econom
ic resilience and how

 to better 
prepare for econom

ic shocks are undeniably im
portant. 

 This research, undertaken on behalf of C
olleges W

ales/
C

olegauC
ym

ru, sets out to exam
ine the relationship 

betw
een higher level skills and econom

ic resilience.  
It does so by draw

ing on the experiences of six 
European regions. U

sing a range of published evidence 
and face-to-face interview

s across the six regions,  
the research team

 found that a range of factors 
influenced econom

ic resilience, of w
hich higher level 

skills w
as just one aspect. 

Taking the know
ledge gained from

 this stage of the 
project, the research team

 proceeded to discuss 
the findings w

ith stakeholders in W
ales. The report 

that follow
s m

akes an im
portant contribution to the 

debate on econom
ic resilience, skills and im

portantly, 
how

 W
ales can m

ake the m
ost of the know

ledge and 
experience shared by our partners in other European 
countries. C

ollaboration, w
hether w

ithin regions or 
betw

een regions, rem
ains key as w

e seek to charter 
the future. The report also rem

inds us that the quality 
of our skills system

 is not m
easured by sum

m
ative or 

form
ative lists of achievem

ents set against m
arking 

criteria but by its ability to support econom
ies of 

people and place to be both resilient and able to 
respond to em

erging needs.

This research w
ould not have been possible w

ithout 
funding from

 the European U
nion via an EA

C
EA

 grant 
to EQ

A
VET N

ational Reference Points, for w
hich 

C
olegauC

ym
ru is grateful. O

ur thanks go also to the 
research team

 of D
r M

ark Lang, Phil W
hitney,  

B
radley Tanner and Ian Pegg, and to  

Professor G
ill B

ristow
 and D

r A
drian H

ealy at  
C

ardiff U
niversity for their expert support and guidance. 

Finally, w
e are also grateful to those w

ho gave their 
tim

e and expertise as part of the interview
 process  

to contribute to this research, across the six European 
regions and w

ithin W
ales, and all those w

ho have 
helped or contributed to the project throughout  
its duration.

Dr Rachel Bowen
Director of Policy and Developm

ent
ColegauCym

ru

D
isclaim
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om

m
ission support for the production of this publication does not constitute an endorsem

ent of the contents 
w

hich reflects the view
s only of the authors, and the C

om
m

ission cannot be held responsible for any use w
hich m

ay be m
ade of the 

inform
ation contained therein.
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This report represents the final part of a research 
project that has sought to investigate the hypothesis 
that, under certain circum

stances, a greater 
preponderance of higher-level skills

1, tends to lead 
to greater regional econom

ic resilience. Rather than 
suggesting that skills per se are a guarantor of regional 
econom

ic resilience, this research project draw
s on 

the findings of the ESPO
N

 2013 program
m

e, w
hich 

intim
ates that the accum

ulation of a dense skills base 
over tim

e is an im
portant nuance in the skills debate. 

C
onversely, according to this perspective, places that 

experienced a m
ore rapid rise in qualification levels 

tend to experience less resilience. 

Typically, resilience is considered as an outcom
e 

follow
ing a shock but in practice, resilience has a m

ore 
dynam

ic character. Four phases typify this dynam
ic 

conceptualisation of resilience (Figure 1). 

Follow
ing a shock, resilience is often m

easured in term
s 

of the ability of an econom
y to return to the state that 

existed prior to the shock occurring. This is w
hat gives 

rise to term
s such as ‘bounce back’. This is the phase 

labelled ‘responsiveness’ in Figure O
ne. The resilience 

of an econom
y m

ay also be affected by the extent to 
w

hich it is able to adapt to changing circum
stances 

follow
ing a shock, w

hat is som
etim

es referred to as 
‘bouncing forw

ard’. In Figure 1 this phase has been 
labelled ‘adaptiveness’. 

The ability of an econom
y to w

ithstand or respond to 
a shock, though, is often determ

ined by the extent 
to w

hich it w
as prepared for such an event prior to 

the shock occurring. The level of preparedness m
ight 

be deliberately planned, w
here a potential shock 

is foreseen, or m
ight be the outturn of policies and 

practices w
hich better equip an econom

y to deal w
ith 

unanticipated events. In Figure 1 this phase is labelled 
as ‘preparedness’. 

Shocks continuously buffet an econom
y to a greater 

or lesser degree. In consequence, the extent to w
hich 

an econom
y is prepared for a potential shock in the 

future, is contingent on the actions that it has taken in 
response to a previous shock and how

 it adapts to any 
changes in circum

stance. This elem
ent of dependency 

on past actions is w
hat provides the cyclical and 

dynam
ic dim

ension to the four phases of resilience.

Returning to the research question, using this 
resilience m

odel, a dense regional skills base that is 
developed over tim

e is likely to have m
ore im

pact on 
‘preparedness’, than rapid skills investm

ent developed 
in response to a crisis. This study is a com

parative 
regional econom

ic research project that has undertaken 
a review

 of the skills system
s in a variety of European 

regions. These regions appear to have dem
onstrated 

econom
ic resilience in recent years, and appear to 

have had a dense skills base developed over a long 
period. In addition, one region w

here investm
ents 

w
ere m

ade in skills in response to the crisis, but w
hich 

has not appeared to experience significant econom
ic 

resilience, w
as selected as a control study.

Resilience to an econom
ic shock does not, of course, 

necessarily im
ply that a regional econom

y is otherw
ise 

strong, perform
ing w

ell over the longer-term
, or 

contributing in a m
ore fundam

ental sense to regional 
w

ell-being. Rather, it is a m
easure of how

 a regional 
econom

y responds to a particular econom
ic event, in 

this case the 2008 G
lobal Financial C

risis.

This research has been undertaken in the context 
of the new

 skills agenda for Europe set out in 

1. There are various definitions of ‘higher-level skills’; this project has adopted the definition applied by W
elsh G

overnm
ent to skills at Level 

Three (EQ
F Level 4) and above (W

elsh G
overnm

ent, 2017).  

Figure 1 – A stylised m
odel of a resilience ‘cycle’
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the Riga D
eclaration (2015). In W

ales, the W
elsh 

G
overnm

ent is seeking to address skills shortages 
in specific occupations and shift the balance from

 
EQ

F level three and four qualifications, to increasing 
em

ploym
ent requiring level five, six and seven 

qualifications (W
elsh G

overnm
ent, 2014). In addition, 

the W
elsh G

overnm
ent’s new

 apprenticeship and 
w

orkforce developm
ent program

m
e is seeking to 

im
prove the quality of apprenticeships and create 

100,000 apprenticeships by 2022. This research aim
s 

to contribute to the conversation currently taking 
place w

ithin this policy landscape, seeking to im
prove 

regional econom
ic resilience.

Interview
s have been undertaken w

ith stakeholders 
across six European regions and w

ithin W
ales. This has 

been supplem
ented w

ith contextual secondary data. 
The report first sum

m
arises the them

atic findings from
 

the interview
s undertaken across the six European 

regions (a fuller discussion on these findings, contained 
in the interim

 project report, can be found in an 
appendix to this report). It then outlines the contextual 
data on W

ales, before presenting observations based 
on the interview

s undertaken in W
ales. The final section 

offers a com
parative them

atic discussion. This report 
does not seek to offer definitive recom

m
endations or 

conclusions, rather it seeks to offer a contribution that 
enriches the discourse on the relationship betw

een 
skills and econom

ic resilience.

2. European Regional 
Experiences
This research has adopted the resilient outcom

es 
m

odel developed by the ESPO
N

 project EC
R2 

Econom
ic C

risis: Resilience of Regions (B
ristow

 et. al., 
2014), as w

ell as neighbourhood analysis techniques 
based on the approach developed by O

rkestra 
(N

avarro et. al., 2014). This approach identified four 
categories of resilient regions. There are:

•  Resistant regions (those regions that have not 
experienced an absolute decline in econom

ic activity 
follow

ing the econom
ic shock). 

•  Recovered regions (those regions that experienced a 
decline in econom

ic activity, but have since recovered 
to pre-shock activity levels). 

•  N
ot-recovered, but in upturn (those regions that 

experienced a decline in econom
ic activity, have 

passed the trough of the recession, but have not yet 
recovered to pre-shock activity levels). 

•  N
ot-recovered, still in decline (those regions that 

experienced a decline in econom
ic activity, w

hich w
as 

still ongoing at the tim
e of the analysis). 

U
sing this m

odel, six European regions w
ere selected 

for com
parative study as part of this research, these 

w
ere: 

• Flanders, B
elgium

• N
iederosterreich, A

ustria
• Pays de la Loire, France
• Pom

orskie, Poland
• Schlesw

ig-H
olstein, G

erm
any

• Tam
pere, Finland. 2

Five of these regions w
ere either resistant to the 

econom
ic crisis in 2008, or have recovered from

 crisis 
to their pre-crisis peak em

ploym
ent or G

D
P. O

ne 
region, Tam

pere in Finland, continued to experience 
high levels of unem

ploym
ent despite experiencing 

som
e degree of econom

ic recovery. In com
parison, 

W
ales w

as classified as ‘not-recovered, but in upturn’.               

A
 total of 27 sem

i-structured interview
s, involving 45 

participants, w
ere undertaken across the six regions 

betw
een N

ovem
ber 2017 and M

arch 2018. The 
interview

ees consisted of stakeholders in the Vocational 
Education and Training (VET) agenda, and included 
representatives from

: regional and local governm
ent, 

cham
bers of com

m
erce, em

ployee and em
ployer 

representative organisations, trade unions, business 

agencies, universities, and vocational/further education 
schools and inspectorates. 

Several them
es em

erged from
 the interview

s 
undertaken across these regions and w

ere particularly 
noticeable in the five resilient regions, though less so in 
the control region Tam

pere. A
n interim

 project report, 
w

hich is included in the appendix, outlined the findings 
in detail (including com

parisons betw
een the five 

resilient regions and Tam
pere). The rem

ainder of this 
section sum

m
arises these findings.

O
ne: Intra-regional Collaboration and Com

m
on 

Purpose 
A

 close degree of co-operation w
as evident betw

een 
stakeholders from

 national and regional/local 
governm

ent, cham
bers of com

m
erce, em

ployer and 
em

ployee organisations, educational actors and 
businesses. The role of SM

Es in regional econom
ies 

w
as highlighted as significant in a num

ber of regions. 
C

ollaboration w
as a key factor in the ability to develop 

a shared vision, both as an im
m

ediate response to 
support regional econom

ic resilience during the 
crisis of 2008, and in order to develop a longer-term

 
strategic vision to em

bed such resilience ahead of 
future econom

ic crises (the ‘preparedness’ stage of the 
resilience m

odel outlined above). 

Tw
o: Strong Education Sector N

etw
orks

A
ctors from

 higher and vocational education 
organisations appeared to w

ork w
ell together and 

w
ere closely involved w

ith other stakeholders from
 

governm
ents and businesses. Vibrant netw

orks w
ere a 

critical elem
ent in the ability of som

e of the regions to 
w

ithstand, or recover quickly from
, econom

ic challenges.

Three: Effective Vocational Education and Training
A

 m
ajor them

e to em
erge from

 this research concerns 
the im

portance of vocational education and training 
(VET) across each of the regions, w

here, despite 
evidence of som

e issues of a disparity of esteem
 

betw
een it and m

ore academ
ic educational routes, 

it is valued as an im
portant contributor to regional 

econom
ies. VET w

as generally seen as a critical 
elem

ent in delivering future skills needs, and not just 
current skills dem

ands.

Four: Flexibility in Vocational Education and Training
Education system

s are flexible and are able to 
accom

m
odate the needs of all learners. VET is 

delivered either through w
ork-based learning (W

B
L) or 

m
ore traditional academ

ic settings, and options exist 
for continued higher education or for the take-up of 
apprenticeships. Regional education system

s tend to 
be responsive to the changing requirem

ents of local 
em

ployers, both in m
eeting current skills needs and in 

anticipating and effectively planning for longer-term
 

requirem
ents.

Five: Vocational Education and Training and 
Entrepreneurship
In som

e of the regions, VET, through a dual system
 

and/or apprenticeships, often form
s the basis for 

self-em
ploym

ent and as the basis of regional SM
Es 

start-ups. The entrepreneurial m
ind-set and w

ork 
ethic, engendered by VET experiences, w

ere reported 
as strong drivers of entrepreneurship in regional 
econom

ies. A
pprenticeships and VET are an im

portant 
m

eans to attain experience essential to becom
e a 

successful entrepreneur in a particular trade sector. 
M

any interview
ees also suggested that their strong 

regional SM
E base w

as, in part, a factor in ensuring 
their econom

ic resilience.

Six: U
niversities and Vocational Education and 

Training
There is a trend, across each of the regions, for 
universities to becom

e increasingly involved in 
providing VET and in w

orking m
ore closely w

ith 
regional business to identify specific training needs.   
A

 com
m

on them
e w

as that universities w
ere becom

ing 
m

ore reactive to the VET needs of em
ployers. 

Seven: Research and D
evelopm

ent
Levels of investm

ent in Research and D
evelopm

ent 
(R&

D
) activities are generally regarded as im

portant 
across each of the regions. Som

e regions reported a 
need for increased regional investm

ent in R&
D

, as the 
quality particularly of university research w

as seen as 
im

portant to attracting new
 investm

ent into the region.

2. Tam
pere region is also som

etim
es referred to as Pirkanm

aa region.  For the purposes of consistency this report uses Tam
pere, w

hich is also 
the nam

e of the region’s largest m
unicipality/city.
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Eight: Investm
ent in Training

A
cross each of the regions, investm

ent in training w
as 

secured through a range of different sources rather 
than an overall reliance on central funding. 

This investm
ent appears to be generally based on 

available evidence, w
hich facilitates a responsiveness 

to actual regional skills dem
and. Regional stakeholders 

com
m

only reported a link betw
een local labour m

arket 
intelligence, as w

ell as the priorities of their respective 
national governm

ents.

N
ine: Cham

bers of Com
m

erce
C

ham
bers of C

om
m

erce w
ere identified as im

portant 
bodies in each of the regions. In som

e, m
em

bership 
of a C

ham
ber of C

om
m

erce is com
pulsory for all 

enterprises, and this ensured that funding for training 
activities w

as available from
 the respective C

ham
bers. 

In m
ost of the regions, m

em
bership of an em

ployee 
organisation is also com

pulsory, and these often 
provide training funded by m

em
bership levies.

Ten: Training in Response to Crisis
C

lose co-operation, betw
een various regional partners, 

w
as seen as im

portant in the ability to respond 
quickly to changing skills needs. In som

e regions, 
governm

ental and educational stakeholders felt they 
could achieve this outcom

e, but business actors 
tended to be less convinced on success. Som

e of the 
regions reported that, during the recession, they had 
invested in training w

ith funding from
 their national 

governm
ents and the EU

, as an alternative to laying  
off staff.

Eleven: Training at A
ll Skills Levels

Investm
ent in skills training at all levels w

as generally 
considered im

portant. Those interview
ed felt that 

w
hilst higher-level skills are clearly im

portant to 
regional econom

ies, there also needed to be continued 
investm

ent in low
er level skills that are m

ore associated 
w

ith traditional industries.

Tw
elve: Continued Skills Shortages

W
hile recognising that continued investm

ent in training 
is im

portant, som
e regions reported that regional skills 

shortages in the low
er and m

edium
 skills levels are 

due, in part, to econom
ic success. It w

as reported that 
skills ‘bottlenecks’ exist in a num

ber of sectors.

The m
ost significant findings appear to suggest that 

regional econom
ic resilience is m

ost assured, w
hen it 

is built on firm
 foundations. It is, therefore, clear that 

the m
ost resilient regions are those that are prepared 

for a crisis. O
ther than m

itigating som
e of the w

orst 
im

pacts of the im
m

ediate shock itself, it appears 
that attem

pting to tackle a crisis through skills-based 
interventions once it has already occurred is too little 
and too late. A

nother m
ajor factor in regional econom

ic 
resilience is the degree to w

hich regional netw
orks 

are dynam
ic and able to develop shared agendas and 

a com
m

on purpose, both as part of an im
m

ediate 
response to a crisis and also for longer-term

 strategy. 
A

 further finding suggests that skills at all levels are 
im

portant in supporting regional econom
ic resilience; 

higher-level skills are only part of a m
uch broader skills 

agenda. These finding appear to be entirely consistent 
w

ith the m
odel of resilience outlined in the introduction 

to this report.

3. The W
ales Context

Source: Q
G

IS, U
sing O

rdnance Survey O
pen Source D

ata –  
Euro Regions

W
ith a population of around 3.1 m

illion people, W
ales 

is one of the four nations that com
prises the U

K
.  

The chart below
 identifies the distribution of the W

elsh 
population by local authority. In 2017, only around 
one in six of the W

elsh population lived in one of the 
three m

ain cities: C
ardiff (352,700), Sw

ansea (240,000) 
and N

ew
port (146,558). The m

ajority of the W
elsh 

population are located in tow
ns, particularly in the 

form
er industrial areas of the country. Rural W

ales is 
com

paratively sparsely populated.

In 2017, 17.9%
 of the W

elsh population w
ere aged 

betw
een 0-15; 61.5%

 w
ere aged betw

een 16-64; and 
20.6%

 w
ere aged over 65 (O

N
S M

id-Year Population 
Estim

ates, June 2017). O
verall, W

ales has experienced 
net in-m

igration over the m
edium

 term
, but w

hile it has 
experienced a sm

all annual net loss of those aged 25-
44, it has gained in all other age groups. ‘The net effect 
of m

igration over recent years has been to increase, 
rather than reduce, the num

ber of young people in 

W
ales, since the num

bers entering aged under 16 have 
exceeded the losses in older age groups’ (Price, 2016). 
N

evertheless, the net loss of people betw
een the ages 

of 25 and 44 is significant, as this is w
hen m

any people 
are successfully establishing their careers.

Since 1999 W
ales has had a form

 of devolved 
governance, w

ith a directly elected 60-m
em

ber 
N

ational A
ssem

bly for W
ales. The A

ssem
bly elects a 

First M
inister w

ho, in turn, appoints m
inisters to form

 
a W

elsh G
overnm

ent. Initially the pow
ers held by the 

U
K

 G
overnm

ent’s Secretary of State for W
ales w

ere 
devolved in 1999. Subsequently the G

overnm
ent of 

W
ales A

ct 2006 devolved further pow
ers, including 

legislative com
petence. This devolved system

 of 
governance m

eans that W
ales has policy and legislative 

com
petence in a w

ide range of areas, including various 
econom

ic developm
ent functions and all levels and 

types of education.

Local Authority population 2017

400000

350000

300000

250000

200000

150000

10000

500000

Isle of Anglesey
GwyneddConwy

Denbighshire
Flintshire
W

rexhamPowys
Ceredigion

Pembrokeshire

CarmarthenshireSwansea

Neath Port Talbot
Bridgend

Vale of GlamorganCardiff
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M
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M
onmouthshire

Newport

Source: O
N

S M
id-year Population Estim

ates, June 2017.



B
uilding a better W

ales – lessons from
 Europe. Skills and econom

ic resilience.

3. The W
ales Context

9
8

The W
ales Context

The W
elsh Econom

y

O
ne of the m

ajor W
elsh G

overnm
ent responses to the 

2008 econom
ic crisis w

as a policy of labour subsidies. 
The im

m
ediate W

elsh G
overnm

ent program
m

e 
w

as called ReA
ct, w

hich provided grant support to 
em

ployers taking on recently unem
ployed individuals, 

w
ith funding provided to support the new

 em
ployees’ 

w
ages for four m

onths (up to £2080) and pay for 
training over a six-m

onth period. N
early 16,000 people 

entered the schem
e, w

ith 11,000 leaving at a cost 
of £24m

. This w
as follow

ed by the ProA
ct initiative 

launched in O
ctober 2008, w

hich provided part-
funding for businesses that had introduced short-term

 
w

orking for em
ployees. The expectation of the ProA

ct 
initiative w

as that once econom
ic conditions im

proved, 
businesses w

ould benefit from
 the retention of skilled 

w
orkers w

ith specific on-the-job know
ledge. ProA

ct 
offered support for training costs of up to £2000 per 
individual, along w

ith a w
age subsidy for up to  

12 m
onths of up to £2000 (£50 per day) per individual 

during training. In total, 10,675 em
ployees w

ere 
supported under the program

m
e at a cost of £27m

 
(B

ristow
 and H

ealy, 2015).

The gap in em
ploym

ent rates betw
een W

ales and the 
U

K
 w

as generally w
ider during the 1990s than it has 

been in the period since devolution. The em
ploym

ent 
rate in W

ales stabilised at around 69%
 from

 the 
m

id-2000s until 2008/09. It fell below
 67%

 in 2009 
and rem

ained below
 that level until m

id-2012. The 
em

ploym
ent rate then increased and rem

ained fairly 
stable at around 69.5%

 in 2014. The rate increased 
again to be 71.2%

 for the year ending 31 D
ecem

ber 
2016 (O

N
S A

nnual Population Survey, D
ec 2016). In 

2017/18 the em
ploym

ent rate for the population aged 
16 to 64 in W

ales w
as 72.7%

 com
pared w

ith 74.8%
 in 

the U
K

 (O
N

S A
nnual Population Survey, June 2018). 

The W
elsh econom

y has the low
est productivity of the 

U
K

 four nations or any region of England. O
verall, 

G
ross Value A

dded (G
VA

) per head in W
ales has varied 

betw
een 70.5%

 and 74.4%
 of the U

K
 average since 

devolution. G
VA

 m
easures a value of the output of 

the econom
y generated in a specific geographic area 

(M
unday et. al., June 2018). G

VA
 per head in W

ales in 

2008 w
as £15,980, w

hilst the U
K

 average w
as £22,607. 

In 2009, G
VA

 per head in W
ales fell to £15,723, w

hilst 
the U

K
 average fell to £22,105. In 2010, G

VA
 per head 

in W
ales rose to £16,031, and the U

K
 to £22,314.  

There has been a gradual increase each year since 
then. In 2017, G

VA
 per head in W

ales w
as £19,899,  

and across the U
K

 £27,298 (O
N

S, Regional A
ccounts). 

It should be noted, how
ever, although G

VA
 includes 

the production of all goods and services, it does not 
m

ake any allow
ance for resources used up in the 

production of these goods and services. N
or does G

VA
 

recognise that the incom
es generated by production in 

an area are not necessarily received by residents of that 
area (IPPR N

orth C
om

m
ission on Econom

ic Justice, 
2018).

G
ross D

isposable H
ousehold Incom

e (G
D

H
I) is the 

am
ount of m

oney that all of the individuals in the 
household have available for spending after taxes and 
social contributions have taken effect. W

ales saw
 the 

third low
est percentage increase in G

D
H

I per head of 
the U

K
 countries and English regions betw

een 1999 
and 2016, up 58.8%

 com
pared w

ith a 67.4%
 increase 

across the U
K

. In the tw
o years follow

ing 2008, W
ales 

saw
 a slight increase in G

D
H

I per head, as did the U
K

 
as a w

hole. London actually saw
 a sm

all fall in G
D

H
I per 

head in each of the three years follow
ing 2008; 

how
ever, since then it has experienced m

uch stronger 
increase. G

D
H

I per head in W
ales in 2016 w

as the third 

low
est am

ongst the U
K

 countries and English regions, 
ahead of N

orthern Ireland and the N
orth East. A

s a 
proportion of the U

K
 average, G

D
H

I per head in W
ales 

has varied betw
een 85%

 and 89%
 of the U

K
 total since 

devolution (O
N

S Regional G
ross D

isposable H
ousehold 

Incom
e, 1997 to 2016). 

G
ross A

verage Full-Tim
e W

eekly Earnings is the 
standard m

easure to com
pare earnings from

 w
ork.  

It considers earnings before deductions and includes 
people w

orking m
ore than 30 hours per w

eek (or 25 
hours per w

eek for those in teaching professions). 
In A

pril 2017, W
ales had the low

est average w
eekly 

earnings am
ongst the four U

K
 countries and English 

regions at £498 (London w
as £693) (IPPR N

orth, 
2018). This is despite W

ales’ seeing the sixth largest 
percentage increase in gross w

eekly earnings out of the 
U

K
 countries and English regions betw

een 1999 and 
2016, up 55.4%

 com
pared w

ith a 55.9%
 increase across 

the U
K

. Since devolution, average w
eekly earnings in 

W
ales have been around 90%

 of the U
K

 average, w
ith 

the largest gap betw
een W

ales and the U
K

 in 2008 
(O

N
S A

nnual Survey of H
ours and Earnings, 2017).

Latest estim
ates suggest that the average total 

household w
ealth in W

ales is currently £214,200, 95.2%
 

of the G
B

 average. A
verage total household w

ealth 
m

easures property w
ealth, physical w

ealth, financial 
w

ealth and private pension w
ealth. Since 2006/08, 

average total household w
ealth increased in W

ales by 
7.6%

. The largest increase w
as in London (47%

) and 
the sm

allest increase w
as in the N

orth East of England 
(5.5%

). The average total w
ealth in households in W

ales 
w

as slightly above the average rate in 2006-08 but 
has been slightly below

 the average since then (O
N

S 
W

ealth and A
ssets Survey, 2018).

The poverty rate is generally calculated as the 
percentage of all individuals living in households below

 
60%

 of U
K

 m
edian incom

e, after housing costs. U
sing 

this m
easure, the proportion of individuals in poverty 

in W
ales, A

fter H
ousing C

osts (A
H

C
), w

as 24%
 over 

the three-year period 2014/15 to 2016/17. O
ver the 

sam
e period, child poverty w

as 28%
 A

H
C

. Poverty 
rates in W

ales have generally been greater than the 
U

K
 average in the period since devolution. W

ith the 

exception of London, all other regions have a poverty 
rate w

ithin 5 percentage points of each other (D
W

P 
Fam

ily Resources Survey, 2018).

The num
ber of w

orkforce jobs in W
ales increased 

by 26.7%
 (326,000) betw

een M
arch 1999 and M

arch 
2018. O

ver the sam
e period, the num

ber of w
orkforce 

jobs across the U
K

 as a w
hole increased by 20.3%

. 
The num

ber of m
anufacturing jobs in W

ales has been 
in steady decline, and now

 accounts for 9.5%
 of all 

w
orkforce jobs in W

ales, com
pared w

ith 17.2%
 in 

M
arch 1999. B

y 1992, 30%
 of all W

elsh m
anufacturing 

em
ployees w

ere already w
orking in foreign-ow

ned 
plants, ‘…

foreign-ow
ned plants w

ere, how
ever, 

typically highly footloose, capital-light operations w
hich 

w
ere highly m

obile and indeed, during the 1990s this 
investm

ent progressively left W
ales…

’ (B
ristow

 and 
H

ealy, 2015). A
cross the U

K
, m

anufacturing accounts 
for 7.7%

 of all w
orkforce jobs com

pared w
ith 14.3%

 
in M

arch 1999 (W
elsh G

overnm
ent K

ey Econom
ic 

Statistics, A
ugust 2018). O

ver the five years leading to 
quarter 4 of 2015, em

ploym
ent in the private sector 

in W
ales increased by 11.4%

, w
hile em

ploym
ent in 

the public sector decreased by 10%
 (N

A
fW

 Research 
Service Labour M

arket B
riefing, 2016). N

evertheless, 
public sector em

ploym
ent as a percentage of total 

em
ploym

ent in W
ales in 2016 w

as still 22.4%
 (IPPR 

N
orth, 2018).

The Skills A
genda in W

ales

Skills are a key factor in econom
ic grow

th and 
educational attainm

ent can im
prove individual 

em
ploym

ent prospects (PPIW
, 2016). The O

EC
D

’s 
(2012) review

 of the evidence of the drivers of regional 
econom

ic grow
th across developed countries found 

that im
proving the num

ber of people lacking basic 
skills w

as particularly im
portant. It stated that ‘…

reducing the proportion of people in a region w
ith 

very low
 skills seem

s to m
atter m

ore than increasing 
the share w

ith very high skill levels’. A
 recent report for 

C
olegauC

ym
ru (Em

si, 2017) also identifies som
e of the 

w
ider social and econom

ic im
pacts of skills

developm
ent, particularly through the Further 

Education sector.
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£ per head  
(London)

£ per head  
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K
)

£ per head  
(W

ales)

Source: O
N

S Regional G
ross D

isposable H
ousehold incom

e, 2018
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It has been intim
ated, by som

e, that W
ales’ poor G

VA
 

per head perform
ance is a result of the generally 

poor skills profile of the population, the econom
ic 

geography of W
ales and W

ales’s dem
ographic 

structure. W
ith regard to skills, it has been suggested 

that there is little spatial variation across W
ales for 

people w
ith higher qualifications as these people tend 

to be m
ore m

obile. There is, how
ever, m

ore spatial 
variation of people w

ith low
 level qualifications, ‘w

ith 
the general pattern being that em

ploym
ent rates tend 

to be highest w
here the proportion of the population 

w
ith low

 qualifications tends to be low
…

’, particularly 
in rural areas of W

ales (Price, 2016). The num
ber of jobs 

that require interm
ediate and higher skills and 

education is continuing to rise across the U
K

 as a 
w

hole, and 2012 w
as the first tim

e there w
ere m

ore 
jobs requiring higher education degrees than jobs 
requiring no qualifications in the U

K
. 

Vocational education and training (VET) is delivered at 
secondary and higher education levels across the U

K
. 

‘There are a large variety of VET qualifications in the U
K

 
and som

e enjoy a higher regard in the labour m
arket 

than others…
’ (U

K
 N

A
RIC

, 2016). The chart on page 10 
outlines the structure of VET across the U

K
, though it 

also generally applies in W
ales.

A
 quality assurance reference point w

as set up in 
W

ales in 2009; this includes initial vocational education 
and training (IVET), continuing vocational education 
and training (C

VET)/adult learning and non-form
al 

learning. The quality and effectiveness fram
ew

ork 
(Q

EF), also introduced in 2009, aim
ed to im

prove the 
quality of post-16 education in W

ales. This fram
ew

ork, 
developed in co-operation w

ith Estyn (the Inspectorate 
for Education and Training in W

ales), provides a set 
of key perform

ance indicators for post-16 providers 
to use in self-assessm

ent, as w
ell as being the basis 

for inspection (C
edefop, 2018). Follow

ing a review
 

Policy m
aking

W
elsh G

overnm
ent / D

epartm
ent for Education and Public Services –

school education.

W
elsh G

overnm
ent / D

epartm
ent for Econom

y, Skills and Infrastructure – 
further education colleges and higher education.

VET regulators and inspection/
accreditation agencies

Q
ualifications W

ales – school, further education and non-degree higher 
education qualifications.

H
er M

ajesty’s Inspectorate for Education and Training in W
ales (Estyn) - 

schools and further education colleges.

Education providers
Schools – general academ

ic and vocational secondary education.

Further education institutions – secondary and post-secondary VET.

C
olleges – secondary and post-secondary VET H

igher education 
institutions – higher vocational education.

Q
ualification fram

eworks owners
RQ

F - O
ffice of Q

ualifications and Exam
inations Regulation (O

fqual).

C
ouncil for the C

urriculum
, Exam

inations and A
ssessm

ent (C
C

EA
).

C
Q

FW
 – W

elsh G
overnm

ent.

FH
EQ

 – Q
uality A

ssurance A
gency for H

igher Education (Q
A

A
).

18+18
17(*)

16(*)
15141312

Age

1313121110987

Doctoral 
program

m
es

M
aster/postgraduate 

program
m

es

ISCED 343, 344

ISCED 244, 342

ISCED 665

ISCED 864

ISCED 767
ISCED 767

ISCED 767

ISCED 551, 554, 665

ISCED 354

ISCED 351, 352

ISCED 551, 554

ISCED 351, 352

ISCED 351, 352

Bachelar 
program

m
es

General 
program

m
es

Higher VET

College-based  
higher VET

College-based  
VET

School-based VET

Years  
in E&

T

Higher apprenticeships

Higher  
apprenticeships

Apprenticeship

Apprenticeship

EQ
F 8

EQ
F 7EQ

F 6

EQ
F 3

EQ
F 2

EQ
F 4General 
program

m
es

EQ
F 7

EQ
F 5

EQ
F 7

EQ
F 6

EQ
F 2/3

EQ
F 6

EQ
F 3

EQ
F 2/3

EQ
F 4

Tertiary Level

Secondary Level

Com
m

unity learning  
for adults, unem

ployed  
and vulerable groups

Training for em
ployees

Non-form
al adult learning

G
iving access to tertiary education

Possible progression routes
End of com

pulsory education and training.  
A

t age 18 in England, 16 in Scotland, 
W

ales and N
orthern Ireland

Possible direct adm
ission at institution 

discretion

G
eneral education program

m
es

VET program
m

es
Program

m
es com

bining VET and general education
A

lso available to adults (full-part tim
e or distance education)

O
fficially recognised vocational qualifications

Q
ualifications allow

ing access to the next education level

(*)

VET in the UK’s Education System
Education Authorities with responsibilities in W

ales

Source: C
edefop and ReferN

et U
K

Source: U
K

 N
A

RIC
, 2016
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of the C
redit and Q

ualifications Fram
ew

ork for W
ales 

(C
Q

FW
), w

hich w
as introduced in 2002, a new

 W
elsh 

G
overnm

ent-sponsored body Q
ualifications W

ales 
w

as established in 2015 to act as an independent 
regulator of the W

elsh regulated qualifications system
. 

O
nly qualifications that are approved or designated by 

Q
ualifications W

ales w
ill be eligible for funding by a 

Local A
uthority or by W

elsh G
overnm

ent. This funding 
is for the education provider, not the learner. (C

edefop, 
2018).

The fram
ew

ork for post-com
pulsory education in 

W
ales (W

elsh G
overnm

ent, 2016) seeks to develop 
stronger links betw

een education policy, provision, and 
social and econom

ic goals to ensure the future needs 
of W

ales are m
et. The W

elsh G
overnm

ent has been 
preparing m

easures to m
onitor achievem

ent, post-16 
value-added and destinations, w

ith a view
 to giving a 

rounded picture of learner outcom
es (C

edefop, 2018). 
W

elsh G
overnm

ent has consulted on establishing 

a single oversight and co-ordinating authority for 
the post-com

pulsory education and training sector, 
including higher education funding and research and 
innovation. The new

 authority – the Tertiary Education 
and Research C

om
m

ission for W
ales – w

ill seek to 
ensure that learners can m

ove sm
oothly to and through 

post-com
pulsory education and training (W

elsh 
G

overnm
ent, A

pril 2018).

The table above identifies the num
ber of 18-30 year 

olds in education in W
ales during 2009, 2014 and 

2017. A
lthough there w

as a sm
all increase in the 

num
ber of 16-18 year olds in full-tim

e education in 
2014, the overall num

ber has now
 fallen below

 2009 
levels. This is m

ainly due to a decline in the num
ber of 

16-18 year olds rem
aining to study full-tim

e in schools. 
There has been a significant decline in the num

ber of 
18-30 year olds studying through all m

edium
s in all age 

brackets. A
lthough there have been declining num

bers 
of 16-18 year olds in w

ork based learning program
m

es 

W
elsh Policy Initiative:  M

aster Craftsperson
In 2016, C

olegauC
ym

ru proposed the developm
ent of a M

aster C
raftsperson qualification route in W

ales. This follow
s 

the long-established European m
odel, w

hereby the delivery of w
orkplace learning w

as the responsibility of a ‘M
aster 

C
raftsperson’ w

ith significant experience in their trade. In som
e instances, this title is accredited, w

hereas in others it is 
m

ore custom
ary.  

The C
olegauC

ym
ru proposals suggested that, in the first instance, the follow

ing sectors should develop a M
aster 

C
raftsperson fram

ew
ork: B

usiness M
anagem

ent and A
dm

inistration; C
onstruction; Engineering; Finance; H

ealth and 
Social C

are; and H
ospitality and Tourism

. Such an initiative w
ould, it w

as argued, im
prove the quality of outcom

es in 
w

ork-based learning provision w
ithin these sectors.

Source: Stats W
ales, 2017

Source: Stats W
ales, 2018

Full-tim
e 

Education

Total 
75940 

63030 
9960 

76940 
67490 

11310 
71720 

69910 
10710

Schools
32290

160
31440

130
26570

50

Further
Education

30950
6400

1620
33220

7030
1670

32140
5860

1480

H
igher 

Education
12690

56470
8350

12290
60330

9640
13040

64000
9220

Part-tim
e 

Education

Total
7010

17800
17520

4300
13200

14590
2870

8980
10830

Further
Education

6220
10210

8880
3620

6480
7200

2310
3780

4480

H
igher

Education
560

6540
7020

620
5640

5660
450

4170
4660

O
pen

U
niversity

230
1050

1630
70

1080
1740

130
1040

1680

W
ork-Based 
Learning

Total
9170

7940
3640

7680
11070

4270
6880

9770
6150

  16-18     19-24      25-30

2009
2014

2017
  16-18       19-24      25-30 

  16-18       19-24      25-30

Participation of 18-30 year olds in Education in W
ales

Foundation
Apprenticeship

(Level 2)

Apprenticeship
(Level 3)

Higher 
Apprenticeship/
M

SD (Level 4+)

All 
Apprenticeship

Program
m

es

Traineeships
W

ork 
Ready

O
ther 

program
m

es
All  

Program
m

e
Types

All 
learners

15965
19570

11130
46665

8080
60

30
54840

M
ale

A
ll 

ages
7280 

8345 
3185 

18810 
4460 

35 
10 

23315

U
nder 

16
15

10
_

30
555

_
_

585

16
400

80
_

480
1830

_
_

2310

17
885

350
_

1235
1305

_
_

2540

18
950

790
25

1760
615

_
_

2375

19
850

1030
40

1915
145

–
_

2065

20-24
2270

3135
290

5695
10

_
_

5710

25-39
1380

2215
1715

5310
_

10
10

5330

40-49
325

470
765

1555
_

10
_

1565

50-59
190

230
330

750
_

10
_

760

60-64
20

30
25

70
_

_
_

70

65 &
 

over
_

5
_

10
_

_
_

10

Fem
ale

A
ll 

ages
8685

11230
7945

27860
3620

25
20

31525

U
nder 

16
15

_
_

15
510

_
_

530

16
265

40
_

305
1475

_
_

1780

17
560

155
_

715
1085

_
_

1805

18
695

375
20

1085
435

_
_

1525

19
710

530
55

1295
105

_
_

1405

20-24
2780

3190
760

6730
5

5
_

6745

25-39
2220

4360
3965

10540
_

15
10

10565

40-49
875

1710
2135

4720
_

_
5

4730

50-59
505

790
930

2225
_

_
_

2230

60-64
50

70
70

190
_

_
_

190

65 &
 

over
5

10
15

30
_

_
_

30 

W
ork-Based Learners in W

ales 2016 – 2017
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since 2009, there have been significant rises in the 
num

bers of 19-24 and 25-30 year olds undertaking 
such program

m
es. 

In order to help raise skills levels, particularly am
ong 

young people, the U
K

 governm
ent has introduced an 

apprenticeship levy. This is a charge on large em
ployers 

(those w
ith a w

age bill of over £3 m
illion), w

hich 
goes into a fund from

 w
hich they can draw

 to pay for 
apprenticeships in England. Funding is used by the 
devolved governm

ents in N
orthern Ireland, Scotland 

and W
ales to fund existing skills provision (IPPR N

orth, 
2018). 

Follow
ing a review

 in 2015, a new
 W

elsh 
A

pprenticeships Skills Policy Plan w
as published by the 

W
elsh G

overnm
ent in 2017 (W

elsh G
overnm

ent, 2017). 
The W

ales Em
ploym

ent and Skills B
oard (W

ESB
), w

hich 
includes em

ployer and trade union representatives, 
has an im

portant role in ensuring that apprenticeships 
are aligned to the changing needs of the industry 
(C

edefop, 2018). W
ales A

pprenticeships A
dvisory 

B
oard (W

A
A

B
), w

hich operates under the auspices of 
the W

ESB
, has also been established to help shape 

future apprenticeships. The Plan aim
s to align the 

apprenticeship m
odel w

ith the needs of the W
elsh 

econom
y and has specific targets including:

•  creating 100,000 all-age new
 apprenticeships 

betw
een 2016 and 2022 

•  attracting m
ore school leavers and young people 

aged 16 to 19 to apprenticeships

•  developing apprenticeships in grow
th sectors and 

em
erging job categories

•  developing higher level skills including 
apprenticeships at level four and above

•  integrating apprenticeships into the w
ider education 

system
. 

The table on page 13 identifies the num
ber of w

ork-
based learners in W

ales during 2016-17, including 
apprenticeships and other program

m
es. It show

s that 

during 2016-17 there w
ere 46,665 people engaged on 

apprenticeship program
m

es. The largest group w
ere 

engaged in level three apprenticeships. In addition, 
there w

ere 8,080 trainees.

4. W
ales interview findings

This section presents a sum
m

ary of the m
ain issues 

raised during the stakeholder interview
s in W

ales. 
Potential interview

ees w
ere selected to represent 

a range of stakeholders across W
ales. The actual 

interview
 list, how

ever, w
as to som

e extent determ
ined 

by interview
ee availability. The discussion that follow

s 
is organised around several them

es, w
hich w

ere 
identified as im

portant elem
ents in the regional 

resilience experienced by the European regions 
included in the com

parative study. These are: effective 
regional skills structures; the im

portance of intra-
regional collaboration and com

m
on purpose; having an 

appropriate skills base; and long-term
 planning.

Effective Regional Skills Structures

Stakeholders consistently identified that, although 
potentially under resourced, W

ales’ three RSPs 
(Regional Skills Partnerships) (N

orth W
ales, South East 

W
ales, and South W

est and M
id W

ales) have in recent 
years becom

e the prim
ary m

echanism
s to establish 

com
m

on regional (sub-regional) skills purposes.  
The RSPs have been established by the W

elsh 
G

overnm
ent to produce Regional Em

ploym
ent and 

Skills Plans, w
hich are required to integrate w

ith 
other econom

ic program
m

es such as C
ity/G

row
th 

D
eals, C

ity Regions and Enterprise Zones. It w
as also 

suggested that the RSPs should also seek to integrate 
m

ore w
ith the recent W

elsh G
overnm

ent em
phasis on 

the Foundational Econom
y. W

hilst the RSPs provide 
regional (sub-regional) m

echanism
s, it w

as suggested 
that there is no single W

ales-w
ide forum

 for planning 
skills strategies. 

A
lthough som

e interview
ees in W

ales suggested 
that businesses could be better represented in the 
w

ork of the RSPs, they w
ere generally recognised as 

im
portant structures in developing the skills agenda in 

W
ales. O

ne RSP representative said that Sector C
luster 

G
roups in their region are run by businesses and not 

by sector/industry representative bodies as is the 
case elsew

here. A
nother RSP representative accepted 

the need to capture a w
ider breadth of business 

know
ledge from

 a larger base of organisations, but 
that this w

as difficult due to the lack of business 
organisations to engage w

ith locally. There w
as little 

direct reference to C
ham

bers of C
om

m
erce during any 

of the interview
s w

ith stakeholders in W
ales. This w

as in 
contrast to the European regions w

here they appeared 
to have an im

portant role in developing local business 
engagem

ent w
ith the skills agenda.

O
ne com

m
entator suggested that, SM

Es can be 
overlooked for training support as they are not as 
visible as larger businesses. Furtherm

ore, SM
Es tend 

to have m
ore niche training needs that are difficult to 

deliver. Som
e interview

ees suggested, how
ever, that 

existing county business forum
s had a role to help 

identify generic skills needs am
ong SM

Es. This w
ould 

enable them
 to build a critical m

ass of sm
all businesses 

to request specific training courses from
 training 

providers. This w
ould, it w

as suggested, require 
businesses to better organise them

selves at a local 
level.

The Im
portance of Intra-regional Collaboration and 

Com
m

on Purpose

Som
e interview

ees suggested that regional (sub-
regional) com

petition for funding betw
een various 

training providers in W
ales prevents a shared approach 

to training provision. C
onsequently, it w

as said that 
the FE sector in W

ales does not alw
ays w

ork together 
as effectively as it could to m

eet em
ployer dem

and. 
This w

as not intended to be a criticism
 of the sector, 

so m
uch as a recognition that the com

petitive nature 
of skills funding in W

ales m
ay be counterproductive to 

achieving collaboration and com
m

on purpose.

O
ne training provider stated that W

elsh G
overnm

ent 
policy, over last few

 years, has been to m
ove aw

ay 
from

 free training for em
ployers, tow

ard a contributory 
approach. They suggested that this approach has m

et 

w
ith lim

ited success, particularly am
ong SM

Es. In som
e 

sectors, there has been a notable increase in business 
investm

ent in staff training. O
ne business ow

ner 
said that skills have played an im

portant part in the 
developm

ent of the care sector in W
ales since 2008, 

and that this m
ay be a result of a grow

ing requirem
ent 

for com
pulsory qualifications. 

The business ow
ners interview

ed as part of this 
research clearly saw

 the im
portance of training. O

ne 
business ow

ner reported that all of their staff are 
encouraged to enter a learning pathw

ay. They added 
that the business sees a real benefit in training their 
staff, both in term

s of staff retention and increased staff 
com

m
itm

ent. A
nother business ow

ner said they had 
opened their ow

n training centre to train their staff and 
em

ployees of other businesses. 

A
n A

ppropriate Skills Base

It w
as suggested that the com

petition for num
bers 

am
ongst training providers som

etim
es led to an 

oversupply of skills provision in som
e areas of the 

econom
y. This, it w

as believed, w
as a sym

ptom
 of an 

output-driven funding regim
e and a lack of focus on 

outcom
es. O

ne em
ployer, w

ho w
as interview

ed for this 
research said that there also appeared to be a lack of 
parity of esteem

 betw
een vocational and academ

ic 
education in W

ales. C
areers that require vocational 

qualifications, they said, did not appear to be held 
in as high esteem

 as those that require academ
ic 

qualifications. 

Positive attitudes tow
ard apprenticeships appear to 

be grow
ing in W

ales. The benefits of apprenticeships 
as an alternative to higher education am

ong learners 
appeared to be increasingly understood. It w

as 
reported by a num

ber of interview
ees that the 

A
pprenticeship Levy has m

ade a positive difference 
in dem

and for training, particularly am
ongst larger 

or public sector em
ployers. Som

e interview
ees 

suggested, how
ever, that larger em

ployers w
ere m

ore 
able to take advantage of the apprentice program

m
e 

than SM
Es, w

here the take up tends to be low
er.

There w
as very lim

ited discussion by the stakeholders 
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Discussion – lessons for W
ales

interview
ed in W

ales about the role of VET (Vocational 
Education and Training) in prom

oting entrepreneurship. 
O

ne business representative suggested it w
as 

easier for FE colleges to respond to needs of large 
em

ployers, w
hilst SM

Es, either individually or 
collectively, appeared to offer m

ore of a challenge. It 
w

as expressed by several interview
ees that, although 

there w
ere som

e good exam
ples of engagem

ent, 
som

e sm
aller FE colleges, in particular, do not have 

the capacity to effectively w
ork w

ith SM
Es to prom

ote 
entrepreneurship at present.

Long-term
 Planning and Skills Funding

Som
e interview

ees suggested that the com
petitive 

funding process in W
ales is a m

ajor barrier to long-term
 

planning. C
oncerns w

ere also raised about the current 
one-year funding cycle. It w

as felt that W
ales needed 

to m
ove aw

ay from
 funding qualifications and tow

ards 
investing in skills. Indeed, the recent G

raystone Review
 

(2018) recom
m

ended that W
elsh G

overnm
ent should 

m
ove tow

ards a three to five-year planning cycle.

O
ne em

ployer stated that follow
ing the 2008 crisis, a 

lot of reactive training took place in their sector. This 
training w

as through a m
ixture of apprenticeships 

and fast-track short courses. They suggested that 
the quality of fast-track training w

as dubious. 
C

onversely, they felt, it w
as clear that from

 about 
2010, those apprentices w

ho had started their longer 
courses in 2008 and com

pleted their apprenticeship, 
subsequently continued em

ploym
ent w

ith the right 
skills base. This, they argued, show

ed the higher value 
of long-term

 training.

The ProA
ct and ReA

ct schem
es w

ere developed by 
W

elsh G
overnm

ent in the im
m

ediate afterm
ath of 2008 

crisis. Som
e interview

ees suggested that w
hereas these 

schem
es had som

e success in m
itigating som

e of the 
im

m
ediate effects of the crisis, they w

ould have had 
a m

ore lasting and deep-seated im
pact if associated 

funding had been quality, rather than quantity based. 
A

s they w
ere, how

ever, these schem
es appeared to 

be designed very m
uch in response to the im

m
ediate 

crisis, rather than in preparedness against future 
shocks.

O
ne interview

ee said, that training and qualifications 
in W

ales continue to be overw
helm

ingly directed at 
present dem

ands, w
ith not enough focus on training 

for the future skills requirem
ents. A

s w
ell as future skills 

needs, one business representative also suggested that 
there is a m

ajor succession planning issue in W
ales, 

w
ith com

panies having little skills transfer processes in 
an ageing w

orkforce.

The section that follow
s considers how

 these 
observations can be considered in the skills policy 
process in W

ales.

5. Discussion and lessons 
for W

ales
The follow

ing section offers som
e com

parative 
observations betw

een W
ales and the six European 

regions, and highlights som
e issues to consider in the 

W
elsh skills policy process.

Intra-regional collaboration and a shared purpose 
w

ere identified as an im
portant com

parative them
e in 

the European regions studied as part of this research 
program

m
e. In W

ales, the RSPs provide the foundation 
for the developm

ent of regional (sub-regional) skills 
plans, but there appear to be lim

itations in the current 
structures to support the developm

ent of local or 
W

ales-w
ide skills plans. Findings appeared to indicate 

that efforts should be m
ade in W

ales to strengthen 
local, place-based skills coordination, as w

ell as 
national coordination of the skills agenda in W

ales.

Issues w
ere highlighted in W

ales w
ith regard to the 

need to m
ore fully engage SM

Es w
ith the skills agenda, 

but also that businesses them
selves needed to help 

facilitate this by being m
ore coherently organised, 

particularly at a local level. This w
as an area that 

contrasts quite clearly w
ith the com

parative European 
study, w

hich found that the m
ore successful regions 

had strong and effective m
echanism

s to engage 
w

ith SM
Es. These m

echanism
s w

ere sighted as the 
m

eans by w
hich the m

ore resilient regions identified 
the higher-level skills that w

ere m
ost required by 

their indigenous business com
m

unities. This research 

w
ould suggest that efforts should be m

ade to better 
involve a broader range of businesses, including 
SM

Es, w
ithin the skills agenda.

Strong netw
orks betw

een educational and skills 
organisations w

ere also highlighted as significant 
factors in econom

ic resilience across the European 
regions. In W

ales, despite the existence of forum
s to 

support coordination, interview
ees generally suggested 

that the com
petitive nature of funding for training 

providers can frustrate collaboration. The com
petitive 

short-term
 funding of skills developm

ent in W
ales 

w
ould appear to cut across efforts to strengthen 

netw
orks betw

een educational and skills focused 
organisations. This research w

ould suggest that the 
funding of post-16 skills training should be review

ed 
to provide longer-term

 funding arrangem
ents that 

support collaboration.

The cultural value placed on VET w
as a consistent 

them
e identified across the European regions. In 

the m
ore resilient regions, higher level skills w

ere 
not necessarily associated w

ith academ
ic route 

qualifications. In W
ales, the esteem

 of academ
ic and 

vocational educational routes did not, generally, 
appear to be equal. This, it w

as suggested, affected 
careers advice and choices, as w

ell as the dem
and 

for VET. The apprenticeship m
odel in W

ales w
as, 

how
ever, increasingly seen as a success. The proposals 

regarding the establishm
ent of a M

aster C
raftsperson 

qualification in W
ales w

ould also appear to add to 
the general perception, and practical delivery, of 
high-quality VET. This research suggests that efforts 
should be m

ade to better prom
ote equality of 

esteem
 betw

een vocational and academ
ic routes, 

including m
ore detailed exploration of the M

aster 
Craftsperson proposals.

The com
parative study found that the m

ore resilient 
European regions had effective long-term

 planning 
for future skills needs. In W

ales, som
e interview

ees 
suggested that training and qualifications priorities 
are directed at present dem

ands, rather than future 
skills requirem

ents. Forecasting should be based on 
anticipated political and technological developm

ents, 

as w
ell as the current econom

ic landscape in W
ales. 

In this respect, the W
elsh G

overnm
ent (2018) Review

 
of D

igital Innovation for the Econom
y and Future of 

W
ork in W

ales undertaken by Professor Phil B
row

n is 
an im

portant developm
ent. So too, is the N

ational 
A

ssem
bly for W

ales Econom
y, Infrastructure and  

Skills C
om

m
ittee Report (2018) Industry 4.0 – the 

Future of W
ales. This research w

ould appear to 
suggest, the skills agenda in W

ales needs to be m
ore 

effectively focused on future skills dem
ands and 

succession planning. 

Som
e of the European regions reported that, during 

the recession, they had invested in training w
ith 

funding from
 their national governm

ents and the 
EU

, as an alternative to laying off staff. This process 
w

as paralleled in W
ales via schem

es developed in 
the im

m
ediate response to the 2008 financial crisis. 

It w
as felt that the schem

es developed in W
ales in 

the im
m

ediate afterm
ath of the 2008 crisis w

ere, 
how

ever, too short-term
 and generally did not im

prove 
W

ales’ longer-term
 econom

ic preparedness using the 
resilience m

odel discussed above. This research w
ould 

appear to suggest that the em
phasis on jobs num

bers 
in W

ales is not helpful to longer-term
 resilience, and 

that VET should support long-term
 quality, rather 

than short-term
 expediency.

This research has sought to investigate the hypothesis 
that the accum

ulation of a dense regional skills-
base over tim

e, has m
ore lasting im

pact on regional 
econom

ic resilience than those regions that 
experienced a m

ore rapid rise in qualification levels in 
the im

m
ediate afterm

ath of a crisis. This com
parative 

European study appears to generally support this 
proposition, but, as the proceeding discussion has 
highlighted, a num

ber of other factors appear to be 
relevant. W

hile recognising that continued overall 
investm

ent in training is im
portant, som

e of the 
European regions continued to experience skills 
shortages in the low

er and m
edium

 skills levels.  
This w

ould appear to suggest that a balanced 
approach to future skills needs is required, and that 
investm

ent should be m
ade for skills at all levels, not 

just higher-level skills.
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5. Discussion and lessons for W
ales

Effective and accurate planning and delivery of long-
term

 skills requirem
ents is im

portant, and this requires 
appropriately targeted resources. The research also 
suggests that there needs to be a greater em

phasis 
on outcom

es and skills, rather than outputs and 
qualifications. This research has show

n that the cultural 
value attached to skills, VET and R&

D
 activities needs 

to be deeply and broadly im
bedded w

ithin the region. 
Im

portantly, indigenous businesses of all sizes, self-
em

ploym
ent and local entrepreneurship need to be 

celebrated and supported w
ith effective national, 

regional and local skills policy. The m
ore resilient 

European regions appear to m
ore closely link longer-

term
 skills developm

ent w
ith entrepreneurial activities.

This com
parative research project concludes that, on 

the basis of the evidence to em
erge from

 the m
ore 

resilient European regions, W
ales needs to ensure that 

it has an effective long-term
 plan to develop a denser 

skill base for anticipated future skills needs.  
The findings indicate, econom

ic resilience is not 
necessarily assured by a greater preponderance of 
higher-level skills per se - the relationship betw

een 
skills and resilience is m

uch m
ore com

plex and 
dynam

ic. W
ales also needs to have an open dialogue 

about how
 skills are m

ost appropriately funded and 
developed, particularly w

here the benefits of such 
investm

ent m
ay take som

e tim
e to realise, but this 

long-term
 investm

ent and regional cultural value of 
skills w

ould appear to be a significant elem
ent in 

regional econom
ic resilience.

Key findings

•  Regional econom
ic resilience appears to be, in 

part, aided by a dense and appropriately planned 
skills-base developed over a long period, but not 
necessarily a skills-base developed hurriedly in 
response to a crisis.

 •  Efforts should be m
ade in W

ales to strengthen local, 
place-based skills coordination, as w

ell as national 
coordination of the skills agenda in W

ales.

•  A
 broader range of businesses, including SM

Es, 
should be involved w

ithin the skills agenda and w
ays 

to achieve this should be explored urgently.

•  The funding of post-16 skills training in W
ales 

should be review
ed to provide longer-term

 funding 
arrangem

ents that support collaboration.

•  B
etter prom

otion of genuine equality of esteem
 

betw
een vocational and academ

ic routes is essential.

•  The skills agenda in W
ales needs to m

ore effectively 
focused on future skills dem

ands and succession 
planning, and a balanced approach across skills 
levels should be adopted.

•  VET should support long-term
 quality, rather than 

short-term
 expediency.

Appendix 1:  
European Visits Report
Decem

ber 2018
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This short report presents the result of a series of 
interview

s conducted as part of an EA
C

EA
 funded 

project 3 undertaken by C
olegauC

ym
ru/C

ollegesW
ales 

betw
een 2017 and 2019. The project has sought to test 

the thesis that a preponderance of higher-level skills 
in the labour force, tend to lead to greater regional 
econom

ic resilience. 

There are various definitions of ‘higher-level skills’; this 
project has adopted the definition applied by W

elsh 
G

overnm
ent to skills at Level 3 (EQ

F Level 4) and 
above

4. A
lthough there are a num

ber of m
easures that 

can be used to define econom
ic resilience

5, overall 
regional em

ploym
ent/unem

ploym
ent levels have been 

used as a sim
ple indicator for the purposes of this 

research.

The project has adopted the resilient outcom
es 

m
odel developed by the ESPO

N
 project EC

R2 
Econom

ic C
risis: Resilience of Regions 6, as w

ell as 
neighbourhood analysis techniques based on the 
approach developed by O

rkestra
7. This approach 

identified four categories of resilience, there are:

•  Resistant regions (those regions that have not 
experienced an absolute decline in econom

ic activity 
follow

ing the econom
ic shock). 

•  Recovered regions (those regions that experienced 
a decline in econom

ic activity, but have since 
recovered to pre-shock activity levels). 

•  N
ot-recovered, but in upturn (those regions that 

experienced a decline in econom
ic activity, have 

passed the trough of the recession, but have not yet 
recovered to pre-shock activity levels).

 •  N
ot-recovered, still in decline (those regions that 

experienced a decline in econom
ic activity, w

hich 
w

as still ongoing at the tim
e of the analysis). 

Resilience to an econom
ic shock does not, of course, 

necessarily im
ply that a regional econom

y is otherw
ise 

strong, perform
ing w

ell over the longer-term
, or 

contributing in a broader sense to regional w
ell-being. 

Rather, it is a m
easure of how

 a regional econom
y 

responds to a particular econom
ic event, in this case 

the 2008 G
lobal Financial C

risis. 

U
sing this m

odel, as w
ell as background desk-

research undertaken, and additional advice provided 
by researchers at the C

ardiff U
niversity School of 

G
eography and Planning, six European regions w

ere 
selected, these w

ere: 

• Flanders, B
elgium

• N
iederosterreich, A

ustria
• Pays de la Loire, France
• Pom

orskie, Poland
• Schlesw

ig-H
olstein, G

erm
any

• Tam
pere, Finland. 8 

Internal background papers w
ere prepared on each of 

these regions during an earlier stage of this project, 
w

hich provided useful research team
 briefings prior 

to undertaking this stage of the project. The briefings 
identified that, five of the regions w

ere either resistant 
to the econom

ic crisis in 2008, or have recovered from
 

crisis to their pre-crisis peak em
ploym

ent or G
D

P. O
ne 

region, Tam
pere in Finland, continued to experience 

high levels of unem
ploym

ent despite experiencing 
som

e degree of econom
ic recovery.                  

A
 total of 27 sem

i-structured interview
s, involving  

45 participants, w
ere undertaken across the six regions 

betw
een N

ovem
ber 2017 and M

arch 2018.  
The interview

ees consisted of stakeholders in the 
Vocational Education and Training (VET) agenda, and 
included representatives from

: regional and local 
governm

ent, cham
bers of com

m
erce, em

ployee and 
em

ployer representative organisations, trade unions, 

3. Project reference: 36/2016.
4. W

elsh G
overnm

ent (2017). A
ligning the A

pprenticeship M
odel to the N

eeds of the W
elsh Econom

y. C
ardiff: W

elsh G
overnm

ent.
5.  w

w
w

.espon.eu/program
m

e/projects/espon-2013/applied-research/ecr2-econom
ic-crisis-resilience-regions

6. Ibid.
7.  http://s3platform

.jrc.ec.europa.eu/docum
ents/20182/114903/JRC

89819_RegionalB
enchm

arking.pdf/699a6115-f685-4567-969d-
921d116a304e

8.  Tam
pere region is also som

etim
es referred to as Pirkanm

aa region.  For the purposes of consistency this report uses Tam
pere, w

hich is also 
the nam

e of the region’s largest m
unicipality/city.

business agencies, universities, and vocational/further 
education schools and inspectorates. A

lthough the 
interview

s have been conducted under C
hatham

 
H

ouse Rules, and responses have not been directly 
attributed to any com

m
ents reported in the discussion 

below
, a full list of the organisations represented by the 

interview
ees is included in the appendix.

The response rate to requests for interview
s for 

this project w
ere generally positive, but there w

ere 
difficulties in arranging interview

s in Schlesw
ig-

H
olstein and this w

as further com
plicated by 

several cancellations by interview
ees during the 

visit. C
onsequently, only tw

o face-to-face interview
s 

w
ere conducted in Schlesw

ig-H
olstein. There w

ere 
also difficulties in securing a sufficient num

ber of 
respondents in Finland, although four interview

s w
ere 

undertaken.

W
hilst there are findings that w

ere specific to particular 
regions, there w

ere several com
m

on them
es to 

em
erge. The rem

ainder of this report outlines the 
findings from

 the interview
s that w

ere undertaken.  
The com

m
on them

es included:

• Intra-regional C
ollaboration and C

om
m

on Purpose 
• Strong Education Sector N

etw
orks

• Effective Vocational Education and Training
• Flexibility in Vocational Education and Training
•  Vocational Education and Training and 

Entrepreneurship
• U

niversities and Vocational Education and Training
• Research and D

evelopm
ent

• Investm
ent in Training

• C
ham

bers of C
om

m
erce

• Training in Response to C
risis

• Training at A
ll Skills Levels

• C
ontinued Skills Shortages.

There are a num
ber of exam

ples used throughout the 
text, w

hich are intended to highlight particular regional 
exam

ples that help illustrate som
e of these them

es.  
It should be noted that these are derived from

 
com

m
ents m

ade by particular interview
ees, and no 

effort has been m
ade by the research team

 to validate 
any points m

ade.

Em
erging Them

es

O
ne: Intra-regional Collaboration and Com

m
on 

Purpose 

Interview
ees in every region reported a close 

degree of co-operation betw
een stakeholders from

 
national and regional/local governm

ent, cham
bers of 

com
m

erce, em
ployer and em

ployee organisations, 
educational actors and businesses. The role of SM

Es 
in regional econom

ies w
as highlighted as significant 

by respondents in a num
ber of regions. Respondents 

across all regions felt that collaboration w
as a key 

factor in the ability to develop a shared vision, both as 
an im

m
ediate response to support regional econom

ic 
resilience during the crisis of 2008, and in order to 
develop a longer-term

 strategic vision to em
bed such 

resilience ahead of future econom
ic crises.

In Pom
orskie, interview

ees tended to highlight the 
positive links that exist betw

een all of the key econom
ic 

actors, and they suggested that this w
as an im

portant 
elem

ent of the regional collaboration that exists. In 
Pom

orskie, the central organisation around w
hich 

collaboration is built appears to be the Pom
orania 

D
evelopm

ent A
gency.

The Pom
orania D

evelopm
ent A

gency, Pom
orskie

In Pom
orskie, the Pom

orania D
evelopm

ent A
gency 

advises all regional em
ployers and the Regional 

G
overnm

ent on w
hat European U

nion funding can be 
accessed to support training and developm

ent.  
The D

evelopm
ent A

gency is supported by the regional 
C

ham
bers of C

om
m

erce that exist in each sector.

The D
evelopm

ent A
gency then invests funding by 

contracting w
ith VET sectors in the region, in order 

to support bespoke and existing higher skills training 
for both the em

ployed and unem
ployed to fulfil the 

anticipated future skills dem
ands in the region.  

The D
evelopm

ent A
gency w

orks in close collaboration 
w

ith local governm
ent representatives to develop 

appropriate VET responses from
 aged tw

elve onw
ards 

in Technical Schools and at Technical U
niversities.
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In Tam
pere, collaboration w

as also referenced as 
im

portant, but it appeared to be driven by the 
regional C

ham
ber of C

om
m

erce. D
irect collaboration 

in Tam
pere w

as not identified as being particularly 
successful, although interview

ees did report that the 
C

ham
ber of C

om
m

erce provided a good focal point for 
co-operation. Interview

ees in Schlesw
ig-H

olstein also 
suggested that the regional C

ham
bers of C

om
m

erce 
provide im

portant links betw
een governm

ent, 
businesses (particularly SM

Es) and the education sector.

Schlesw
ig-H

olstein, C
ham

bers of C
om

m
erce

In Schlesw
ig-H

olstein, the central actor in regional 
collaboration w

as identified as the C
ham

ber of 
C

om
m

erce. In G
erm

any, C
ham

bers are funded through 
a levy on em

ployers in their respective sectors and 
regions. These funds are used to:

•  Forecast skills needs for respective sectors, regions 
and anticipated econom

ic dem
and. 

•  Provide support to em
ployers w

ho are experiencing 
financial challenges.

•  Provide standard or bespoke training for em
ployees 

to prepare them
 for future skills dem

ands.

•  C
reate links to the local higher skills providers to 

provide training requirem
ents identified through the 

research on sector requirem
ents.

 •  A
ssist em

ployers to share technical know
ledge and 

ability to create a structured collaborative response 
to econom

ic opportunities.

The C
ham

bers of C
om

m
erce have an im

portant 
function in driving G

overnm
ent policy through their 

w
ork in sector forecasting, em

ployer responsiveness 
and their developm

ent of educational support 
program

m
es.

In Flanders, interview
ees also highlighted the level 

of collaboration betw
een regional actors, and, in 

particular, m
entioned co-operation betw

een local and 

regional governm
ents to create bespoke educational 

qualifications to fulfil regional dem
and. They also 

suggested that, in order to ensure their experience 
on w

orkforce skills w
as integrated into the policy 

developm
ent process, regional businesses had been 

closely engaged.

Two: Strong Education Sector Networks

A
cross each of the regions, educational actors from

 
higher and vocational education organisations 
appeared to w

ork w
ell together and w

ere closely 
involved w

ith other stakeholders from
 governm

ents and 
businesses. In Pays de la Loire, educational actors in the 
region appeared to w

ork particularly closely together, 
and one respondent suggested that governm

ent and 
professional netw

orks in the region are dynam
ic. It w

as 
clear that vibrant netw

orks w
ere a critical elem

ent in the 
ability of som

e of the regions to w
ithstand, or recover 

quickly from
, econom

ic challenges.

Pays de la Loire

Pays de la Loire aim
s to becom

e a leader in 
advanced m

anufacturing, and has developed several 
program

m
es. In particular, the com

petitiveness cluster 
EM

C
2 is addressing advanced production through 

quadruple helix co-operation. The Jules Verne Institute 
of Technology is dedicated to im

proving advanced 
m

anufacturing through the concept of flexible 
technological building blocks. 

EM
C

2 and the Jules Verne Institute of Technology 
w

ork closely together to ensure the com
m

ercialisation 
of their, and their com

pany m
em

bers’ research w
ork. 

Research results are developed further w
ith the 

support of three Technocam
puses, w

hich encourage 
interdisciplinary approaches and collaborative research 
and developm

ent. 

There are currently four Technocam
puses:

 •   Technocam
pus O

cean (m
utualised technological 

research platform
 dedicated to m

arine structures and 
m

etallic m
aterials).

 •  Technocam
pus Sm

art Factory (enables com
panies 

of all sectors to appropriate industrial uses of virtual 
reality technology).

 •  Technocam
pus C

om
posites (m

utualised 
technological research platform

 dedicated to 
com

posite m
anufacturing).

 •  Technocam
pus A

coustic (research in acoustics and in 
physical chem

istry of m
aterials).

In Pom
orskie, there appeared to be a difference of 

opinion betw
een the various interview

ees. W
hereas 

som
e felt that the education sector w

as able to 
collaborate and respond effectively to econom

ic 
dem

ands, others felt that the sector’s responsiveness 
w

as not as dynam
ic as it often needed to be to m

eet 
changing econom

ic circum
stances. Interview

ees in 
Tam

pere generally felt that recent vocational education 
reform

 had ensured closer collaboration betw
een skills 

providers and businesses in order to m
eet regional 

business needs, but that it w
as too soon to determ

ine 
if this reform

 w
ould have a longer-term

 im
pact on 

regional preparedness for econom
ic shocks.

In Schlesw
ig-H

olstein, collaboration to m
eet future 

skills needs is ensured through the strong links 
developed betw

een university com
m

ercial departm
ents 

and the C
ham

ber of C
om

m
erce. In Flanders, this 

function appeared to be fulfilled through the regional 
developm

ent hubs.

Three: Effective Vocational Education and Training

A
 m

ajor them
e to em

erge from
 this research concerns 

the im
portance of vocational education and training 

(VET) across each of the regions, w
here, despite 

evidence of som
e issues of a disparity of esteem

 
betw

een it and m
ore academ

ic educational routes, 
it is valued as an im

portant contributor to regional 
econom

ies. 

In N
iederosterreich, it w

as reported that 40 percent of 
learners choose VET routes, and in Pays de la Loire, 
the high level of apprenticeship take-up is considered 
an im

portant elem
ent in the econom

ic success of the 

region. In other regions difficulties w
ere reported. In 

Pom
orskie, although it w

as reported that education 
system

 supports VET developm
ent, delivery can be 

com
plicated due to staff recruitm

ent difficulties.  
This problem

 appeared to be com
m

on to all regions.

The dual education system
 in Flanders is likely to be 

relaunched in order to im
prove the im

age of VET, w
hich 

can be seen in the region as a place to ‘school drop-
outs’. In Schlesw

ig-H
olstein, it w

as reported that there 
had been a gradual shift from

 VET tow
ard academ

ic 
education over recent years. In general, VET appeared 
to be particularly valued by regional SM

Es, and w
as 

highlighted by respondents across m
ost of the regions 

as being a significant part of the regional skills m
ix.

Four: Flexibility in Vocational Education and Training

A
cross each of the regions, it appears that education 

system
s are flexible and are able to accom

m
odate 

the needs of all learners. VET is delivered either 
through w

ork-based learning (W
B

L) or m
ore traditional 

academ
ic settings, and options exist for continued 

higher education or for the take-up of apprenticeships. 
Regional education system

s tend to be responsive to 
the changing requirem

ents of local em
ployers.

In Pays de la Loire and N
iederosterreich, entry to 

higher education can be secured either through school/
academ

ic routes or through VET. The French system
, 

in general, appears to offer a range of educational 
options to suit each learner, including w

hat one 
interview

ee referred to as ‘second-chance’ education. 
In Pom

orskie, it w
as reported that controls around VET 

w
ere too restrictive for it to be truly responsive to need.

Five: Vocational Education and Training and 
Entrepreneurship

In som
e of the regions, VET, through a dual system

 
and/or apprenticeships, often form

s the basis 
for self-em

ploym
ent and as the basis of regional 

SM
Es start-ups. The entrepreneurial m

ind-set and 
w

ork ethic, engendered by VET experiences, w
ere 

reported as strong drivers of entrepreneurship in 
regional econom

ies. A
ll interview

ees, across each 
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9. Regional Innovation Scoreboard: https://ec.europa.eu/grow
th/industry/innovation/facts-figures/regional_en

•  Increase Expertise (qualification sem
inars - 

custom
ised training of em

ployees, focus on SM
Es, 

enabling access to new
 technology fields).

 •  Expertise D
evelopm

ent (qualification netw
orks – 

custom
ised training for com

panies w
ith universities, 

universities of applied sciences and other educational 
and research institutions, increase innovation skills of 
com

panies in future relevant technology).

 •  Enhance A
pplied Research Expertise (custom

ised 
training netw

orks betw
een com

panies and 
universities, universities of applied sciences and other 
educational and research institutions, em

phasis on 
industry driven topics at a high scientific level).

Eight: Investm
ent in Training

A
cross each of the regions, investm

ent in training 
w

as secured through a range of different sources 
rather than an overall reliance on central funding. 
This investm

ent appears to be generally based on 
available evidence, w

hich facilitates a responsiveness 
to actual regional skills dem

and. Regional stakeholders 
com

m
only reported a link betw

een local labour m
arket 

intelligence, as w
ell as the priorities of their respective 

national governm
ents.

The interview
ees in Flanders, Pom

orskie, Schlesw
ig-

H
olstein and Tam

pere, all suggested that funding for 
training had been secured through three m

ain sources: 
the European U

nion, governm
ent investm

ent and private 
business investm

ent. In Schlesw
ig-H

olstein, additional 
funding w

as derived from
 the C

ham
bers of C

om
m

erce.

In Pays de la Loire, the regional governm
ent has 

enhanced the 51 percent French G
overnm

ent funding 
w

ith betw
een six and seven percent of regional 

funding. C
urrent changes to the apprenticeship schem

e 
in France, how

ever, are reported by som
e regional 

interview
ees to m

ean m
ore centralised control and 

allocation of funds by national sectoral interests. This 
w

as seen, in part, to be a result of som
e French regions 

utilising all their allocated funding on training, but there 
w

as a fear that successful regions w
ill have less funding 

for training in SM
Es.

Nine: Cham
bers of Com

m
erce

C
ham

bers of C
om

m
erce w

ere identified as im
portant 

bodies in each of the regions. In som
e, m

em
bership 

of a C
ham

ber of C
om

m
erce is com

pulsory for all 
enterprises, and this ensured that funding for training 
activities w

as available from
 the respective C

ham
bers. 

In m
ost of the regions, m

em
bership of an em

ployee 
organisation is also com

pulsory and these often 
provide training funded by m

em
bership levies.

In Schlesw
ig-H

olstein, interview
ees suggested that 

training provided by the C
ham

bers of C
om

m
erce 

represented value for m
oney to the businesses, and 

in Flanders, interview
ees suggested that training 

provided by the C
ham

ber C
om

m
erce w

as very m
uch 

focussed on em
ployer dem

and. In N
iederosterreich 

and Pays de la Loire, w
here m

em
bership of a C

ham
ber 

of C
om

m
erce is com

pulsory for all enterprises, training 
w

as reported to be responsive to the particular skills 
levels and requirem

ents of various sectors.

Ten: Training in Response to Crisis

C
lose co-operation, betw

een various regional partners, 
w

as seen as im
portant in the ability to respond quickly 

to changing skills needs. There w
ere divergent view

s 
expressed by interview

ees on their ow
n regional 

success in achieving this outcom
e. In som

e regions, 
this m

eant that w
hilst governm

ental and educational 
stakeholders felt they could achieve this outcom

e, 
business actors tended to be less convinced on 
success.

D
uring the recession, som

e of the regions reported that 
they had invested in training as an alternative to laying 
off staff. Supported by national and EU

 funding, som
e 

interview
ees suggested that this policy m

eant that they 
have been better able to respond to the subsequent 
econom

ic upturn. This experience w
as particularly 

evident in Flanders, w
here the Regional G

overnm
ent 

created a support fund that allow
ed em

ployers to 
retain staff and offer training. A

 sim
ilar experience w

as 
identified in Schlesw

ig-H
olstein.

region, suggested that apprenticeships and VET are 
an im

portant m
eans to attain experience essential 

to becom
e a successful entrepreneur in a particular 

trade sector. M
any interview

ees also suggested that 
their strong regional SM

E base w
as, in part, a factor in 

ensuring their econom
ic resilience.

In Pom
orskie, the entrepreneurial spirit w

as seen as 
a driver for success in the region and it is regularly 
taught as a subject in VET schools. In A

ustria, 
ow

ners of vocational businesses m
ust have a M

aster 
A

pprenticeship qualification. In Pays de la Loire, one 
respondent stated that em

ployers in the region actually 
prefer to em

ploy w
orkers w

ho have undertaken VET, 
rather than a m

ore academ
ic lycée professional. 

Six: Universities and Vocational Education and Training

There is a trend, across each of the regions, for 
universities to becom

e increasingly involved in 
providing VET and in w

orking m
ore closely w

ith 
regional business to identify training specific needs.  
A

 com
m

on them
e across all of the respondents w

as 
that universities w

ere becom
ing m

ore reactive to the 
VET needs of em

ployers. 

In the Pom
orskie, university responsiveness to regional 

em
ployers’ VET needs has tended to be driven through 

a third party such as a C
ham

ber of C
om

m
erce or the 

D
evelopm

ent A
gency. In Flanders, Thom

as M
oore 

U
niversity has a departm

ent dedicated to supporting 
business VET requirem

ents, and universities tend to 
perform

 an im
portant function in the enterprise hubs. 

U
niversities in Pays de la Loire w

ere also reported to 
have becom

e m
ore responsive to VET needs.

In N
iederosterreich, the business agency Ecoplus acts 

as a conduit betw
een universities and em

ployers.  
If training gaps are identified, pilot training schem

es 
can be established w

ith help from
 national governm

ent 
funding. These schem

es are run by clusters, w
ith 

support from
 C

ham
bers of C

om
m

erce, and by experts 
from

 universities or universities of applied science. 
A

lthough the funding for these schem
es is available 

across A
ustria, N

iederosterreich has the highest  
take up.

Seven: Research and Developm
ent

Levels of investm
ent in Research and D

evelopm
ent 

(R&
D

) activities are generally regarded as im
portant 

across each of the regions. Som
e regions reported a 

need for increased regional investm
ent in R&

D
, as the 

quality particularly of university research w
as seen as 

im
portant to attracting new

 investm
ent into the region.

In Flanders, investm
ent in R&

D
 w

as identified as 
significant by both governm

ental and education sector 
stakeholders. The regional H

ubs w
ere identified as 

the m
ain source of R&

D
 funding. Tam

pere has also 
stressed the im

portance of R&
D

 investm
ent, and its 

regional efforts appear to be m
ainly focussed on the 

m
edical research sector. Interview

ees in Tam
pere did, 

how
ever, suggest that they recognised the need for 

this investm
ent to be expanded into other sectors as it 

w
as currently too lim

ited.

A
lthough the level of expenditure on R&

D
 in Pays de la 

Loire is low
er than the regional average in France, the 

quality of research in universities w
as reported to be of 

a high standard. This w
as considered by interview

ees 
to be an im

portant factor in the attractiveness of the 
region to new

 businesses. M
oreover, SM

Es in Pays 
de la Loire have been identified as being particularly 
innovative

9.

The A
ustrian Research Prom

otion A
gency 

The A
ustrian Research Prom

otion A
gency is the 

national funding agency for industrial research and 
developm

ent. The A
gency’s ‘R&

D
 C

om
petences 

for Industry’ program
m

e supports com
panies in the 

developm
ent and im

proved qualifications of their 
research and innovation em

ployees. The focus is on 
sm

all and m
edium

-sized enterprises (SM
Es).

The Program
m

e aim
s to support co-operation betw

een 
businesses and tertiary education and research 
institutions, particularly in industrially relevant research 
fields, and has three specific elem

ents:
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acknow
ledged the need to continue investm

ent in all 
skills levels and to create stronger m

id-level skills in 
the w

orkforce. In Pays de la Loire, it w
as suggested 

that there w
as a need to balance the gap betw

een 
the tw

o to three-year apprenticeship program
m

e, w
ith 

im
m

ediate skills shortages in the short-term
.

Discussion

This short sum
m

ary, derived from
 the findings from

 the 
interview

s conducted across the six European regions, 
has dem

onstrated a num
ber of com

m
on them

es that 
have contributed to their regional econom

ic resilience. 
A

lthough there w
ill clearly be a w

ide range of other 
factors that contributed to the relative degree of 
econom

ic resilience of each region, that w
ere either 

not highlighted by the various respondents or that fall 
outside the scope of this research to interrogate further, 
the tw

elve them
es highlighted tend to be consistent 

across each of the six regions.

The m
ost significant findings appear to suggest that 

skills at all levels are im
portant in supporting regional 

econom
ic resilience; higher-level skills are only part of a 

m
uch broader skills agenda.

A
nother m

ajor factor in regional econom
ic resilience 

is the degree to w
hich regional netw

orks are dynam
ic 

and able to develop shared agendas, both as part of 
an im

m
ediate response to a crisis and also for longer-

term
 strategy. It is, therefore, clear that the m

ost 
resilient regions are those that are prepared. Regional 
econom

ic resilience is m
ost assured, w

hen it is built on 
firm

 foundations. O
ther than m

itigating som
e of the 

w
orst im

pacts of the im
m

ediate shock itself, it appears 
that attem

pting to tackle a crisis once it has occurred 
through skills-based interventions is too little and  
too late.

The them
es identified in this report w

ill be explored 
further through the next stage of this research, the 
study of W

ales. W
ales has experienced less econom

ic 
resilience than m

ost of the European regions that 
have been included in this research. The com

m
on 

them
es identified across the European regions w

ill 
be explored further during the interview

s conducted 

w
ith stakeholders in W

ales, and w
ill form

 part of the 
evidence and discussion in final project report. The 
degree to w

hich W
ales shares com

m
on features 

w
ith the European regions is a m

ajor question to be 
addressed in the next stage of this research.
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10. For background see: https://w
w

w
.eurofound.europa.eu/data/tackling-undeclared-w

ork-in-europe/database/services-vouchers-belgium

Flanders Training in Response to C
risis

Flanders w
as able to sustain em

ploym
ent levels and 

econom
ic viability through a range of m

easures set 
out by national and regional governm

ents. Prior to the 
2008 G

lobal Financial C
risis, B

elgium
 had experienced 

a high skill and low
 labour econom

y since the 1970s. 
This m

eant that businesses w
ere already stream

lined 
and had the skills necessary to attract external 
investm

ent in the region.

This w
as accom

panied by legislated pay scales, w
hich 

m
eant that disposable incom

e w
as m

aintained at 
pre-crisis levels and increased yearly. A

s a result, the 
retail econom

y stayed buoyant. Furtherm
ore, taxation 

incom
e w

as invested in locally responsive national 
retraining schem

es to prom
ote business viability and 

adaptability. There w
as also investm

ent in alternative 
sector developm

ent, w
hich gave tax payers vouchers 

to spend in the services sector. This helped create 
alternative em

ploym
ent roles for em

ployees w
ho could 

not be m
aintained in their previous roles. 10

For em
ployers w

ho w
anted to retain skilled staff, a 

support fund, w
hich w

as linked to unem
ploym

ent 
support paym

ents and identified further skills 
developm

ent training, w
as initiated. This allow

ed 
em

ployers to receive financial support for retained 
em

ployees, and for training in the region to provide the 
skills identified by regional governm

ent skills analyses.  

Follow
ing the 2008 G

lobal Financial C
risis, interview

ees 
in Pays de la Loire reported that the various sectors 
had also undertaken training initiatives in response. 
It w

as reported that there w
as positive co-operation, 

and a m
utualisation of training funds, during this 

period. It w
as also reported, how

ever, that w
hilst m

any 
em

ployers retained staff w
ith higher-level skills, those 

w
orkers w

ith low
er-skilled had a m

uch m
ore difficult 

experience.

Eleven: Training at All Skills Levels

Investm
ent in skills training at all levels w

as generally 
considered to be im

portant by interview
ees across 

each region. It tended to be expressed that w
hilst 

higher-level skills are clearly im
portant to regional 

econom
ies, there also needed to be continued 

investm
ent in low

er level skills that are m
ore associated 

w
ith traditional industries.

Interview
ees in Flanders, Pom

orskie and Tam
pere all 

stated that their region is experiencing a deficit in 
the m

id-level skills, and construction and engineering 
operatives w

ere specifically m
entioned.

Tam
pere Regional Skills Shortages

Tam
pere suffered from

 a skills exodus during the 
econom

ic dow
nturn w

hen som
e of the large regional 

em
ployers dow

nsized or closed dow
n entirely. 

C
onsequently, em

ployees w
ith higher-level skills 

m
oved. This created a void in skills in the region that 

has been difficult to rebuild.

The local university successfully attracted higher-
level learners, but it has taken a num

ber of years to 
train and retain qualified em

ployees in-line w
ith the 

Regional D
evelopm

ent Plan. The regional and national 
governm

ent has recognised the need to restructure the 
VET system

, for it to be m
ore em

ployer skills dem
and 

responsive.

Interview
ees in N

iederosterreich and Pays de la Loire, 
identified their respective regional needs to train low

er 
skilled w

orkers in order to m
eet changing skills needs 

and w
orking practices, such as the greater use of 

robotics and technology in industry.

Twelve: Continued Skills Shortages

W
hile recognising that continued investm

ent in training 
is im

portant, interview
ees in som

e regions, reported 
that regional skills shortages in the low

er and m
edium

 
skills levels are due, in part, to econom

ic success. It w
as 

reported that skills ‘bottlenecks’ exist in a num
ber of 

sectors.

In Flanders, in order to m
eet expanding requirem

ents 
created by econom

ic grow
th, interview

ees 
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Flanders, B
elgium

 

 •  D
epartem

ent W
erk en Sociale Econom

ie - A
fdeling 

B
eleid – Studiedienst

 •  M
inistry of Education (EU

 A
dvisory C

om
m

ittee for 
Vocational Education and Training)

 •  Voka (Vlaam
s netw

ork van ondernem
ingen)

 •  Vlaam
se O

verheid
 •  W

ZC
 Sint B

arbara
 •  Flem

ish D
epartm

ent of Education and Training
 •  G

em
eentz B

est
 •  Verantw

oordelijke Studiedienst
 •  Thom

as M
ore U

niversity

N
iederosterreich, A

ustria

 •  A
RQ

A
-VET

 •  W
irtschaftskam

m
er N

iederosterrich
 •  A

m
t der N

O
 Landesregierung

 •  Landesschulinspektorin
 •  H

TL St. Polten
 •  H

andelsakadem
ie

 •  U
niversity of A

pplied Science, K
rem

s
 •  Ecoplus, N

O
 •  B

H
A

S B
ruck an der Leitha

Pays de la Loire, France

 •  L’A
gence Regional, Pays de la Loire

 •  C
onseil Regional, Pays de la Loire

 •  U
niversity of A

ngers 
 •  C

ham
bre de m

etiers et de l’A
rtisant des Pays de la 

Loire

Pom
orskie, Poland

 •  The G
dynia M

aritim
e A

cadem
y

 •  Internationalisation and Innovation, Pom
erania 

D
evelopm

ent A
gency C

o.
 •  The D

epartm
ent of Econom

ic D
evelopm

ent O
ffice of 

the M
arshal of the Pom

orskie Voivodeship
 •  European Funding D

epartm
ent, Pom

erania 
D

evelopm
ent A

gency C
o.

 •  Regional C
ham

ber of C
om

m
erce of Pom

orskie
 •  Labour O

ffice, Pom
orskie

 •  Pom
orskie Em

ployers’ U
nion LEW

IA
TA

N
 •  The C

om
plex of Secondary Technical Schools of 

C
om

m
unication Technology

 •  Ship and G
eneral Education Schools of C

onradinum
 •  Polytechnika G

dansk
 •  U

niversity of G
dansk

Schlesw
ig-H

olstein, G
erm

any

 •  M
entoren - M

entors für U
nternehm

en, Schlesw
ig-

H
olstein 

 •  W
irtschaftsakadem

ie (B
usiness A

cadem
y)– Schlesw

ig-
H

olstein

Tam
pere, Finland

 •  O
ffice of the D

irector of Vocational Education, 
Tam

pere
 •  Pirkanm

aan liitto (C
ouncil of Tam

pere Region)
 •  Tam

pere Vocational C
ollege Tredu

 •  Tam
pere C

ham
ber of C

om
m

erce
 •  D

irectorate of B
usiness D

evelopm
ent, C

ouncil of 
Tam

pere
 •  U

niversity of Tam
pere

O
rganisation 

Date of Interview

A
LS Training Ltd.

8 January 2019

C
aerphilly C

ounty B
orough C

ouncil 
8 January 2019

C
ardiff B

usiness School 
21 N

ovem
ber 2018

C
ardiff C

apital Region RSP
30 N

ovem
ber 2018

C
ardiff M

etropolitan U
niversity 

19 N
ovem

ber 2018

C
ardiff U

niversity 
11 D

ecem
ber 2018

C
ardiff and Vale C

ollege 
19 N

ovem
ber 2018

C
B

I 
24 January 2019

C
oleg Sir G

âr  
16 January 2019

FSB
 

4 D
ecem

ber 2018

G
rŵ

p C
oleg Llandrillo 

17 D
ecem

ber 2018

H
eatforce 

11 January 2019

Independent Trainer 
12 N

ovem
ber 2018

Lantra 
3 January 2019

M
ontana H

ealthcare Ltd. 
17 N

ovem
ber 2018

N
ational Training Federation for W

ales 
8 January 2019

N
orth W

ales RSP
15 January 2019

Penderyn 
2 January 2019

South-W
est and M

id-W
ales RSP 

27 N
ovem

ber 2018

Tata Steel Training C
entre 

8 January 2019

W
ales TU

C
 

11 N
ovem

ber 2018

W
elsh G

overnm
ent

31 January 2019
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