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Triennial Review of the UK Commission for Employment 
and Skills (UKCES) 
The Association of Employment and Learning Providers (AELP) represents the 
interests of a range of organisations delivering vocational learning and employment 
and employability support.  The majority of our 650+ member organisations are 
independent providers (from both the private and the third sectors) holding contracts 
with the Skills Funding Agency, with many also delivering Department for Education 
(EFA) and Department of Work and Pensions (DWP) funded provision.  In addition to 
these we have a number of colleges in membership, as well as non-delivery 
organisations such as SSCs and awarding bodies as Associate Members, which 
means that AELP offers a well rounded and comprehensive perspective and insight 
on matters relating to its remit.  

1.  What are the functions of the UKCES? 
We believe that there should be a group of stakeholders responsible for the 
oversight of the Employment and Skills Sector.  This must be a balanced group of 
stakeholders with employers having a strong influence.  This group should be 
independent of Government but may well work closely with Government and contract 
for various services that the Government wishes to purchase.   

The functions of UKCES are set out on the web site as Insight, Research and 
Investment.  Our view is that the focus should be on insight and research and the 
UKCES should not be involved in the delivery of programmes.  The involvement in 
the delivery of direct programmes affects the ability to be independent and analytical 
and ensure that the UKCES represents the whole of the sector. 

UKCES should be a strategic advisory body, undertaking appropriate research to 
understand the impact of differing policy approaches on the employment and skills 
levels of the UK, and using its influence to help the UK develop employment and 
skills systems that will ensure economic competitiveness whilst at the same time 
recognising the importance of social inclusion.  Effective partnership working with 
other stakeholders should be a key feature of UKCES activity. 

UKCES has had a particularly important role to play in providing labour market 
intelligence to government and other stakeholders, so helping to ensure the creation 
of more and better jobs across the UK.  This has required working closely with 
employers and their Sector Skills Councils (SSCs), boosting productivity by 
encouraging them to invest more in skill development and high quality training 
programmes such as apprenticeships.  They now have a part to play in promoting 
the importance of new programmes such as Traineeships but as an independent 
critical friend of the sector but clearly encouraging employers to get be involved in 
delivery.   



2.  Are any functions also delivered by other organisations? 
Many other organisations such as Skills Funding Agency, Education Funding Agency 
and Job Centre Plus are involved in the delivery of skills and employment 
programmes.  UKCES should be working with all of those groups to inform and 
improve programmes across the sector.  This role would be more effective if they 
were not involved in developing their own projects which at times can cut across 
mainstream programmes. 

As stated above AELP believes that strong partnership working with other 
stakeholders should be key to the successful delivery of UKCES functions.  In 
particular UKCES should recognise that training providers have an important part to 
play in maximising the impact of employment and skills policies, working closely as 
they do with employers and influencing their behaviour.  UKCES can and should 
inform the labour market intelligence articulating the needs of employers to help 
create more and better jobs across the UK.  UKCES should provide a balanced view 
of all of the stakeholders in the skills and employment sector including learners, 
employees, trade unions and of course the employers.  There have been examples 
of where the over emphasis on the needs of employers could impact on the need for 
transferable and specialist skills learners and employees need for sustainable 
employment and career progression.  Employability and skills provision in particular 
must address the needs of both employers and individuals. 

3.  Is there anything that UKCES should stop doing? 
We have set out our view that UKCES can have an even greater impact on the 
sector if it were not involved in direct delivery of projects.  It is therefore also 
important to review whether the direct management of SSCs and the Investors in 
People programme is a natural fit with the strategic oversight of the sector.  UKCES 
has managed the SSCs for some time and the network has not been as effective as 
it could have been.  It has been noticeable that in the Apprenticeship review it might 
have been expected that SSCs would have had a role in bringing employer voices 
together.  The Trailblazer process has established new employer partnerships which 
suggests that the SSCs have not developed those relationships with employers.  
This confirms our view that UKCES should not be involved in the direct management 
of specific elements of delivery within the sector.  We recommend a full review of the 
future structure for the National Occupational Standards, SSCs and the IIP 
programme. 

4.  Is there anything that UKCES should do more or less of? 
UKCES needs to represent the full spectrum of views within he sector.  In particular 
there needs to be a much greater appreciation of the important role that providers 
can play.  Providers have always made a significant input to developing policies, 
measures and incentives to ensure a demand-responsive system as they 
understand not only what is required but also what is actually deliverable. This 



valuable expertise in working with employers must be harnessed and given full 
opportunity to input to the debate from the earliest stage and influence the 
development of initiatives and policy.  In the past UKCES has often seen providers 
as the group that implements initiatives and policies rather than be engaged at a 
stage to develop and influence the thinking.  UKCES should reverse that approach. 

UKCES needs to balance the needs of both employers and workers rather than the 
total focus on ‘employer ownership’.  Clearly the employers are a key beneficiary and 
end consumer of skills and employment policy.  Our approach has always been in 
maximising employer choice rather than ownership.  No one stakeholder can own 
the skills and employment system but we can certainly ensure that employers have 
the influence and engagement to ensure that it works.   

5. How important are SSCs to the success of UKCES and the 
delivery of its functions? 
We believe that sector bodies working in partnership can and should have an 
important role in the sector.  However we believe that these should be partnership 
bodies involving employers, training providers, learner representatives and other 
stakeholders that would be independent of Government as organisations but that 
might perform tasks in partnership with Government to develop elements of the skills 
and employment system that add value.  For example there may be an agreed role 
for the continuation of National Occupational Standards which may or may not be 
state funded.  The network of SSCs could be the body that maintains those 
standards if the sector stakeholders believed that to be the case.  UKCES could 
oversee the development of that network.  The current development of 
Apprenticeship Standards may well create further complexity within the system as 
different employer groupings may take on the task of developing and updating the 
standards which may or may not cross reference to the NOS and other 
qualifications.  There is a real danger that without this oversight the system will 
become more and more fragmented.  UKCES has an important role to play but only 
if it is not in direct management or funding of these sector bodies.  

6.  The mission of UKCES is to work with and through partners – is 
it achieving its mission? 
AELP has felt that UKCES does not always involve providers as much as it might.  
We pointed this out in our submission to the consultation on the UKCES Five Year 
Strategic Plan 2009/10 – 2013/14.   Our main concern even then was the tone of the 
plan in relation to providers, which seems to be setting out a very passive role for 
providers, who were seen as implementers of rather than partners in the 
development of policy.  We recommended then, and again now, that there should be 
a much greater appreciation of the important role that providers can play especially, 
but not only, in developing policies, measures and incentives to ensure a demand-
responsive system.  Providers work with employers on a day today basis and bring 



policy intention together with what is practical and effective ‘on the ground’.  
Providers also work with large and small employers and ensure that policies are 
appropriate for all types and sizes of business.   

UKCES must also appreciate the range of providers that support the skills and 
employment systems and have focussed on the role of colleges rather than the total 
provider network.  It will be important going forward to recognise the full range of 
provision that exists in the sector. 

7.  Are there any other viable delivery options for the UKCES 
functions? 
We would call for a full review of the Sector Skills Council functions to agree a way 
forward for the network as well as the future of IIP.  This review should include all of 
the stakeholders in the sector and should be completed in the light of the reforms of 
the Apprenticeship programme.  Similarly there should be a review of the Employer 
Ownership Pilots not just in terms of performance and value for money but whether 
these programmes should be part of the mainstream delivery so that we ensure 
coherence across the full range of delivery.  
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