
 

BIS Evaluation of the Employer Ownership of 
Skills Pilot, Round 1 
 
Just prior to the general election purdah, BIS published an initial evaluation 
of the Employer Ownership of Skills Pilot, Round 11

 

.  Originally conceived in 
2011 by the UKCES, the pilot sought to test whether the skills system could 
be ‘transformed’ through employers developing solutions on behalf of 
themselves, their supply chains and others in their sector.  The stated 
rationale for employer ownership was the premise that employers and 
employees would be more willing to invest in skills development if they were 
given more freedom and leverage over the use of government subsidy. 

The government funding which was allocated to the three rounds of the pilot 
was £340 million, a substantial amount when compared with BIS’s annual 
Apprenticeships budget of £770 million. 
 
AELP has set out key extracts from the BIS evaluation as follows: 
 
1. Executive Summary 
a. Targets  
BIS states that the original targets of many pilots as stated in the Grant Offer 
Letters were unrealistic.  The recruitment of learners to training and other 
activities is just over one-third of that which was expected when the projects 
were planned.  While some administrative problems have been encountered, 
many subsequent revised targets have also not been met.  Some due 
diligence in bid writing is required and the use of external bid writers has not 
always helped projects base their original plans on achievable assumptions.  
 
b. Employer financial contributions 
Financial contributions from employers have mostly been in-kind rather than 
cash.  In-kind investments have been substantial but the reticence of 
employers to use cash to fund activity suggests that employers are prepared 
to invest time and resources into training but trying to convert that 
commitment into cash is not easy. 
 
c. Innovation 
Innovation resulting from the pilot is limited.  The individual projects funded 
under Round 1 did not generally produce transformative, unique 
innovations; most pilot projects adapted or extended existing approaches to 
training.  But BIS says that the lack of any unique innovation is not necessarily 
a weakness of the EOP.  It does suggest however that the existing 
approaches are already employer focused. 
 
d. Impact 
This evaluation is ongoing and incomplete; however some early reported 
positive impacts have been noted.  The key impact relates to collaborative 
activity. The pilot created opportunities for businesses to work together, 
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either directly or through an intermediary.  Many of these built on existing relationships 
formed through existing programmes.   
 
e. Pilot’s sustainability 
Sustainability is an ongoing concern due to a general view that, without the continuing  
stimulus of public funding, the continuation of projects is unlikely.  Some projects are  
seeking to continue their activities by converting them into mainstream funded activity,  
or into other initiatives such as Traineeships or Apprenticeships Trailblazers. 

 
Employer quote 
“When EOP was sold to us it was about being flexible and getting the best out of it...that  
flexibility hasn’t come through. There were some flexibilities, movement, but we felt that  
we’d been constrained a bit too much, and it’s not reflective of how our business works.” 
 
2. Starts on training programmes 
Starts on training programmes are defined in this evaluation as new recruits or new 
employees rather than placing existing members of the workforce onto programmes.  For 
both apprenticeships and non-apprenticeships, starts were closer to target for over 24 year 
olds than for 19-23 year olds, and recruitment of the under 19s was particularly low 
compared to target.  In some cases, projects have exceeded targets for those aged 24 or 
older which met some of the shortfall in overall totals resulting from difficulties in engaging 
younger learners.  

Looking across the 36 projects there are some variations, but the majority fell behind the  
original plan for the number of learner starts.  The nine largest projects with more than  
3,000 expected starts achieved 30 per cent of their starts targets, while the remaining  
smaller and medium-sized projects achieved 64 per cent of their targets.   .  
 
3. Deadweight versus additionality 
Some employers stated that their interventions could have been delivered as effectively  
through mainstream funded programmes or that their programme was no more innovative  
than other existing activity.  However, the majority of interviewees said that EOP had  
enabled them to do something new, do something differently or faster than would  
otherwise have been possible without the funding.  As a result, additionality was subtle  
rather than marked. 
 
4. Employer administration 
By far the biggest challenge identified by employers concerned aspects of administrative 
practice relating to the pilots. Overall, employers (along with a selection of intermediary 
representatives managing their respective pilots) raised concerns over higher than 
anticipated bureaucratic burdens. Employers did not necessarily anticipate the level of 
reporting required under the pilots and several had significant problems with the systems 
used to administer EOP.  The employer’s criticism of bureaucracy reflects the AELP view that 
employers are much more likely to engage with the funding system if they work with 
providers who manage that bureaucracy.   
 
5. Confusion with other policy initiatives  
Several employers (typically larger ones) highlighted the number of different programmes  
and current policy developments which they felt added some confusion and duplication of  
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activity. Two other programmes were specifically mentioned: Trailblazer Apprenticeships  
and the Workplace Learning Programme funded via the European Social Fund.  The different  
funding rules for each caused concern.  AELP has always pushed to reduce the number of  
‘new’ initiatives and programmes such as Employer Ownership pilots and to fund the  
mainstream programmes such as Apprenticeships and Traineeships 
 
6. Overall impact on employers and providers  
Employers stated that the single most significant barrier to sustainability was the potential 
lack of future funding.  In particular, the affordability and ability to continue the projects as 
they are currently were specific concerns.   
 
AELP comment 
We hope that BIS will take the clear evidence from this evaluation into account when 
looking at the same principles applied to existing programmes like Apprenticeships.  Our 
view that mandatory cash contributions will be a barrier to entry for many employers is 
based on this and other strong evidence.  We believe a focus on delivery through the core 
delivery programmes such as Traineeships, Apprenticeships and English and maths will 
ensure that employers are not confused by multiple programmes and they can work with 
providers to really deliver results. 
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