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Disclaimer: 

Nous Group (Nous) has prepared this report for the benefit of Institute of Employability Professionals (the Client). 

The report should not be used or relied upon for any purpose other than as an expression of the conclusions and recommendations of 
Nous to the Client as to the matters within the scope of the report. Nous and its officers and employees expressly disclaim any liability to 
any person other than the Client who relies or purports to rely on the report for any other purpose. 

Nous has prepared the report with care and diligence. The conclusions and recommendations given by Nous in the report are given in 
good faith and in the reasonable belief that they are correct and not misleading. The report has been prepared by Nous based on 
information provided by the Client and by other persons. Nous has relied on that information and has not independently verified or 
audited that information.
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1 Executive summary 
IEP, Nous and the Good Employability Company are investigating employability and skills 
integration as a major opportunity to improve sector sustainability. 
Over the past year, the Institute for Employability Professionals (IEP) and Nous Group (Nous) have worked with 
employability leaders across a series of workshops exploring what is required to put the employability sector on a 
sustainable footing, beyond the traditional boom and bust cycle of government funding. The result was a report, 
Building Sustainable Employability Services, released in October 2021. 

One of the big ideas that came out of this collaboration was a desire to see closer integration of employability and 
skills. Sector leaders identified this as the single idea that would have the greatest impact on the long-term 
sustainability of the sector, were it to be successfully implemented. 

Following the boom and bust series, IEP and Nous have partnered with the Good Employability Company to 
examine the potential for closer integration of employability and skills provision in the UK and to provide 
recommendations for how this might be accomplished. The initial research findings from this partnership provided 
context, framing and provocation for a workshop with sector experts in February 2022 to gather evidence and test 
ideas. 

The case for closer integration is underpinned by the idea that employability is an overlapping aim of both 
employment and skills support sectors – to help people move into paid work and to increase the stock of 
transferrable work-focussed skills which contribute to human capital. This shared purpose implies that through 
closer cooperation, both markets could do more: through services that more comprehensively address the needs of 
individuals but also for businesses, wider society and for the UK economy. 

Examples of employability and skills integration already exist both in the UK and internationally. These include 
cooperation in frontline operations such as co-located services, signposting, and local service pathway 
development; shared performance data to help jobseekers access high quality skills provision; and governance 
arrangements such as local skills and employment advisory panels and bilateral cooperation agreements between 
employers and training providers to improve the relevance of services.  

Providers, sector bodies and Governments interested in integration can look to these case studies for inspiration, 
as many of these ideas could be scaled up, transplanted, or adapted to work in different operating environments. 
Further suggestions to scale the level of integration include building closer ties with careers services as another 
sector with complementary aims; using Information, Advice and Guidance services as a relatively low effort starting 
point for closer working relationships at a local service ecosystem level; and joining up advocacy and 
communication to improve dialogue between the sectors and present a stronger voice to government. 

This report synthesises the outputs from both the initial research and workshop conducted by IEP, Nous and the 
Good Employability Company. The following pages include a high-level overview of the current employability and 
skills landscape, examples of existing sector integration, the rationale for further integration, and actions suggested 
by sector leaders that could be taken forwards at a local, sector and Government level.  
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2 Employability and skills landscape 
The current system of employability and skills provision is complex. Despite significant structural differences in 
funding and providers, there are notable overlaps between the current employability and skills landscapes, 
particularly in the target user groups of both sectors. Table 1 provides a summary of some of the key differences 
and areas of overlap in both sectors. 
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Table 1 | Employability and further education and skills sector features and areas of overlap 

 Employability sector Areas of overlap 
Further Education and 
Skills sector 

Funding 
streams 

Predominantly contract-based 
funding through the Department for 
Work and Pensions (DWP) with a 
smaller Department for Education 
(DfE) element. Other funders 
include: 
• European Social Fund 
• Big Lottery 
• Local funding (e.g., Skills for 

Londoners Capital Fund) 

Common funding streams: 
• Education and Skills Funding 

Agency 
• Trusts 

Predominantly block-
funded through the 
Department for Education 
(DfE). Funding sources 
include: 
• Employer levy 

Providers 

• Jobcentre Plus 
• Some independent Careers Services 

providers may also offer 
employability services 

• Local Authority commissioned 
provision 

Common providers: 
• Local Authorities 
• Private providers 
• Charities and community 

organisations 

• General FE Colleges 
• National Specialist 

Colleges 
• Specialist Designated 

Colleges 
• Independent training 

providers 
• Adult and community 

learning 

Delivery 
models 

Centred on personal guidance in:  
• CV building and interview prep 
• Personal development and resilience 
• Job brokerage 
• Employment subsidies 
• Signposting to wider service 

ecosystem provision 

Common delivery model 
features: 
• Service users access support 

according to need via a 
‘keyworker’ 

Delivery models are 
course-based, e.g. 
• Classroom based learning 
• Online learning 
• Work based learning 
• Apprenticeships and 

traineeships 

Target 
user 
groups 

Jobseekers – people out of work 
and looking for immediate 
employment, and also people at risk 
of redundancy. 

Common target cohorts: 
• Young people (NEETs) 
• Low skilled (<Level 2) 
• Older workers 
• Return to work 
• People with disabilities 
• Disadvantaged workers (e.g., 

ex-offenders) 

Individuals looking for 
training to support a 
longer-term career or 
career change. 

Target 
outcomes 

Outcomes are employment 
focussed, e.g. 
• Progression into the workforce 
• Time in employment (e.g., 6-month 

milestone) 
• Quality of work (e.g., Living Wage) 

Common aims: 
• Employability (see next page 

for more detail) 

Outcomes are delivery 
focussed, e.g. 
• Learner success rate 

(attendance, completion) 
• Learner destination 
• Learner satisfaction 
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DfE and DWP have different but complementary purposes. The strategic objectives pursued by both departments 
currently create limits on the level of integration that can be pursued through commissioning, reinforced by 
separate budgets and accountability systems. The UK and other Anglosphere countries have also historically 
centred employment support services around benefit provision and focused on getting people back in to work as 
quickly as possible. However, countries in Europe provide a precedent for public employment systems with a 
greater focus on building human capital, which better lend themselves to employment support and skills service 
integration. Employability has the potential to be an area of mutual alignment where the UK government seeks to 
both increase human capital and reduce welfare reliance, an overlap which is likely to become more prominent due 
to current trends, illustrated in Figure 1. 

Figure 1 | Employability as a shared departmental aim of DWP and DfE 

 

3 Existing sector interfaces 
Existing sector interfaces in the UK and internationally show that integration of skills and employability can be 
achieved and indicate different ways of doing this.1 

The UK (and particularly English) employability system is a largely transactional system focused on getting people 
off government benefits and into employment (i.e., a job) as quickly as possible. Pockets of cooperation exist with 
the skills system, for example the provision of employment and training services for young people (19-24) through 
Jobcentre Plus and work experience and career advice at VET providers.  

Internationally, there is more evidence of skills and employability integration. For example, in some countries of 
the EU the Public Employment Services (PES) is an ecosystem of employment services that enables PES and their 
partners to function as a unit, integrating different public sector employability, skills providers and other 
stakeholders to deliver personalised support that meets individual circumstances. 

In both the UK and internationally there are examples of integration driven through local advisory panels that work 
with employers, training providers and other stakeholders to determine tailored solutions to local employment and 
skills needs. In the UK this has been implemented by some devolved authorities (e.g., Greater Manchester and Tees 
Valley Combined Authorities) while in the US and Canada, these interfaces form an integral part of the national 
employability and skills policy ecosystem.  

Initial research by Nous and the Good Employability Company produced a shortlist of seven different types of 
sector interfaces backed up by local and international case studies:  

1. Co-locating delivery services - See case studies 1. Jobcentre Plus; 2. MyGo Suffolk 

2. Local advisory panels - See case studies 3. Manchester W&S; 8. WDB US; 9. LMA Canada 

3. Flexible funding arrangements - See case studies 3. Manchester W&S; 7. ESP Wales 

4. Shared performance monitoring - See case study 4. Denmark 

 
1 Sources: Eichorst et al 2015;  Zimmermann 2013; PES Network Secretariat 2021; Committee on Work and Pensions, 2002; Bennett et al. 2018; 
Williams et al. 2018; NatCen Social Research 2017; European Commission 2017, 2018, 2019 
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5. Screening to tailor employability and skills training - See case study 5. Belgium 

6. Bilateral cooperation - See case study 6. Luxembourg 

7. Work placements - See case study 7. ESP Wales 

Table 2, Table 3, and Table 4 provide further detail on each of these case studies. 

Table 2 | Existing sector interfaces: case studies 1-32 

 

 
2 Sources: Riley et al. 2011 (JobCentre Plus); Bennett et al. 2018 (MyGo); Greater Manchester Employment & Skills Advisory Panel 2021 
(Manchester Combined Authority) 
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Table 3 | Existing sector interfaces: case studies 4-63 

 

Table 4 | Existing sector interfaces: case studies 7-94 

 

Sector leaders suggested additional and complementary examples of existing employability and skills interfaces 
based on their own experiences. These included: 

 
3 Sources: European Commission 2019 (Denmark); European Commission 2017 (Belgium); European Commission 2018 (Luxembourg) 
4 Sources: Harries and Lewis 2019 (ESP Wales); CareerOneStop 2021 (WDB US); Wood & Hayes 2016 (LMA Canada) 
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• Providers drawing on multiple funding streams – Providers of the Work Programme, Work & Health 
Programme and most recently Kickstart have all drawn on funding from the Adult Education Budget (AEB) to 
improve programme outcomes for participants. For example, Work Programme providers used AEB funding to 
purchase training for participants which in turn created better quality candidates for job vacancies. In some 
instances, sector-based academies have been able to negotiate aligned employment and skills outcomes to 
further streamline this process, whereas ESF programmes in London already combine outcomes in their 
contracts. 

• One stop shop provision for young people – Careers hubs for young people aged 18-24 provide an example of 
integrated provision where employability guidance, sector-based academies, employer levy engagement, 
careers advice and money management are all available under a single umbrella service. In Wales, the 
devolved government has also implemented a personal learning account system where young people can draw 
on free courses and professional qualifications to develop their skills and help progress or change careers. 

• Government playing a bridging role between sectors – In some areas Government has started to embed 
employment-ready skills such as communication, team working and interpersonal skills into Higher Education 
and Further Education by design to improve employability outcomes. Local authorities have also played a 
direct ‘bridging’ role between unemployed people and employers where skills gaps have been too great for 
employers to consider candidates, stepping in to provide short-term training in return for guaranteed 
interviews. 
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4 Case for further integration 

There is a strong sense that the current structural disconnect of employability and skills holds back both markets 
from delivering maximum impact – to individuals, businesses, the UK economy, and society as a whole. Providers in 
both sectors believe that properly integrating support for training and employment with the skills and recruitment 
needs of employers in a sustained way, would be a positive step forward. 

Four key reasons to increase the integration and coordination of employability and skills services: 

1. The potential to deliver a more comprehensive service: Integrated funding and objectives could help ease 
jobseekers’ access to the many divergent employability and training services, to build a more comprehensive 
service for jobseekers. This is particularly pertinent given that the overlap of purpose outlined is set to increase 
over coming years:  

• Appropriate training is important to developing informed jobseekers and is particularly important in 
building long-term employability. The OECD reports that in an increasingly competitive labour market, 
training will continue to be an even more important component of employability in future.  

• Soft skills (including communication, presentation, and organisation), which employability providers excel 
in teaching, are increasingly important to employers. Both employability skills and occupational skills are 
required for jobs to be attained in a competitive labour market. 

• Engagement with employers is critical in building employability. A young person with four or more 
meaningful encounters with an employer is 86% less likely to be unemployed or NEET. 

2. The overlap of purpose: Employability and skills sectors have complementary purposes; skills training prepares 
people for a vocation and employability services seek the goal of working in that vocation. This overlap of 
purpose is a self-evident motivation for integration and highlights the risk of duplicated public spending in the 
current system. It also highlights the potential for additional integration with other complementary services 
such as Career Development, which helps people identify a vocation and the pathways to achieve it. 

3. Build a more sustainable sector: A more integrated active labour market policy would provide a more stable 
marketplace in which private and voluntary sector providers could operate. Reducing barriers between 
provider types and creating a more integrated sector where activity can flex between employability and skills 
focuses as needs change would reduce the impact of the ‘boom and bust’ cycle. This could also have 
advantages for professionals working in both sectors if they have the appropriate skillsets to easily transfer 
between different types of provision. 

4. Wider social gains: Good skills training provides both vocation and education, raising abilities and aspirations. 
Employability services support informed life-choices and the enactment of those choices. These are 
complementary goals; they may be harder to measure than job outcomes, but they are no less important. The 
focus of the literature on jobs and wages does little justice to these human goods, and we would do well to 
consider them in our discussion, particularly given the overall objective of providing a better service for the 
jobseeker. 
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5 Ideas to scale the level of integration 

In the recommendations of the 2021 Building Sustainable Employability Services report, IEP and Nous 
documented initial ideas coming from sector leaders to achieve a greater level of employability and skills 
integration. These recommendations predominantly emphasised the role of government in driving closer 
integration through programme design. 

Initial ideas from the IEP x Nous boom and bust report: 

• Government and commissioners adopting common employment-focused outcomes across both sectors.

• Building on the success of the ‘work and health’ model of collaboration between DWP and the Department
of Health and Social Care (DHSC) to establish shared employability and skills pilots and programmes 
between DWP and the Department for Education (DfE). 

• Aligning contract lengths, recognising that skills contracts are often shorter than in employability.

• Commissioners establishing funded ‘challenges’ for transformative integration on-the-ground.

Sector leaders added to these ideas in the recent 2022 workshop, recommending that departments implement 
employer-led commissioning that focusses on the needs of specific industries and occupations rather than on 
generalist requirements. Specialist organisations could then be more effectively used to supplement the work of 
prime employability providers to meet academic, technical, and foundational skills needs. This could also lead to 
training providers producing shorter, more targeted skills interventions to better meet employer requirements. 

Whilst joint outcomes targets and integrated commissioning is clearly a long-term aim that would shift the dial on 
sector integration, sector leaders also suggested several other avenues to pursue that may be more feasible in the 
short to medium term given the structural realities of the two sectors.  

Careers services as a third pillar to create an integrated skills system – Sector leaders recommend that careers 
services, including the National Careers Service (NCS) could be a natural third partner alongside employability and 
skills provision, helping to keep and move individuals across sustainable employment opportunities over the course 
of their careers. A recognition that careers often incorporate horizontal moves could also encourage the further 
education and training sector to shift its focus on traditional linear progression to new pathways that better reflect 
people’s experience of work. Expanding one-stop shop Careers Hubs models beyond the 18-24 cohort would be a 
positive step towards this kind of integration, which is contemplated in the Local Government Association’s Work 
Local vision for an integrated and devolved employment and skills service. It also resonates with the ambitions of 
the Career Development Policy Group for a lifelong Career Guidance Guarantee in England5. Higher Education is 
another example where employability, skills and career development could be brought closer together to provide 
more comprehensive support for students. 

Information, Advice and Guidance (IAG) services present an opportunity to pilot closer partnership working – 
Sector leaders identified IAG services as a good starting point for quickly building closer ties between existing 
employability and skills provision across a local area, given this is primarily about increasing the knowledge and 
awareness of frontline staff rather than implementing more formalised partnership arrangements. The GMCA 
social prescribing model can be cited as an example of existing good practice in this area. Local services mapping 
and data sharing agreements were noted as two key enablers of this recommendation: the former to improve the 
accuracy, effectiveness and comprehensiveness of signposting, and the latter to ensure outcomes achieved by 
service users are built on rather than duplicated. 

Joined up advocacy and communication can improve dialogue between the sectors and present a stronger voice 
to government – Sector leaders see closer joined up working between sector representative bodies like IEP and 
ERSA with their equivalents in Further Education and Skills as a catalyst for making the organisational and 
interpersonal connections necessary for collaboration between the sectors. Sector representative bodies can use 
their platform and networks to share examples of good practice (e.g., providers being innovative in using existing 
funding streams to integrate services) and to bring organisations together around shared areas of interest (e.g., 

5 The Career Development Institute, CDPG; https://www.thecdi.net/Career-Development-Policy-Group 

https://cdn.ymaws.com/www.myiep.uk/resource/resmgr/docs/docs_2/iep_-_nous_employability_sus.pdf
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how to improve system-wide outcomes for people with disabilities). This could act as a foundation for a more 
joined-up approach to government, with employability, skills and perhaps careers services advocating for 
integrated funding pools, commissioning, and multi-system target outcomes with one voice. Sector leaders rightly 
identified closer working between representative bodies in each sector (e.g., IEP and ERSA for employability) as a 
necessary precursor to these actions. 

Training and development can help improve transferability for employability and skills professionals - Sector 
leaders were also asked to consider what the implications of these ideas could be for the workforce of both 
sectors. One of the opportunities for closer integration is greater flexibility and job security for skilled professionals 
who can transfer easily between sectors in response to commissioning changes. Mapping the skillsets required for 
both employability and further education and skills delivery would be a useful first step to identify existing areas of 
overlap as well as gaps which could be bridged through targeted training. Greater alignment of skillsets in this way 
could lead to mutually recognised or joint qualifications to help facilitate this portability.  
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6 In summary 

Employability sector leaders are keen to see further integration with the skills sector. There are sufficient examples 
in the UK let alone in Europe and further afield that demonstrate the potential value of this integration. However, it 
will require government to better plan and coordinate its policy and service commissioning to realise this aspiration 
at scale. At the same time, there is much that providers at a local level and industry bodies at a national level can 
do. 

This report is hopefully the start of further conversations and ultimately action by the sector. We look forward to 
seeing how the sector moves this agenda forward in the ensuing months and years. 
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