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Skills policies of political parties are a "sleight-of-hand", say researchers  

 

The mainstream political parties’ policies on solving economic problems by increasing the skills of the workforce are an "illusion" and a "sleight-of-hand" adopted to avoid having to tackle more fundamental issues, new research says.

 

Professor Ewart Keep and Professor Ken Mayhew say that the consensus among political parties and a range of interest groups, including unions, that education and training are the principal ways to creating equal opportunity "ultimately serves to deceive both the policy makers themselves and their audience".

 

In a paper in today's [Wednesday 23 June] edition of the journal Work, Employment and Society, published by the British Sociological Association and SAGE, they say that "over the last quarter of a century the status of education and training policy has been transformed. From being of secondary importance, it has become a prime area of government activity."

 

But, they say, "skills policy is being used to close off consideration of other potential avenues by which social and economic problems might be addressed, such as strong social partnership, more active economic development and redistributive policies."

 

Professor Keep, of the University of Cardiff, and Professor Mayhew, of the University of Oxford, say that: "Skill has become the policy makers’ lever of choice because it is seen as one of the few avenues for government intervention that can, within a neo-liberal paradigm, be depicted as being both ideologically neutral and unthreatening to vested interests.

 

"Skills are thus the first and often the only resort because this approach excuses government from acknowledging and addressing issues such as ownership structures, product market strategies, work organisation, job design, employee relations, patterns of innovation, property rights, corporate governance regimes, or wider investment patterns.

 

"It should be stressed that in the UK this approach has been the focus of a widespread political consensus, embracing the mainstream political parties and the union movement."

 

In the paper, entitled 'Moving Beyond Skills as a Social and Economic Panacea?', the researchers say that promoting skills as a panacea is a "sleight-of-hand which ultimately serves to deceive both the policy makers themselves and their audience". They say the evidence "demonstrates both the pervasiveness and the naivety of this approach".

 

"If skills allow policy makers to engage with competitiveness without having to confront problematic structural relationships within the contemporary economy, they likewise help them to square the circle on social justice and equity without having to address contentious topics. This is achieved by offering the illusion of a loser-free form of redistribution that leaves everyone in more rewarding and fulfilling employment." 

 

They say that "there is no reliable empirical evidence" for the idea that the government needs to subsidise training because employers are failing to train their staff adequately. "Genuine skills shortages are relatively small, often transitory and focused on a small number of occupations," they say.

 

Nor is there good evidence that producing more skilled workers means that employers will then as a result create extra jobs to use those skills, or upgrade existing jobs. Although there may be an association between higher skills and greater GDP in other countries, this was not necessarily cause and effect. Increasing skills levels would not necessarily increase GDP, the research says.  

 

Moreover, the number of jobs requiring little or no qualifications appears to be growing and not shrinking, and in many cases employers were content to keep jobs as low-skill posts and had little difficulty filling them. There is a limited demand for a more skilled workforce among some employers.

 

"If the real problems lie elsewhere – with a large, persistent raft of bad jobs and the supply of people qualified to undertake the good jobs exceeding the number of such opportunities – then further increases in skills and qualifications are unlikely to transform the outcomes.

 

"A combination of rising over-qualification in the developed world, coupled with the capacity of developing countries to capture an increasing share of higher skilled employment, means that in the UK and elsewhere the supply of ‘good’, relatively highly paid jobs may actually dwindle.

 

"It is important to emphasise that this article does not argue against education and training playing an important role in securing social justice and equity. What the article does suggest is the need for clarity about what, on their own, skills can deliver, and which problems they can and cannot solve."

 

The researchers say doubts about the consensus on training have emerged. The UK Commission for Employment and Skills has pronounced the UK Government’s current qualification targets largely unattainable, for instance.

 

"The old policy consensus is starting to dissolve and this opens up the opportunity for the research community to help move analysis and thinking forward on a number of fronts. 

 

"These include the development of broader occupational identities and their links to skill; revision of labour market structures to aid progression; improvements to the quality of working life, work organisation and job design; fresh approaches to industrial relations and employee ‘voice’, wage setting and income distribution; new forms of welfare regime design and management; and revitalized firm governance and economic development policies."

 

Professor Mayhew and Professor Keep are the Director and Deputy Director of The Centre on Skills, Knowledge and Organisational Performance (SKOPE), based at Oxford and Cardiff universities. Its aim is to examine the links between the acquisition and use of skills and the performance of the market.  
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