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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.

© Nous Group 
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1 Executive summary 
As the UK emerges from the immediate Covid-19 crisis, employability services will be on the frontline of economic 
recovery, working side-by-side with jobseekers and employers to help people back into rewarding, sustainable 
employment. Right now, much of the sector is deep in launching the Restart Scheme, a flagship £2.9B programme 
aimed at supporting long-term unemployed jobseekers, commissioned by the Department for Work and Pensions 
(DWP). Soon enough, attention will rapidly shift to the day-to-day concerns of mobilisation, delivery and 
performance. 

But amidst the urgency of this activity, there is an opportunity to consider a broader question: How can we use 
current momentum and investment to put the employability sector onto a sustainable footing, beyond the 
traditional boom and bust cycle? 

Nous Group and the Institute for Employability Professionals (IEP) worked with leaders across the sector to explore 
this question over the past nine months.  Using scenario planning, these leaders developed detailed visions of 
potential futures then used these to identify possible ways to improve the sustainability of the sector. The four 
scenarios developed are shown in Figure 1.  

Figure 1 | Four scenarios 

 

Figure 2 summarises the nine big ideas that emerged from these scenarios. 

Figure 2 | Summary of the big ideas 

  

Figure 3 (overleaf) provides an assessment by sector leaders of their relative risk/reward. Ideas 1 and 2 (with a 
relatively high impact and relatively low effort to implement) are promising areas to prioritise in the short-term. 
However, ideas 7 and 9 (relatively high impact and relatively high effort) may also be worth pursuing if sufficient 
time and resources can be given to them. Notably, the former can be driven forward independently by the sector, 
without relying on government and commissioners to take the lead. 
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Figure 3 | Assessment of the big sector ideas by impact vs effort 

 

These ideas sharply highlight the need for a smartly skilled employability workforce, equipped not only to excel in 
the current operating environment but also able to push forward the changes needed for a sustainable sector. 
Specifically, the employability workforce implications include: 

1. Improving sector collaboration skills, including greater leveraging of forums set up by the IEP and others. 

2. Enhancing sector-wide lobbying and influencing skills; not just with commissioners but also with adjacent 
sectors. 

3. Deepening skills in strategic planning individually and as a sector, including use of modern innovation 
techniques to push boundaries and current paradigm thinking. 

4. Improving sector depth in digital skills and its implications for future service design; and getting the balance 
right with automation, self-service, data analysis and complex service system design. 

5. Creating a platform or environment for employability professionals to port their skills across sectors and jobs; 
thus, better managing the hollowing out of the sector during different phases of the economic cycle. 

A shared quality improvement agenda will be central for individual providers and the sector as a whole to put these 
ideas into action.  

The remainder of this report provides further detail on the scenario planning and outlines key implications for the 
IEP and the sector’s workforce agenda. 
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2 Method 
Scenario planning in industry has been around for more than 50 years. It famously guided Shell to gain early access 
to Russian oil fields when few others imagined that the USSR would disintegrate. 

Employability providers and commissioners may not have to imagine the disintegration of a nation but identifying 
scenarios that go beyond the coming downturn – and genuinely incorporating these into strategic and operational 
planning – is a powerful tool to build longer-term resilience and sustainability. 

Using scenario planning, leaders develop detailed visions of potential futures, then use these for decision-making 
during uncertainty. Scenario planning balances the task of predicting the future with reacting to the immediate 
context. Figure 4 highlights the approach used with IEP and sector leaders. 

Figure 4 | Scenario planning approach 
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3 Results 

3.1 Step 1 - Drivers 
Local, national and global phenomena all effect the employability sector and individual providers. Exploring these 
enables the sector to design meaningful but provocative scenarios. It is important to consider the many trends and 
uncertainties that could influence the sector.  Summary of the key trends and uncertainties developed with IEP and 
sector leaders included: 

• Politics and policy directions. The post-referendum era has revealed the spectrum of politics and policy 
possibilities is much wider than we imagined previously. Devolution, centralisation, nationalisation and further 
outsourcing in employability and related services are all realistic for future commissioning. With the work and 
health agenda prominent, and a focus in public services on holistic assessment and social determinants, we 
could see further integration of contracts or supply chains across traditional sector boundaries. 

• The new economy. Ongoing changes in the broader economy will influence both the nature of employability 
services and the labour market in which jobseekers are engaged. In the medium-term, the post-crisis scale of 
unemployment and underemployment will be critical. But deeper shifts are equally important. 

The economy’s response to climate change will drive investment swings across geographies and industries with 
increasing pace. Brexit and the rapid rise of developing economies will influence Britain’s industrial mix and 
areas of strength. 

• Skills gap. The nature of work will continue to change, with portfolio careers, flexible working, and lifelong 
learning likely to remain, if not accelerate. Demographic change will also shape demand for employability 
services, with older workers an increasingly critical and engaged part of the labour force. Concerns about 
privacy may also strengthen in response to increasingly pervasive technology. 

• Technology innovation. Technology and digitisation will reshape the expectations of employability service 
users, as well as the broader world of work. Developments, such as the growth of ubiquitous connectivity, 
mean service users will demand increasingly personalised, responsive support. Meanwhile, innovation and 
investment could give rise to whole new industries and jobs. 

Automation will rapidly change labour markets, displacing demand for routine manual and cognitive jobs, but 
also creating new demand for others, including in fields not traditionally considered vocational, like creative 
arts and design. 

Unless the sector deeply explores these and uses them to create plausible future scenarios, it risks continuing its 
cycle of following the boom and bust economic cycle. 
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3.2 Step 2a - Scenarios 
Sector leaders considered potential alternative scenarios, and how the sector and individual services might best 
respond under these conditions. Each scenario reflects a hypothetical extreme version of the future, by thinking 
through the two lenses of economic performance and government response. The scenarios functioned as stimulus 
to open and unlock different ways of thinking about the future of employability. The four scenarios developed are 
provided in Figure 5.   

Figure 5 | Four scenarios 

 

Each scenario is explained in more detail below in Figures 6-9. 

Figure 6 | Scenario 1: A bumpy ride 
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Figure 7 | Scenario 2: A bullish free market 

 

Figure 8 | Scenario 3: State-cushioned volatility 
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Figure 9 | Scenario 4: State-backed boom 

 

3.3 Step 2b - Idea development 
From each of these scenarios, sector leaders identified ideas that individual organisations or the sector could 
pursue to best respond to the prevailing conditions. Nine big ideas for the sector were short-listed, that could help 
improve sustainability and resilience, and move beyond the boom and bust cycle. These ideas were split into co-
ordinated, sector wide actions; actions for individual providers; and actions for policy makers and commissioners 
(see Table 1Error! Reference source not found.).  

Table 1 | Nine big ideas for a more sustainable sector 

CO-ORDINATED, SECTOR-WIDE 
ACTIONS ACTIONS FOR INDIVIDUAL PROVIDERS ACTIONS FOR POLICY MAKERS AND 

COMMISSIONERS 

1. Strengthen the sector’s voice in 
adjacent areas that support its mission 

4. Enhance strategic planning efforts 
when investment in the sector and risk 
appetite is highest 

7. Adopt flexible funding arrangements 

2. Sector-wide investment pools to 
support core activities throughout the 
economic cycle 

5. Vertically integrate providers to 
create genuine customer journeys 

8. Better, shared information across all 
parts of the sector could support 
providers to plan more effectively over 
the long term 

3. Develop better sources of labour 
market insight to respond with greater 
agility and sensitivity to changing 
economic conditions 

6. Drive employers to improve equality, 
diversity, and inclusion (EDI) in their 
organisations 

9. Unify employability and skills once 
and for all 

Each is discussed in more detail below. 
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3.3.1 Coordinated, sector-wide actions  
Sector leaders stressed the need to move beyond the sector’s traditional remit of government-funded ‘welfare-to-
work’ programmes to define a broader mandate for employability – to support all people to find, sustain and 
progress in meaningful work throughout the economic cycle. They identified several key actions needed to achieve 
this, as outlined below.  

Strengthen the sector’s voice in adjacent areas that support its mission.  
For example:  

• Reducing in-work poverty by defining and advocating what ‘good work’ looks like, in terms of a real living 
wage, job sustainability and security, and career progression.  

• Helping employers with their workforce development that could also increase job quality.  

• The sector should actively involve partners in education, skills, and recruitment to build buy-in and present a 
stronger argument to policymakers.  

Sector-wide investment pools to support core activities throughout the economic cycle.  
For example:  

• The sector could develop universal operating and delivery manuals for customers, partners and stakeholders 
by stage, and map out how employability staff can provide value at each.  

• Any minor skills gaps identified could be filled through personalised micro-learning modules for frontline staff 
in partnership with skills providers, potentially funded by a sector-wide investment pool.  

• Co-ordinated communication campaigns would be needed to sell the benefits of cross-sector career pathways 
to employees and shift existing perceptions.  

Develop better sources of labour market insight to respond with greater agility and sensitivity to 
changing economic conditions.  
For example:  

• Increased collaboration and data-sharing protocols with partners in adjacent sectors and industry bodies.  

• Regular skills-level analysis of labour market demand for employability roles to help frontline staff find 
opportunities to transfer between similar roles in other sectors.  

3.3.2 Actions for providers  
Sector leaders identified opportunities for providers to diversify and create a balanced portfolio of customer types, 
whilst recognising persistent barriers that would need to be overcome. These barriers included a lack of universal 
outcomes and siloed commissioning, and some cultural reluctance to pursue commercial opportunities outside of 
government-funded programmes. These opportunities are explored in detail below. 

Enhance strategic planning efforts when investment in the sector and risk appetite is highest.  
For example:  

• Genuine long-term strategic planning for providers during the ‘boom’ period for the sector before funding 
restrictions reduce the capacity to act.  

• Careful consideration of funding availability in adjacent sectors and markets where providers have the 
transferrable capabilities and experience to add value. For example, building workforce development offers for 
employers, or partnerships with financial institutions with a stake in employment.  

• Greater transparency with commissioning intent by central and local government, over a longer-time horizon.  

Vertically integrate providers to create genuine customer journeys. 
One way of navigating siloed departmental funding streams could be to vertically integrate provision to create 
complete customer journeys, from first engagement through to higher skills development. This could position 
providers to better respond to service users receiving flexible funding packages from other public services.  
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Drive employers to improve equality, diversity, and inclusion (EDI) in their organisations.  
Addressing systemic EDI issues is a top priority for employers in every sector. Whilst attention has rightly been 
focussed on board and leadership levels, long-term solutions will also require:  

• Employers to ensure the diversity of their organisation at all levels, including their frontline talent pipeline.  

• Employability providers to leverage their significant experience and expertise in supporting marginalised 
people to find and sustain work, particularly given that many of the socio-economic disadvantages commonly 
experienced by welfare-to-work clients disproportionately affect Black, Asian, and Minority Ethnic (BAME) 
communities.  

• Employability providers to establish targeted partnerships with specialist community organisations to present a 
compelling combined offer to employers.  

3.3.3 Policy and commissioning  
In a sector so heavily influenced by public policy – both general economic policy settings, and specific programme 
commissioning – policy and commissioning levers have a substantial role to play in pursuing sustainability and 
stability. Sector leaders identified several potential areas for attention across three areas:  

Adopt flexible funding arrangements.  
For example:  

• Exploring individual-led purchasing, under which a personal budget would follow the service user to the 
services and providers of their choice.  

• Removing boundaries between employability and skills funding sources. 

• Better alignment between traditional siloes, including across health, mental health, skills, and employability; 
and across national, regional, and local priorities.  

Note: A key theme across each of these was that providers are well-placed to respond to the needs of their 
communities and are better able to do so with more flexibility. In turn, this will underpin sustainability by giving 
providers more confidence in revenue sources over the longer-term.  

Better, shared information across all parts of the sector could support providers to plan more 
effectively over the long-term.  
For example:  

• Developing and sharing a single, agreed set of labour market data (including historical, real time and forecast).  

• More transparency of commissioners’ outlook objectives and targets.  

• Earlier, more intensive engagement of employers and providers in planning.  

Unify employability and skills once and for all.  
For example:  

• 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.  

More generally sector leaders emphasised the critical role of government in achieving this integration, noting the 
need for strong will and commitment from DWP and DfE at the highest levels. 
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4 Implications 

Sector leaders reflected on the results of the scenario planning to consider the implications for the sector – both 
broader and workforce specific implications. 

4.1 Sector implications 
In terms of sector implications, sector leaders considered both areas to retain and areas to rethink. A summary of 
their key ideas is provided in Table 2. 

Table 2 | Retain verse rethink 

RETAIN RETHINK  

SKILLED ADVISORS – the core of the service system DATA MANAGEMENT – opportunity for better and more real 
time data across the sector to improve decision making and 
performance 

PROVIDER DIVERSITY – to promote choice and innovation EMPLOYER ENGAGEMENT – to better integrate into the 
overall value chain 

OUTCOMES ORIENTATION – to maintain focus and purpose TECHNOLOGY USE – to improve productivity and 
performance 

EVIDENCE BASE – to build on lessons learnt from the past 50 
years 

FUNDING STRUCTURE – to create a more sustainable footing 
for the sector 

CUSTOMER INTERFACE – in recognition of the very human 
element that employability represents 

LINK WITH SKILLS SECTOR – link employer engagement, to 
better integrate into the overall value chain  

QUALITY SYSTEMS – to ensure confidence and consistency WORKFORCE DEVELOPMENT – to create a more sustainable 
workforce model 

4.2 Workforce Implications 
Sector leaders were also asked to consider what the implications of these ideas could be for the employability 
sector workforce. Leaders were first asked to identify capability gaps in the sector that would need to be addressed 
to support a more sustainable sector (see Figure 10). 

Figure 10 | New capabilities or combinations of capabilities required across the sector 
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Leaders then identified specific training and development that would support the sector to fill these capability gaps 
(see Table 3).  

Table 3 | Training and development needs in the sector 

SERVICE-USER FOCUSSED COMMISSIONER AND/OR EMPLOYER FOCUSSED  

DIGITAL SKILLS including digital delivery to enable new 
flexible and/or remote service models, and the ability to use 
intelligent data and navigation tools for matching people with 
vacancies 

COMMUNICATION SKILLS including the ability to influence 
commissioners, advocate for the needs of the sector and the 
sell the benefits of the sector 

WRAP AROUND SERVICE DELIVERY to support simultaneous 
services around the individual 

STAKEHOLDER ENGAGEMENT including not only 
commissioners but also employers to put them at the centre 
of delivery (coordinated at sector level) 

TECHNICAL USER-NEEDS including Mental health (including 
digital Mental Health First Aid), Bereavement, Anger 
management, Money management and budgeting, and 
Coaching 

SERVICE DESIGN including the ability to design employer-
specific solutions that get people into meaningful work, and 
to better inform programme design 

BUSINESS ANALYSIS skills including root cause analysis, 
business landscape mapping 

SOCIAL IMPACT PLANNING to design social benefits into 
programmes and services 

MANAGEMENT SKILL DEVELOPMENT including team 
leadership, coaching, strategic planning 

 

PORTABILITY SKILLS which enable employability professionals 
to switch and return seamlessly between the employability 
sector and other relevant sectors. 

 

Finally, sector leaders were asked to define changes to leadership practices that would be required to position the 
sector for a more sustainable future. Three key requirements were raised by the group: 

1. Set the purpose and vision – articulate an inspirational and attractive value proposition to retain existing staff 
and attract new talent in an increasingly competitive employment market, putting the core people-centred 
values of the sector at centre-stage. 

2. Strategic planning – look beyond the operational details of mobilisation, delivery and performance of the 
latest contract and consider how the sector can develop capacity and adapt, including looking outside of 
traditional sources of government funding. This includes creating a sophisticated learning and development 
environment for staff across the sector that builds not only their employability skills but also sets them up to 
transfer their skills into other relevant sectors. The employability sector will be strengthened by having staff 
that can work multiple sectors and can advocate for employability. 

3. Influencing – take a more prominent role in sector support bodies and work with other leaders to actively 
engage commissioners, presenting a strong and coherent voice for the sector to advocate for necessary 
change.  

We can’t predict the future, but we can plan for it. There is little doubt that the employability sector (like many 
other sectors) will become more automated, and jobs will become more flexible in design. Government and other 
commissioners will continue to play highly influential roles, but the sector can and must take more agency. Only by 
working together can the employability sector better prepare its staff with the skills to smartly navigate this future. 
It’s time to stop the boom and bust cycle in employability services. 
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Andy Milton FIEP, Managing Director, Pro Tempore Management and Training Ltd and Rostrum Search 

Asi Panditharantna MIEP, Executive Director Employability Vocational Training Enterprise and Apprenticeships, The 
Forward Trust  

Ayden Sims MIEP, Contract Director, Maximus UK 

Barry Fletcher, Chief Executive Officer, Career Connect 

Brian Bell FIEP, Chief Executive Officer, Fedcap 

Chris Harrison FIEP, Executive Director, Employability at Seetec Pluss 

Daniel Benwell, Consultant, Nous Group 

Daniel Howard FIEP, Director of Operations, NCFE 

David Gallagher FIEP, Chief Executive, NCFE 

David Imber FIEP, Director, The Good Employability Company 

David Umpleby FIEP, Director, Capita 

Elizabeth Taylor, Chief Executive, Employment Related Services Association 

Gareth Matthews FIEP, Director, Itec Training Solutions 

Garry Chambers FIEP, Associate Commercial Practitioner, Department for Work and Pensions 

George Selmer FIEP, Bid Director, Care and Custody 

Griet Lorent, Strategy team leader, Department for Work and Pensions 

Jamie Tang, Director, Nous Group 

Jo Ingold FIEP, Associate Professor of Human Resource Management, Deakin Business School 

Kevin Browne FIEP, Managing Director, Optimize Now 

Liz Sewell FIEP, Belina's Employability Programme for Women: GRoW 

Mark Cosens FIEP, Founder and CEO, Cosens Consulting 

Mark Lovell FIEP, Principal, The Social Assistance Partnership 

Mark Roberts FIEP, Director, Mark Roberts Associates  

Natalie Taylor MIEP, Director of Employability, Learning Curve Group 

Pat Russell MIEP, Chair, Institute of Employability Professionals 

Patrick Hughes FIEP, Director, Salientwork 

Scott Parkin FIEP, Chief Executive, Institute of Employability Professionals 

Stephen Hamill FIEP, General Manager, CEiS Ayrshire 

Steve Hart FIEP, Chief Executive Officer, Employability APM/Ingeus 

Steve Morris MIEP, Commercial Director, Learning Curve Group 

Stewart Holdsworth FIEP, Strategic Partnerships Director, Seetec 

Teresa Scott OBE FIEP, CEO KSTD, Board Director IEP 

Thomas Harley FIEP, Managing Director, Get Set UK 

Veejay Patel FIEP, Director, Business 2 Business 

Zac Ashkanasy FIEP, Principal, Nous Group 


