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introduction 

On 6th April a new employment right will be introduced which for the first time 
gives employees in the UK the right to submit a formal request to their employer 
asking for time off at work to undertake a specific training course. This new right 
to request time to train is based upon the same framework as is used for the 
right to request flexible working, which has had a positive impact on promoting 
flexible working practices in recent years. 

Unionlearn has strongly supported the new right to request time to train and is 
working closely with all affiliated trade unions to ensure that union workplace 
representatives are well equipped to help employees use the right to the best 
effect. A unionlearn project running over the coming year will be supporting 
implementation of the new right and the first outcome of this project is a new 
guide aimed at union reps published to coincide with the introduction of the 
right.  The guide includes detailed information on the provisions of the new right 
including scenarios of union strategies to support workers to use it effectively on 
both an individual and collective basis in the workplace and it is available on the 
unionlearn website (www.unionlearn.org.uk). 

Trade unions will be especially concerned about the potential for using the new 
right to tackle the entrenched training divide that continues to permeate the UK 

labour market. The latest statistics show that 44% of the workforce - 10 million 
employees in total – were not offered any training at all by their employer over 
the past year.1 And those most in need of training are least likely to receive it – 

for example, employees without any qualifications are four times less likely to be 
offered training by their employer compared to graduate employees. 

Drawing on data from the government‟s Labour Force Survey (LFS), this report 
looks at workplace training trends over the past 10 years and highlights the huge 
challenges that remain in tackling a training divide that is damaging to both our 
economic and social fabric. The report also draws on the results of new polling 
commissioned by unionlearn which provides a „snapshot‟ of the current view of 
employees about the likelihood of them using the new right to request time to 
train in their working lives. 

The overriding conclusion of the analysis in this report is that access to 
workplace training remains a pipedream for many employees and especially 
those in greatest need of improving their skills. The new right to request time to 
train will be a useful tool to help many more employees get a proper hearing 
from their employer about their training and development needs and the 
government has estimated that up to a million workers may get new training 
opportunities in the next three years as a result. The poll findings commissioned 

                                                 
1 National Employer Skills Survey for England 2009: key findings report, UKCES, 2010 (see Appendix A) 
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by unionlearn also show that there is a real appetite for the new right among 
employees with over two fifths in total saying that they would consider using it to 
ask for more training from their employer, including a third of employees who say 
that they currently receive no training from their employer. 

 

main findings 

training trends 2000-2009 

 Lower qualified workers face the greatest barriers in accessing training at 
work. According to the latest LFS data less than 1 in 10 employees without a 
qualification are offered regular training2 and this trend has actually 
deteriorated slightly over the past decade. In 2009 nine per cent of unqualified 
employees said they received regular training compared to 10 per cent in 
2000. The equivalent data for 2009 show that 38 per cent of graduate 
employees were undertaking regular training at work. 

 The LFS statistics also show that there has been no overall improvement in the 
proportion of employees receiving regular job-related training during the past 
decade. In fact there has been a slight decline with 28 per cent of employees 
now saying they receive regular training compared to 29 per cent in 2000. On 
the positive side the proportion of employees accessing regular training at 
work remained stable – at 28 per cent – during the recession. 

 There has been a significant decline in the proportion of young employees 
receiving regular training at work (down from 36% to 31%).  Also, whilst 
graduate employees remain much more likely to receive training than other 
groups this is less so than ten years ago. In 2009 thirty eight per cent of 
graduate employees said they received regular training compared to 44 per 
cent in 2000. On the positive side, the proportion of older employees (aged 50 
years+) accessing regular training has slightly increased (up from 22 per cent 
in 2000 to 24 per cent in 2009). 

 Certain industrial sectors have incurred fairly significant declines in training 
levels over the past decade with the worst performance in Energy & Water 
Supply (access to regular training down from 36 per cent to 25 per cent of the 
employee workforce). Workers in the Banking & Finance sector have also not 
fared too well with access to regular training down from 31 per cent to 26 per 
cent of the employee workforce. 

 A regional/national breakdown of trends in training shows that access to 
regular training at the current time is significantly lower in Northern Ireland (21 
per cent) compared to other parts of the UK.  The highest levels of training are 
found in Wales (32 per cent) and the South West region (30 per cent) 

                                                 
2 Regular training is training received in the previous 3 months. See Appendix A for more information about 

the definitions of training used in the LFS. 
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right to request time to train poll findings 

 In response to the polling commissioned by unionlearn, over two fifths (42 per 
cent) of workers said that they were very likely or somewhat likely to use the 
new right to ask for more training from their employer 

 Significantly, around a third (32 per cent) of employees who currently receive 
no training from their employer say that they are very likely or somewhat likely 
to use the new right to ask for training. 

 Younger employees aged 18-34 are most likely to use the new right (60 per 
cent very likely or somewhat likely) as are employees with a degree (50 per 
cent very likely or somewhat likely) 

 Certain groups of employees are clearly going to need to be given significant 
support to enable them to have the confidence to consider using the right to 
access training at work.  This particularly applies to unqualified workers and 
older employees – only 6 per cent of unqualified workers said they were likely 
or somewhat likely to use the new right and 23 per cent of older employees 
said they would do so compared with 60 per cent of younger employees.  

 Whilst union representatives will be able to play a key role in supporting these 
groups facing particular barriers to training to make use of the new right, the 
government needs to consider measures to ensure that there is a positive 
take-up of the new right amongst these groups in the labour market. 

 

training trends 2000 - 2009 

introduction 

This section of the report provides a more detailed assessment of training trends 
over the past decade drawn from LFS data for each year from 2000 to 2009. The 
data is based on the responses to a question asking if individuals have 
undertaken any job-related training during the past three months (this is the 
yardstick used in this report to measure access to regular job-related training). 
As this same question is asked of respondents each year it is possible to use the 
responses to provide an indication of overall training trends over time and also 
to produce breakdowns of the data by other factors, including the characteristics 

of the employee workforce. 

As highlighted in the chart and table below there has been relatively little change 
in the proportion of employees accessing regular training at work over the past 
decade.  While the proportion of employees accessing regular training increased 
from 29 per cent in 2000 to 31 per cent in 2005, since then it has fallen back to 
28 per cent. However, on a positive note the data appear to show that the recent 
recession has not had a negative impact on training with the proportion of 
employees accessing regular training stabilising at 28 per cent over the last three 
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years. However, this is in sharp contrast to the latest findings from the National 
Employer Skills Survey (NESS) which shows that the proportion of employees 
accessing training (for the latest 12-month period) declined from 63 per cent in 
2007 to 56 per cent in 2009. Putting aside the different methodologies used,3 it is 
not immediately apparent at this stage why there is such a sharp difference 
between the two surveys in this respect. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

It is also evident that during the past decade there has been a growing gender 
gap as regards access to training at work.  Whilst the proportion of women 
accessing training is the same now as in 2000 (at 31 per cent) the rate for male 
employees declined from 28 per cent to 25 per cent. It is likely that this growing  

Job-related training by gender, 2000-2009                                      
% of employees that received job-related training in previous three months       
                                                                                                             (Source: Labour Force Survey) 

  
2000 

 
2001 

 
2002 

 
2003 

 
2004 

 
2005 

 
2006 

 
2007 

 
2008 

 
2009 

All employees 29% 31% 31% 30% 30% 31% 30% 28% 28% 28% 

Male employees 28% 28% 29% 28% 28% 28% 27% 25% 26% 25% 

Women employees 31% 34% 33% 33% 33% 34% 33% 31% 31% 31% 

                                                 
3 See Appendix A for a more detailed comparison of the LFS and the NESS 
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gender training gap may be partly attributable to sectoral trends (e.g. women 
employees are disproportionately likely to be employed in the public sector 
which has a higher incidence of training compared to the private sector).  

access to training by qualification level 

As highlighted earlier in this report one of the main factors affecting the 
likelihood of employees accessing regular job-related training is their existing 
education or skill level. As shown in the chart and table below there is a clear 
correlation between the highest qualification held by employees and the 
likelihood of them being offered training by their employer. The gap between 

those employees benefitting from higher education and those who do not have 
any qualifications is stark. 

Lower qualified workers face the greatest barriers in accessing training at work. 
According to the latest LFS data less than 1 in 10 employees without a 
qualification are offered regular training and this trend has actually deteriorated 
slightly over the past decade. In 2009 nine per cent of unqualified employees 
said they received regular training compared to 10 per cent in 2000. The  
equivalent data for 2009 show that 38 per cent of graduate employees were 
undertaking regular training at work. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

However, the data also show that there has been a fairly significant decline in the 
proportion of employees with HE qualifications being offered training by their 
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employer. For example, access to regular training among graduate employees 
has declined from 44 per cent in 2000 to 38 per cent in 2009. This trend may be 
due to a number of inter-related factors but one relevant issue may the rapid 
expansion of graduate employees in the labour market during this period. The 
statistics show that the number of graduate employees increased from 4.1 
million to 6.1 million in this period and that they now comprise 26 per cent of the 
workforce compared to 17 per cent in 2000.  

The substantial decline in access to regular training among graduate employees 
over the past decade has had less impact on the overall rate of decline for the 
whole workforce than one might have thought and this is precisely because of 

the rapid expansion of the graduate workforce. In 2000 forty four per cent of 
graduate employees, comprising 1.8 million workers, regularly received training 
at work while the equivalent figures for 2009 were 38 per cent of graduate 
employees, comprising 2.3 million workers. 

 

Job-related training by qualification level, 2000-2009                                      
% of employees that received job-related training in previous three months       
                                                                                                       (Source: Labour Force Survey) 

  
2000 

 
2001 

 
2002 

 
2003 

 
2004 

 
2005 

 
2006 

 
2007 

 
2008 

 
2009 

Degree 44% 44% 45% 44% 42% 42% 41% 38% 38% 38% 

HE (Other) 43% 45% 44% 43% 44% 43% 41% 38% 38% 37% 

A level / Level 3 29% 31% 30% 29% 29% 30% 30% 28% 28% 27% 

GCSEs / Level 2 28% 28% 29% 28% 27% 27% 26% 25% 24% 24% 

Other qualification 20% 21% 22% 22% 23% 22% 23% 21% 20% 20% 

No qualification 10% 11% 11% 11% 11% 12% 12% 9% 10% 9% 

 

There are growing concerns that significant numbers of graduate employees are 
employed in jobs that are not fully utilising their skills and this may be one 
reason why access to regular training is falling off for this particular group. For 
example, there may be little incentive to provide additional training to highly 
qualified employees if the job they are undertaking does not require them to 
even use their existing skill levels.  

The UK Commission for Employment and Skills has highlighted the increasing 

challenge thrown up by the fact that „the growth in our numbers of high skilled 
people significantly exceeds the growth in our numbers of high skill jobs‟.4 In the 
same report the UKCES refers to research indicating „an emerging gap between 
the supply of and demand for graduates as well as an increase in the proportion 
of workers who are “over qualified” for their current jobs.‟ Some of the 
Commission‟s recommendations to tackle this challenge, such as „building an 
economy which drives a higher demand for skills‟, is a central feature of the 

                                                 
4  UKCES (2009)  Ambition 2020: World Class Skills and Jobs for the UK,  page 9 



 

 

right to training is on the right track March 2010 9 

government‟s current policy approach (e.g. the New Industries, New Jobs 
strategy). However, the Commission also recommends that that there is a 
pressing need to raise employer demand by a significant level, arguing that „the 
more companies move up the value chain, the more they produce innovative, 
high specification goods and services; the more organisations raise their game, 
the greater the demand for higher skills.‟ 

The TUC and unionlearn welcomed the commitment in the latest skills White 
Paper (Skills for Growth) to establish a „new overarching ambition for our higher 
education and skills system that three quarters of people should participate in 
HE or complete an advanced apprenticeship or equivalent technician level 
course by the age of 30'. This rightly recognises that both routes matter equally if 
the UK is to have more highly skilled workers. However, as the UKCES has 
highlighted, increasing levels of higher level skills in the labour market pose real 
challenges for those employers who are not „raising their game‟ and who are 
content to continue operating with large numbers of „over-qualified‟ workers. 

The trends also show that there has been a decline in access to regular training 
over the past decade among employees with A levels/Level 3 qualifications 
(down from 29 per cent to 27 per cent) and GCSEs/Level 2 qualifications (down 
from 28 per cent to 24 per cent). This is particularly disappointing considering 
the amount of government subsidy that employers have received (e.g. via Train 
to Gain and the apprenticeships programme) in recent years to support their 
investment in Level 2 and Level 3 skills. 

access to training by age 

The LFS statistics broken down by age show that access to regular training has 
fallen most for young people aged 16-24 years, down from 36 per cent of this age 
group in 2000 to 31 per cent in 2009.  While this trend is inter-related with the 
declining trend in access to regular training among graduate employees, it also 
suggests that not enough employers are offering training to young people 
moving into employment at an earlier age (e.g. school leavers). This is in spite of 
the significant expansion of apprentices during this period and related policy 
initiatives designed to increase the numbers of young people staying on in 
education and training.  

To some extent, the declining trend in access to training among the youngest 

workers justifies the forthcoming raising of the participation age that will require 
young people to remain in education or training until the age of 18. There is a 
real need to ensure that all school leavers in employment are engaged in some 
form of accredited training, preferably by persuading more employers to offer 
high quality apprenticeships. It is clear that the current voluntary system is not 
serving young people well.  For example, whilst 16- and 17-year-olds currently 
have an entitlement to paid time off to achieve a Level 2 qualification if they have 
not already achieved that standard, there is little evidence that this entitlement is 
being used. 
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The chart above also shows that there has been a welcome, albeit slight, 
increase in access to regular training among older employees, up from 22 per 

cent to 24 per cent over the past decade.  However, older employees still face the 
greatest barriers to training compared with all other age groups. 

 

Job-related training by age, 2000-2009                                      
% of employees that received job-related training in previous three months       
                                                                                                       (Source: Labour Force Survey) 

  
2000 

 
2001 

 
2002 

 
2003 

 
2004 

 
2005 

 
2006 

 
2007 

 
2008 

 
2009 

16-24 36% 36% 37% 34% 33% 34% 34% 31% 32% 31% 

25-39 31% 32% 33% 32% 32% 32% 32% 29% 29% 29% 

40-49 29% 31% 30% 31% 31% 31% 29% 29% 28% 28% 

50-59/64 22% 23% 23% 23% 24% 25% 25% 24% 24% 24% 

 

access to training by industry 

Certain industrial sectors have incurred fairly significant declines in training 
levels over the past decade with the worst performance in Energy & Water 
Supply, where access to regular training has declined from 36 per cent to 25 per 
cent of the employee workforce over the past decade. Workers in the Banking & 
Finance sector have also not fared too well with access to regular training down 
from 31 per cent to 26 per cent of the employee workforce.  
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Job-related training by industry, 2000, 2005 & 2009                                      
% of employees that received job-related training in previous three month                                                                                         
(Source: Labour Force Survey) 

  
2000 

 
2005 

 
2009 

Agriculture, forestry & fishing 19% 16% 15% 

Energy & water supply 36% 34% 25% 

Manufacturing 21% 20% 18% 

Construction 22% 24% 23% 

Distribution/retail, hotels & restaurants 22% 21% 17% 

Transport & communications 24% 21% 20% 

Banking, finance & insurance 31% 31% 26% 

Public administration, education & health 43% 45% 42% 

Other services 27% 28% 27% 

 

access to training by region/nation 

Access to regular training at a regional and national basis (see table below) 
shows that employers in Northern Ireland offer the least amount of job-related 
training to their staff. Access to regular training is significantly lower in Northern 
Ireland (20.6 per cent of employees) compared to other parts of the UK. The 
highest levels of training are found in Wales (32.2 per cent of employees) and the 
South West region (30.2 per cent of employees).  
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Job-related training by region/nation, 2000, 2005 & 2009                                      
% of employees that received job-related training in previous three month                                                                                         
(Source: Labour Force Survey) 

  
2000 

 
2005 

 
2009 

North East 28.6% 32.8% 28.8% 

North West 30.3% 31.4% 27.9% 

Yorkshire  & the Humber 30.2% 30.9% 28.4% 

East Midlands 27.6% 31.5% 27.3% 

West Midlands 28.5% 29.6% 27.2% 

East of England 29.2% 30.1% 25.6% 

London 30.7% 28.9% 27.8% 

South East 30.0% 31.7% 27.5% 

South West 31.0% 31.3% 30.2% 

Wales 28.0% 32.1% 32.2% 

Scotland 27.8% 30.1% 29.5% 

Northern Ireland 21.0% 24.7% 20.6% 

 

In most regions (including Northern Ireland) there was an improvement in access 
to regular training between 2000 and 2005, reflecting the overall UK trend. But 
since 2005 all regions, with the exception of Wales, have recorded a decline.  
However, one region – London – recorded a decline in training levels between 
2000 and 2005 and also between 2005 and 2009. 

 

right to request time to train poll findings 

introduction 

Opinium Research carried out an online poll of 2,012 UK adults from Friday 5th 
March to Tuesday 9th March 2010. Of the 2,012 adults surveyed, 1,151 were 
employed at the time (either full- or part-time) and this is the base used for all 
analyses in this report. Results were weighted to nationally representative criteria 
by Opinium Research. 

The following question was asked of all respondents: This April, the government 
will be introducing a new legal right to request time off from work for training 
purposes. How likely are you to use this to ask for more training from your 
employer?  Respondents were also asked a question about their highest 

qualification level and a question about whether they received training at work  
(i.e. Does your employer offer you training to update your skills?). The poll 
findings also included a breakdown by gender, age and region. 
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analysis by age and gender 

The poll findings show that there is a real appetite for the new right among 
employees with over two fifths (42 per cent) in total saying that they were very or 
somewhat likely to use it to ask for more training from their employer.  There is 
virtually no difference between the proportion of male (42 per cent) and female 
employees (43 per cent) who are very or somewhat likely to use the new right. 
However, there are significant differences when responses are broken down by 
age, with younger employees aged 18-34 much more likely to consider using the 
new right. Three fifths of younger employees responded positively compared to 
43 per cent of employees aged 35-54 and 23 per cent of those aged 55 or over.  

It is clear that certain groups of employees, including older employees and 
lower- qualified workers (see below), are going to need to be given significant 
support to enable them to have the confidence to consider using the right to 
access training at work. Whilst union representatives will be able to play a key 
role in supporting these groups facing particular barriers to training to make use 
of the new right, the government needs to consider measures to ensure that 
there is a positive take-up of the new right amongst these groups in the labour 
market 
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employees currently not receiving training 

Significantly, around a third (32 per cent) of employees who currently receive no 
training from their employer say that they are very likely or somewhat likely to 
use the new right to ask for training. We know from the National Employer Skills 
Survey5 that in England alone around 10 million employees (or 44 per cent of the 
workforce) did not receive any training from their employer during the previous 
year (data from the 2009 survey). This proves that the right has the potential to 
empower large numbers of individuals to take the initiative to challenge their 
employer to address their training and development needs. It is also anticipated 
that, as a result of promoting more dialogue on training and development in the 

workplace, the new right will incentivise some employers to introduce proper 
training reviews for all their staff where this is not the case.  

Exactly half of all employees who currently do receive some form of training from 
their employer say that they are very or somewhat likely to use the right, 
suggesting that there is a large amount of pent up demand for additional training 
even in workplaces with some form of training provision already in place. 

analysis by qualification level 

As shown in the chart below there is a clear correlation between the highest 
qualification held by an individual and their propensity to use the new right.  

 

 

                                                 
5 See Appendix A 
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Half of all graduate employees say that they are very or somewhat likely to use 
the new right and at the other end of the spectrum only 6 per cent of employees 
without any qualification say that they will consider using it.  

This is an early warning for government that it needs to consider how to address 
this lack of confidence about using the new right among lower-qualified 
employees.  Trade unions, especially through the activities of union learning 
representatives, will be able to build on their role in engaging lower-qualified 
workers into learning by also supporting them to use the right where that is 
thought to be appropriate. 

analysis by region/nation 

The table below sets out the polling data on a regional/national basis and it 
shows that more employees in London than any other region say that they are 
very or somewhat likely to use the new right. Exactly half of the London 
workforce say that they would consider doing so, closely followed by employees 
in the North West region (49 per cent very or somewhat likely). The East of 
England, the South West and Scotland all share the lowest propensity with 37 per 
cent of employees saying that they would be likely to use it. 

 

Likelihood of using the right to request training (by region/nation)  
 

 Very likely or 
somewhat likely 

Not very likely 
or very unlikely 

DonΩǘ ƪƴƻǿ 

North East 40% 52% 8% 

North West 49% 44% 7% 

Yorkshire  & the Humber 40% 55% 5% 

East Midlands 43% 44% 13% 

West Midlands 41% 53% 6% 

East of England 37% 54% 9% 

London 50% 41% 9% 

South East 43% 50% 7% 

South West 37% 57% 6% 

Wales 44% 40% 16% 

Scotland 37% 53% 10% 

Northern Ireland 43% 44% 13% 
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Labour Force Survey (LFS) 

A key source of statistical information on access to job-related training is the 
quarterly Labour Force Survey (LFS) undertaken by the Government. This is a very 
large survey involving 60,000 households and including labour market 
information on nearly 120,000 people aged 16 years and over. The survey also 
includes detailed information on the characteristics of all respondents so it is 
possible to undertake analyses of access to workplace job-related training by a 

number of characteristics. The LFS statistics used in this report are drawn from 
the annual government publication entitled Education and Training Statistics for 
the United Kingdom. This annual statistical report includes a section on job-
related training largely based on LFS data drawn from the spring quarter. LFS 
respondents are asked if they have participated in job-related training in the 
recent past (i.e. in the last week, last 4 weeks or last 13 weeks). The analysis used 
in this current report concentrates on the data relating to the 13-week period (i.e. 
the last 3 months). 

National Employer Skills Survey (NESS) 

The LFS training statistics should not be confused with data from another key 
government training statistics publication, the National Employer‟s Skills Survey 

(NESS).  This survey is based on interviews with a large number of employers 
(around 80,000) in England and it has been conducted every two years since 
2003. It was previously coordinated and published by the Learning and Skills 
Council but the UK Commission for Employment and Skills has recently taken 
over responsibility for the survey. The NESS provides detailed training statistics 
based on employer responses and is the source of a lot of useful data from this 
particular perspective (e.g. it is the source of the commonly used statistic that a 
third of employers do not provide training to any of their staff). 

 


