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1.0 Introduction

1. This document is one of a series of four theme
papers based on the 2008 East Sussex Business
Survey, a survey of nearly 1,000 local businesses
undertaken in February 2008. The survey provides
a baseline assessment of business issues and
concerns in the county and is intended to inform
strategic and operational planning undertaken by
East Sussex County Council and local partners.

2. Each theme paper explores in detail an area of
particular interest for economic development in
East Sussex. In addition to presenting the results
of the 2008 survey, the papers draw on additional
sources including the results of the 2007 East
Sussex Business Survey, local and regional
strategies and published research documents.

3. The four papers in the series are:

1. Enterprise – providing an overview of East
Sussex business’ economic outlook and
business constraints

2. Skills – highlighting the employment, skills
and training issues affecting East Sussex

3. Transport – investigating the importance of
public and private transport issues in business
growth and behaviour

4. Accommodation – exploring the role of the
stock of business premises in East Sussex in
business decisions

4. There is also a separate paper focusing on the
survey methodology which fully explains the
approaches used to conduct the 2008 survey.

5. This paper sets out the key findings on skills and
employment from the East Sussex Business
Survey. Findings for East Sussex are placed within
the context of regional and national trends and key
policy developments.

2.0 Recruitment and Skills

2.1 Vacancies and recruiting

Key findings and messages

Finding Message

While the level of vacancies
and hard-to-fill vacancies
compare favourably with the
region, a shortage of skilled
applicants is the main problem
businesses face.

Addressing local skills
shortages would help local
businesses overcome a key
barrier to growth.

Skills are not the only
requirement employers have
of new recruits. Personal
qualities and general work
readiness are just as
important.

Developing work readiness in
the local workforce would
bring benefits to businesses
and local people.

Local businesses look to
recruit locally, especially when
looking for people with lower
and intermediate level skills.

Local employment
opportunities for local people
will tend to be focused on
lower and intermediate level
skills.

Suggested actions

1. Local providers’ employer responsiveness plans should
include a focus on addressing skills shortages identified in
consultation with local employers.

2. Work readiness should be developed in the local workforce
through, for example, more work experience placements for
students and job seekers.

3. Local employment and skills initiatives should exploit the
employment opportunities available for local people at lower
and intermediate levels.

6. When compared with regional and national trends
the East Sussex labour market appears to work
relatively efficiently: fewer businesses have
vacancies and fewer have hard-to-fill vacancies
(see Figure 2.1 below).

Figure 2.1: East Sussex Labour Market

Recruitment
Difficulties

East
Sussex

South
East England

% businesses
with vacancies 14 18 17

% businesses
with hard to fill
vacancies

6 8 7

Sources: East Sussex = East Sussex Business Survey 2008 (Base: All
respondents = 825), South East and England = National Employer Skills
Survey quoted in Slough Skills Campaign Employer Research, Step Ahead
Research, December 2007.

7. Some 14% of East Sussex businesses have
vacancies, the average number being 2.5. This
suggests that there are of the order of 7,000
vacancies in East Sussex at any one time. 6% of
companies have vacancies they define as being
hard to fill, accounting for 44% of all those with
vacancies (affecting around 1,200 companies).
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local recruitment difficulties for businesses.
Welfare to Work and related skills initiatives, as
highlighted in the Government’s response to the
Leitch Review2 and Freud Review3, are key
national policy priorities, to be reflected in the
actions of local partners through Local Area
Agreements and Local Employment Partnerships.
The 2008 East Sussex Business Survey provides
an insight into how supportive local employers may
be in support of such initiatives.

15. Flexible working practices can be particularly
important for labour market returners with children
or other care responsibilities. These practices,
including flexi-time and working from home, are
supported by more than half of East Sussex
businesses. However, support for flexible working
practices varies by sector (Figure 2.4), with
business & financial services employers most
likely to allow flexible working and those in other
(mainly personal) services least likely.

Figure 2.4: Businesses supporting flexible working
practices by sector

Source: East Sussex Business Survey 2008. Base: All respondents = 825;
Business & Financial Services = 119; Education, Health & Social Care = 132;
Production & Distribution = 191; Retail, Wholesale & Hospitality = 315; Other
(mainly personal) services = 67.

16. As illustrated in Figure 2.5, four out of ten
businesses allowing staff to work flexibly report
introducing these practices specifically to help staff
with children. It also appears relatively common for
employers to have introduced these practices with
the aim of helping those individuals likely to find it
most difficult to juggle work and caring
responsibilities.

2 World Class Skills: Implementing the Leitch Review of Skills in
England, DIUS, July 2007.
3 In Work, Better Off: Next Steps to Full Employment, Department for
Work and Pensions, July 2007

Figure 2.5: Businesses introducing flexible
working practices to help specific groups

Source: East Sussex Business Survey 2008. Base: Businesses supporting
flexible working practices = 519. Multiple responses possible.

17. Nearly two thirds of owners and managers in East
Sussex (61%) feel that it would be easy for a lone
parent to work in their business, with similar
perceptions across all sectors. A further 14%
believe that this could be possible with extra help
or support, notably around childcare or work
flexibility (each cited by around a third of those
stating that support would be needed).

18. A much lower proportion of businesses (35%) felt
that someone who has been on Incapacity Benefit
(IB) could easily work in their business (Figure
2.6). However, it could be possible for IB claimants
to work in more than half of East Sussex
businesses if the right help or support were
available.

Figure 2.6: Ease of employing Incapacity Benefit
claimants by sector

Source: East Sussex Business Survey 2008. Base: All respondents = 825;
Business & Financial Services = 119; Education, Health & Social Care = 132;
Production & Distribution = 191; Retail, Wholesale & Hospitality = 315; Other
(mainly personal) services = 67.

19. The greatest opportunities for IB claimants to find
work appear to be in the education, health & social
care sector. In contrast, 45% of production &
distribution businesses felt that their working
practices would not be suitable for these
individuals, even with help or support.

20. Reflecting the wide range of reasons for
individuals to be claiming Incapacity Benefit,
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managers were most likely to state that the nature
of help or support they might require would differ,
depending on the circumstances of the individual
in question.

2.3 Apprenticeships and work experience

Key findings and messages

Finding Message

Take up of Apprenticeships is
limited. Only 21% of
companies feel that the
Apprenticeship offer is
relevant to them and 10%
have not been approached
about them.

Many employers lack
awareness of the
Apprenticeship offer and are
not convinced by the
relevance of the current offer
to their business.

While 27% of firms support
work experience for young
people, almost 20% have
never been approached to
offer placements.

There is scope to increase the
number of work experience
placements available to young
people.

Suggested actions

1. Increased marketing of Apprenticeships is needed to
engage local employers. This should eventually link to the
proposed National Apprenticeship Service and dedicated
field force.

2. Local providers need to gear up for new and amended
Apprenticeship frameworks likely to emerge from Sector
Skills Councils’ Sector Qualifications Strategies.

3. Schools, colleges and education business links
organisations should be encouraged to increase their
engagement of employers to expand the number of local
work experience and work placements.

Apprenticeships

21. Expanding the take up of Apprenticeships is a key
Government priority post-Leitch, and is seen as a
key channel for increasing access to skilled
employment. In the long term, one in five young
people are expected to complete an
Apprenticeship, with demand driven by youth
entitlements, a later school leaving age and an
increased range and flexibility in the offer4.

22. Across East Sussex 9% of businesses currently
have Apprentices. Of those who do not, a quarter
stated that they were fully staffed, with a similar
number reporting that there were no relevant
Apprenticeships available (Figure 2.7).

4 World-class Apprenticeships: Unlocking Talent, Building Skills for
All, DIUS / DCSF, January 2008

Figure 2.7: Reasons for not having an Apprentice

Source: East Sussex Business Survey 2008. Base: Businesses without
apprentices = 719.

23. While this may reflect a lack of awareness, it is
also possible that the local Apprenticeship offer
does not match employer requirements, perhaps
reflecting gaps in local provision. The survey
suggests that there is further scope for employer
engagement on Apprenticeships, given that nearly
one in ten respondents commented that they had
not been approached about this possibility.

Work experience

24. Young people’s work readiness and understanding
of the world of work can be improved through work
experience placements. However, the East Sussex
Business Survey suggests that large numbers of
local businesses do not currently offer work
experience opportunities for school pupils, with
only a quarter (27%) providing week-long work
experience placements for 15 to 16-year-olds.

25. Of those that do provide placement schemes, one
third also have skills shortages, which may
suggest that many businesses see work
experience as a way of increasing their potential
pool of new recruits. The majority of businesses
not providing work experience placements felt their
workplace was not suitable for young people.
However, nearly one in five (19%) said that no one
had asked them (Figure 2.8).

Figure 2.8: Key reasons for not providing week-
long work experience placements for 15 to 16 year
olds

Source: East Sussex Business Survey 2008. Base: All businesses not
providing week-long work experience placements for 15 to 16 year olds = 579.
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26. As in the case of Apprenticeships, this could
suggest that further employer engagement could
increase the level of employer participation.

3.0 Skills and the Employed
Workforce

3.1 Skills of the Current Workforce

Key findings and messages

Finding Message

Level 2 skills predominate in
East Sussex’s workplaces, but
some areas (especially
Lewes) have more graduate
dominated businesses.

There is a ‘low skills
equilibrium’ in most parts of
East Sussex, providing
potential opportunities for the
stimulation of workplace
upskilling.

Graduate level skills are in
short supply: only 26% of the
working age population have a
qualification at Level 4 (South
East 30%). This may be
exacerbated by out-
commuting of highly skilled
residents.

Developing local skills at Level
4 and above should be a local
priority.

Suggested actions

1. Targeting of Train to Gain to employers with low skilled
workforces.

2. A co-ordinated response is needed across East Sussex to
address the shortage of Level 4 skills. This might include
expanding Foundation Degrees and responding to new
opportunities for HE qualifications funded jointly by
employers and Government.

27. As shown in Figure 3.1, East Sussex businesses
are most likely to employ a workforce where the
majority of staff has qualifications at Level 2. It is
relatively uncommon for businesses to have a
workforce consisting mainly of individuals with
degree level qualifications or above. However, an
entirely unqualified workforce is even rarer.

Figure 3.1: East Sussex businesses by majority
qualification level of workforce

Source: East Sussex Business Survey 2008. Base: All respondents = 825.

28. Beneath this overall East Sussex picture there is
significant variation at local level, for example
around one third of businesses in Rother and
Wealden identify Level 1 or no qualifications as
being the norm among their workforce (Figure 3.2).

29. In contrast, Lewes stands out with a quarter of
businesses employing mostly staff with
qualifications at Level 4 or above, which
represents the skill levels of the working age
population in this district (36% have skills at Level
4 or above compared with 28% across East
Sussex5). However, Wealden residents are
equally likely as those in Lewes to have these
higher level skills and this is not reflected in the
breakdown of businesses in the area by majority
skill levels.

30. It may be that high skilled Wealden residents are
less concentrated in “high skilled” businesses than
their counterparts in Lewes, making up a minority
of the workforce in companies where skills are
generally lower. Alternatively, this might reflect
commuting patterns. The Annual Survey of Hours
and Earnings (ASHE) shows that Wealden
residents earn more on average than individuals
working within the district, suggesting that more
well qualified individuals may travel outside of the
area to access better paying jobs.

Figure 3.2: Majority Workforce Skills by Area

Source: East Sussex Business Survey 2008. Base: Eastbourne = 166,
Hastings = 165, Lewes = 147, Rother = 195, Wealden = 152.

31. Along with Eastbourne, the regeneration area of
Hastings has a particularly high level of
workplaces (41%) employing mainly people with
Level 2 skills. This may be an indicator of strong
demand for skills at this level, and augur well for
local skills and employment initiatives.

32. At a more local level, only a small proportion (6%)
of businesses in Polegate & Hailsham report
having predominantly graduate-level or post-
graduate level workforces. Both of these areas are
dominated by businesses employing mainly people
with qualifications at Level 2 or below, reflecting
the importance of the large retail sector in the

5 Annual Population Survey, 2006 (DIUS dataset)
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area, where jobs are often low skilled and low
paid.

3.2 Skills Gaps

Key findings and messages

Finding Message

31% of East Sussex
employers have skills gaps in
the existing workforce. These
apply to both established staff
(55% of employers with skills
gaps) and new staff (62%).

There are significant
opportunities for local
providers to provide services
to employers that meet
identified skills gaps.

Employers’ priorities to
improve workplace skills are
mainly in soft skills, especially
customer service,
communication, team working
and problem solving.

There may be a miss-match
between employer priorities
(soft skills) and what providers
typically offer (qualifications),
using public subsidy.

Suggested actions

1. Local provider actions to develop employer responsiveness
should seek to tailor funded offers, like Train to Gain, to
identified skills gaps, and develop unfunded services to
meet identified demand for soft skills.

2. Providers should explore ways in which soft skills can be
developed further in students preparing to enter the labour
market.

33. Almost a third (31%) of businesses with at least
one employee6 can be categorised as having
“skills gaps”, as they feel that their staff need to
improve their skills if they are to carry out their role
as their employer would wish. This includes 27%
who believe that most of their staff is fully skilled
with a few individuals in need of improvement and
4% who consider the majority of their workforce
not to be fully skilled.

34. Interestingly, a quarter (24%) of sole traders
identified themselves as needing to improve their
own skills, showing that a significant number of
business owners acknowledge limitations in their
abilities.

35. As shown in Figure 3.3, around a third of
employers with staff who are not fully skilled
believe this to be because staff lack experience.
However, while 62% of respondents identified the
staff members who need to improve as being new
recruits, more than half (55%) noted that members
of their established workforce are in need of skills
improvement. It is possible that this reflects staff
members taking on a new role with the same
employer or the need to build up experience over
many years in order to be considered “fully skilled”.

36. Interestingly, a need for ongoing training and a
lack of resources for training were each identified
by more than one in ten businesses as contributing

6 i.e. not sole traders

to the need for skills improvement among their
staff. This business need could represent and
opportunity for providers of Government-funded
programmes, like Train to Gain, if offers match the
employers’ identified needs.

Figure 3.3: Main reasons for staff not being fully
skilled in their role

Source: East Sussex Business Survey 2008. Base= All employers with some
staff members who need to improve their skills = 276. Sole traders are not
included.

37. Figure 3.4 shows education, health & social care
businesses are more likely than those in any other
sector to have skills gaps. This possibly reflects
the large average size of these businesses, which
means that it is more likely for them to have at
least one staff member who is not considered to
be fully skilled.

Figure 3.4: Skills gaps by sector

Source: East Sussex Business Survey 2008. Base: All businesses with
employees = 737. Production & Distribution = 160, Retail, Wholesale &
Hospitality = 295, Business & Financial Services = 102, Other (mainly
personal) services = 54, Education, Health & Social Care = 126.

38. Businesses across East Sussex were also asked
to rate a number of skill areas based on the extent
to which they would consider them a priority for
improvement over the next 12 months, based on a
rating of 1 to 10, where 10 was the highest priority
(Figure 3.5). The average scores given suggest
that businesses’ priorities for development are soft
skills, most notably customer service,
communication, team working and problem
solving. This reflects findings from the National
Employer Skills Survey (NESS) where around 46%
of all skills gaps were felt to be due to a lack of


