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Skills gap widens as fall in on-the-job training time more likely to affect younger and lower-
qualified workers 

Training provision in the UK is not currently playing the role that it could do to upskill the workers 
most at risk as the labour market changes. Rates of training are falling and, even though the gap is 
narrowing, those who need training the most are the least likely to receive it, according to a new report 
published today (Monday) Centre for Economic Performance at the LSE and the Resolution Foundation. 

Train in Vain: skills, tasks and training in the UK labour market – the 32nd report of The Economy 2030 
Inquiry, funded by the Nuffield Foundation – sets out changes in the skills needed to find work in the UK 
labour market over the past 25 years, alongside an analysis of the UK’s training and skills provision. 

The authors find that the nature of work has changed significantly. There has been an increased need 
for people skilled at abstract tasks (eg. IT business analysts) and social tasks (eg. human resources 
directors) whereas the share of jobs requiring routine and manual tasks, such as metal workers or 
plastic process operatives, has fallen. Alongside these changes, wages have grown particularly strongly 
for jobs that require a significant amount of abstract reasoning. 

But when looking at how workers acquire skills and qualifications during their working lives, the 
authors found the amount of workplace training has been falling, and there are low levels for those 
most in need. More workers in mid- and lower-paid occupations who received training report that their 
training was for health and safety purposes, rather than to improve their skills. 

The report shows: 

• the proportion of workers reporting they have received work-related training in the past three
months has fallen from 29 per cent in 2002 to 24 per cent in 2020.

• For workers aged 16 to 24 training rates fell by over a quarter falling from 39 per cent in 2002 to
29 per cent in 2020.

• During the same time period, training rates rose for those aged 65 and above.

Sandra McNally, co-author and director of the education and skills programme at the Centre for 
Economic Performance, LSE, said: “Workplace training exacerbates inequalities in human capital – 
those workers who already have higher levels of qualifications are more likely to receive training than 
lower-qualified workers. 

“Most forms of training do not drastically increase the odds of a worker changing the industry they 
work in, especially for workers with lower-level qualifications. But education and training can increase 
the odds of a person returning to work within two years of becoming workless, which can happen if the 
industry they work in is in decline.  

“The growing demand for social and abstract skills is being (partially) met by highly-paid, highly-
educated workers, but those leaving education with low-level academic and vocational educations 
appear to be left behind.” 

https://economy2030.resolutionfoundation.org/reports/train-in-vain/


Mike Brewer, Chief Economist at the Resolution Foundation, said: “More investment and a sharper 
focus on human capital has the potential boost growth, raise living standards, reduce inequality and 
level up the country. This makes it all the more frustrating that firms continue to fail to offer workplace 
training, and Britain has so many poorly skilled workers. We have to turn this around if we’re to make 
Britain more prosperous in the decade ahead.”  

Alex Beer, Welfare Programme Head at the Nuffield Foundation said: 

 “It’s concerning that the report shows the slowdown in training is most pronounced among workers 
aged 16-24. At the same time, young people leaving education with lower academic and vocational 
qualifications are struggling to keep up with the changing face of the labour market. These challenges 
highlight the importance of better preparing young people for the world of work, and ensuring they 
have ongoing training opportunities to keep their skills relevant once they enter employment.” 
 
Notes to Editors 

• Train in Vain by Nye Cominetti, Rui Costa, Andrew Eyles, Kathleen Henehan and Sandra McNally 
is available to read and download here.  For more information, please contact Helen Ward on 
h.ward1@lse.ac.uk or Rob Holdsworth on 07921 236 972. 
 

• The Economy 2030 Inquiry is a collaboration between the Resolution Foundation and the Centre 
for Economic Performance at the LSE, funded by the Nuffield Foundation. 
 

• The Centre for Economic Performance (CEP) is an independent research centre based at the 
London School of Economics and Political Science. Its members are from the LSE and a wide 
range of universities within the UK and around the world. www.cep.lse.ac.uk . The Centre for 
Economic Performance is part-funded by the Economic and Social Research Council, part of UK 
Research and Innovation (UKRI) https://esrc.ukri.org/ https://www.ukri.org/ 
 

• The Nuffield Foundation is an independent charitable trust with a mission to advance social 
well-being. It funds research that informs social policy, primarily in Education, Welfare, and 
Justice. It also funds student programmes that provide opportunities for young people to 
develop skills in quantitative and scientific methods. The Foundation has funded this project, but 
the views expressed are those of the authors and not necessarily the Foundation. Visit 
www.nuffieldfoundation.org  
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