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Training Britain’s ‘missing middle’ is crucial for economic growth 

Britain urgently needs to boost its economic growth, and this will depend upon ensuring 
people have the skills they need. This is crucial for both businesses – enabling firms to grow, 
innovate and become more productive – and for individuals, to build resilience in a changing 
job market, argue three reports published today by the Economy 2030 Inquiry. 

But the UK has a skills gap – a “missing middle” of workers who are not trained to the level 
needed to help businesses face the challenges of the next decade. For young people not going 
to university, there is rationing of places for them to acquire further education and training, 
if those people are to receive the same opportunities of advancement as graduates, there will 
have to be guaranteed access to apprenticeships and demand-led funding of further 
education. 

The reports released today by the Economy 2030 Inquiry, and funded by the Nuffield 
Foundation, explore the challenges in the further education, apprenticeship and higher 
education systems, which must be addressed in order to develop a skills strategy that will 
complement a broader economic strategy. 

Learning to grow: how to situate a skills strategy in an economic strategy shows that in some 
of the most important sectors for economic growth, such as finance and the creative 
industries, have a high proportion of graduates, but there are far too many people with low 
levels of skills and qualifications, and far too few qualified at sub-degree level skills – level 4 
or level 5 qualifications such as a Higher National Certificate or a Higher National Diploma. 

The report Applying the Robbins Principle to further education and apprenticeship sets out 
what should be done to support post-18 students in further education and apprenticeships. 
While How higher education can boost people-powered growth looks at the challenges in 
higher education, and how it can expand provision of level 4 and 5 qualifications. 

The Learning to grow report identifies three strategic sectors: financial and business 
services, the creative and cultural sector and life sciences – sectors where the UK has 
comparative advantage in trade, and which are growing globally. Together, these account for 
a fifth of UK employment.  

Wages in these sectors are higher across all education groups, and expanding employment in 
these strategic sectors would benefit both highly and less educated workers, but to ensure 
these sectors can flourish, the education and training systems need to support workers in 
developing the right skills. The report finds that the current share of workers at sub-degree 
level in these sectors should be almost three times higher than it is. 

The report also shows that the net zero transition, and diffusion of AI technologies also 
imply a need for higher skill levels, as well as adaptability through education and training 

https://economy2030.resolutionfoundation.org/reports/learning-to-grow/
https://economy2030.resolutionfoundation.org/reports/applying-the-robbins-principle-to-further-education-and-apprenticeships/


workers. Increasing the number of tertiary-educated workers should be a priority, say the 
authors. This will mean safeguarding the financing of higher education and financial support 
for further education put on a level playing field, enabling more sub-degree qualifications, a 
better integrated system and incentivising employers to invest in their workers. 
 
The Applying the Robbins Principle to further education and apprenticeship report also points 
out that low skill levels among non-graduates are a major cause of low national productivity 
and high wage inequality – and that major changes are needed in further education and the 
supply of apprenticeship places for young people to achieve this. 
 
The authors identify the main problem as a failure to train more people when they are young 
– 30 per cent of 18-year-olds are not in education or training, many more than in competitor 
countries. 
 
In the higher education system, the government has applied the Robbins Principle: that 
qualified people who wish to progress further should find a place. However, this principle 
has not been applied to vocational training. Instead, the funding of further education over 
the age of 18 is capped. The report recommends demand-led funding of further education up 
to level 3 qualifications, those equivalent to A levels such as a BTEC National Diploma. 
 
Similarly, an apprenticeship place should be available for every qualified candidate. This was 
prescribed by the 2009 Apprenticeship Act, but later repealed. Apprenticeships have huge 
potential for offering a good start in life and there is great demand for them. But in England 
fewer young people enter apprenticeships than in many other European countries – of those 
who were aged 16 in 2010, only 21 per cent had entered an apprenticeship by age 20, 
compared to an estimated 50 per cent in Germany. The report suggests that if the Robbins 
Principle were to be applied, some guaranteed share of the apprenticeship levy would need 
to be reserved for people under 25 taking Levels 2 and 3 apprenticeships. 
 
The report How higher education can boost people-powered growth says that Britain’s 
success in increasing the number of level 6 (graduate) workers should be extended to wider 
high-level qualifications. Level 4 and 5 courses could be provided through collaborations 
between colleges and universities, with specific funding for this. And, if resources permitted, 
some form of means-tested assistance would be desirable. 
 
It adds that improving access to university could also be done through the DfE launching a 
competition to invite applications to create new universities in places that do not currently 
have one. 
 
Sandra McNally, director of the education and skills programme at the LSE’s Centre for 
Economic Performance (CEP), said: “There are far too many young people in England who 
never progress to tertiary education or start an apprenticeship, and too few workers receive 
training at work to upgrade their skills. The need for a strategic approach to growing our 
economy and embracing key technologies puts these issues into an even sharper focus. An 

https://economy2030.resolutionfoundation.org/reports/how-higher-education-can-boost-people-powered-growth/


effective skills strategy involves addressing the structural issues as well as funding issues 
that get in the way.” 
 
Richard Layard, co-director of the CEP’s community wellbeing programme, said: “It is 
shocking that education after school is rationed for people who do not go to university. The 
government should guarantee access to an apprenticeship for all qualified candidates and 
further education should be funded to accept all qualified applicants.” 
 
David Willetts, President of the Resolution Foundation, said: “Britain is a world leader 
in sectors like finance, life sciences and the creative industries, and has many world-class 
universities. But it is not doing enough to align these twin strengths to create high-pay jobs 
in growing sectors of the economy. We need to align our post-16 education policy with a 
wider economic strategy to ensure firms have the skilled workers they need to expand.” 

 
Notes to Editors 
 

• Learning to grow: how to situate a skills strategy in an economic strategy is authored 
by Rui Costa, Sandra McNally, Louise Murphy, Anna Valero and Guglielmo Ventura. 
Applying the Robbins Principle to further education and apprenticeship is authored by 
Richard Layard, Sandra McNally and Guglielmo Ventura. 
How higher education can boost people-powered growth is authored by David Willetts. 
Embargoed copies are available from 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. 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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