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Executive Summary

Introduction

A Skills Account is a personal resource provided by the Government to help individuals to
access training. The Skills Account aims to help individuals take control of their learning
and working life.

This report presents the findings from the first two telephone surveys of Skills Account
holders, conducted in June and September 2009. Each survey involved interviews with 450
individuals, predominately in the initial trial regions of the South East, East Midlands and
West Midlands.

The interview questions explored a range of issues including initial information about Skills
Accounts, the online activation process, usability of the website, perceptions relating to the
individual features and tools and views on the overall concept of Skills Accounts.

Skills Account Database

o
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The contact details for the telephone survey were obtained from the Skills Account
database, containing the details of all individuals that had registered for a Skills Account.
The first survey was based on registered Skills Account holders up to 18" May (a total
population of 15,211) and the second survey was based on Skills Account holders who
registered between 18" May and 19" August 2009 (a total population of 8,335).

The highest number of registrations per month took place in February 2009 and gradually
reduced during the spring. Skills Account registrations increased again during June and
July. This pattern of Skills Account registrations is predominately due to the way in which
the Skills Account trials were rolled out and the recruitment pattern of partners involved in
the trials.

The majority of Skills Account holders were from the South East, East Midlands and West
Midlands Regions (45.2%, 36.2% and 8.3% respectively) where the initial trials were held.
The highest concentration of Skills Account holders at this time by Local Authority District
(LAD) were from Leicester (6% of all users), followed by Isle of Wight (5%), Nottingham
(3.9%) and Northampton (3.2%).

In the early part of the year Skills Account registrations were most likely to have been via
Strategic Learning Providers and targeted at adults enrolling on college courses starting in
January and February. In the summer period, however, new Skills Account registrations
were more likely to have come from the Integrated Employment and Skills trials and
nextstep centres (very few college courses are taking place at this time).

E-mail : enquiries@rcu.co.uk, Web: www.rcu.co.uk
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By the 19" August 2009 cut off date for the September survey, 53.7% of Skills Account
holders were female (12,651) and 46.3% were male (10,895). These percentages are
similar to the proportions of male and females in the overall further education population
and suggest no particular gender bias in the uptake of Skills Accounts at this stage. Of the
23,546 account holders just under a third fell within the 25-34 age band (7,424) and
approximately a quarter were within the 35-44 age band (5,881). The over 65 group had
only 95 account holders.

Findings from the June Telephone Survey
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450 telephone interviews took place at the beginning of June 2009. As of 18" May 2009,
15,211 individuals were recorded on the Skills Account database, but only 1,426 of these
had provided a valid telephone number.

The telephone survey was the first in a series of interviews that are planned to take place
over the next two years and will include a longitudinal study and a control group. At the
time of the initial survey the development of Skills Accounts was in its infancy. Most Skills
Account users will have accessed software release 1.2, with more extensive functionality
such as the Learner Record and Learner Statement not appearing until later in the year.
The results from this initial survey therefore provide a baseline for subsequent telephone
surveys.

Almost three-quarters of respondents had recently been involved in formal learning. The
most likely age group to have taken a course were the 18-24 year olds (80%) and the least
likely were those aged 25-34 and 35-44, at just under 70% for both groups. Females (77%)
were also more likely than males (68%) to have taken a course within the last three years.
Excluding those currently in full-time education or training, those in full-time or part-time
employment were the most likely to have taken a course within the last three years. The
least likely were the self-employed and those not currently in education or training,
including the unemployed and those with full-time family/caring responsibilities.

56% of the Skills Account holders were currently taking a course or were planning to do so
in the near future. The self-employed or those in full-time employment were the most likely
not to be taking a course or planning to do so in the near future. One in eight of those who
described themselves as unemployed were not intending to take a course.

Just under half of the survey respondents were currently unemployed and available for
work. This figure rose to 70% among those who had first heard about Skills Accounts
through Jobcentre Plus. There was a marked difference in the current status of
respondents according to gender. 63% of males were unemployed compared to just 35%
of females.

E-mail : enquiries@rcu.co.uk, Web: www.rcu.co.uk
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e A third of respondents said that they had been introduced to Skills Accounts through a
learning/training provider and for a fifth the first contact had been via the Internet. Those
most likely to have been introduced to Skills Accounts through Jobcentre Plus were in the
35-44 age group (16%), with the least likely being the under 25s (7%).

e Just over a quarter of respondents said access to a wider range of courses was, in their
view, the most important advantage of having a Skills Account. The second most frequently
cited advantage was extra funding to pay for learning, although there was some variation
by LSC Region.

e Almost 40% of respondents had told someone else about Skills Accounts, Those aged in
their 206s and 306s were also more I|Iikely than t
their experience of Skills Accounts with others. Those that were least likely to have spread
the word were the self-employed, the unemployed and those at home with family/ caring
responsibilities.

e  78% of respondents could recall using the Skills Account website. Nine out of ten said they
had found it very easy or quite easy. The majority of problems experienced by respondents
were associated with choosing and entering passwords.

e  Two-thirds of those who had visited the website said they were aware of the Skills Voucher
feature but only around a quarter of these had generated a voucher. Just under three-
quarters thought the Skills Voucher would be fairly useful or very useful although some
respondents said they had experienced problems when they had taken the voucher to a
learning provider.

e 31% of respondents were very satisfied with the overall Skills Account service and 36%
were fairly satisfied. Just 9% of respondents expressed dissatisfaction. Over 90% of those
aged under 25 said they were fairly satisfied or very satisfied compared to less than 50% of
the over 45s.

Findings from the September Telephone Survey

e The second telephone survey took place in September 2009 and a further 450 interviews
were planned and achieved. The questions were identical to those asked in the first survey,
apart from two additional questions on the Learner Record and Funding Indicator tools.
The survey targeted individuals who had registered for a Skills Account between 18" May
and 19" August 2009. Individuals who registered for a Skills Account between these dates
were less likely to have accessed the service via a Strategic Learning Provider and the
Careers Advice Service and more likely to have accessed the service via nextstep and the
IES trials.

o
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Compared to the first survey respondents were more likely to be in the younger age bands
(18-24 and 25-35). This was due to more accurate sampling rather than any difference
between Skills Account holders before and after May 18™ 2009.

Compared to the first survey a slightly lower percentage of respondents had been involved
in formal learning in the last three years (65% as opposed to 71%). This is possibly
because fewer Skills Account holders in the second survey were registered via Strategic
Learning Providers.

85% of Skills Account holders were currently taking a course or were planning to do so in
the near future. This is a very similar result to the first survey. The proportion of
respondents not planning to take a course was highest among those aged 55 and over.
Unemployed respondents were the least likely to be taking a course at the current time
(33%) but the most likely to be planning to take one in the near future (51%).

Overall, just under half of survey respondents were currently unemployed. Two-thirds of
males were unemployed compared to just one-third of females. Unemployment was
highest among those in the 35 to 44 and 45 to 54 age groups at almost 60%.

Al most 40% had been introduced to Skills
and for a quarter the first contact had been through Jobcentre Plus. Learning/training
providers included the ESP providers in the West Midlands and the South East, who were
providing specific basic skills and employability skills training programmes for JobCentre
Plus clients as part of the IES trials. 11% of respondents had heard about Skills Accounts
from a nextstep careers advisor.

40% of respondents cited a learning/training provider as their single main source of
information about Skills Accounts. This figure rose to 58% among 18-24 year olds.

Almost 40% of respondents could not state any advantage of having a Skills Account. This
is much higher than in the first survey (26%). The percentage was highest among
respondents from the West Midlands which suggest some correlation between this
response and individuals on the IES trails.

The most frequently cited advantage of having a Skills Account was more regular access to
Information and Guidance about careers and learning at 21%. 17% of respondents
believed the Skills Account would give them access to a wider range of courses. Extra
funding to pay for learning was the third most frequently cited advantage.

The percentage of respondents who had told someone else about Skills Accounts was
slightly lower in the September survey (35%) than in the June survey (39%). 35% said they
had received help to activate their account. Higher than the June survey (23%) confirming
a higher proportion of Skills Account holders activated their account via an ESP provider.

E-mail : enquiries@rcu.co.uk, Web: www.rcu.co.uk
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e  More respondents from the September survey remembered activating their Skills Account
(85%) than from the June survey (78%). 90% of those who could recall using their Skills
Account said they found it very easy or quite easy to activate.

e Just under half of those who had visited the website said they were aware of the Skills
Voucher feature but less than a third of these had generated a voucher. The level of
awareness of the Skills Voucher was much lower in the September survey than in the June
survey. Just under three-quarters thought the Skills Voucher would be fairly useful or very
useful. However, there appeared to be confusion over what the Skills Voucher provides.

e  33% of respondents were very satisfied and 33% were fairly satisfied with the overall Skills
Account Service. Only 6% expressed any dissatisfaction. This is lower than in the June
survey and could be due in part to more respondents receiving help in activating and using
their account.

e 93% of respondents believe that Skills Accounts are a good idea although there are
differences amongst respondent groups. 80% of respondents strongly agree or agreed
that having a Skills Account will encourage them to take part in more learning in the future.
Only 9% of respondents disagreed or strongly disagreed that having a Skills Account would
encourage them to take part in learning in the future. In the first survey this figure was 15%.

Conclusions

The first two telephone surveys provide an early indication of customer reaction to the concept
of Skills Accounts, establishing a baseline for future evaluation activities. It is important to
recognise that changes in perception over time and by audience type will be as important as
absolute numbers. Improvements in management information within the Skills Account
database will assist future analysis. However there is a need to be able to identify on the
database those Skills Accounts that have been registered and those that have actually been
activated in order to complete more in-depth evaluation work.

In general, the reaction to Skills Accounts has been extremely positive and the findings
demonstrate that the service has enormous potential.

However, the surveys have also highlighted a number of issues that the development team,
providers and stakeholders may wish to review in the future. The key identified issues are:

o
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The most significant factor affecting satisfaction with the Skills Account service is
the age of the respondent.

Analysis on the survey findings highlighted age as a key factor and this is probably
because younger people have greater day to day familiarity with the Internet and web
based services.

The development team will need to ensure that future releases of the Skills Account
website are pre-release tested and are appropriate for the needs of all age groups.
Providers and service deliverers should ensure that age is taken into account when
providing information about Skills Accounts, designing promotional materials, setting up
support systems for registration/activation and providing on-going Skills Account advice
and help.

A high number of individuals do not return to the website after the first visit

In both surveys 39% of respondents said that they never accessed the website again after
they had first activated their account. This suggests that whilst many individuals thought
that Skills Accounts were a good idea and easy to use, they were not sufficiently beneficial
to them as individuals at that particular time to attract them back again. Whilst this is not
necessarily a problem there is a potential danger that the long period of time between the
need for accessing Skills Account information will inhibit the widespread use of the
service.

Ease of use is an important factor determining satisfaction with the service

Multivariate analysis of the survey findings showed a strong relationship between ease of
use and overall satisfaction. Whilst this is not an unexpected conclusion, it emphasises
that extensive user testing is important in order to maximise the potential benefits of Skills
Accounts and that this should be an on-going process throughout the trials. In both
surveys less than half of the respondents found it very easy to use, so there is still scope
for improvement.

Improve the clarity of the practical benefits of an online service

Some respondents were unsure about the practical benefits of Skills Accounts in
comparison to existing services. This appeared to be a slightly more significant issue in
the second survey, possibly because the number of individuals accessing basic skills and
employability skills programmes had increased. Providers may wish to emphasise the
particular benefits of an online service and the future capability that this offers. The
development team may wish to explore how Skills Accounts can link a range of data
sources in unique ways providing a distinctive service that can only be accessed online
Tools related to funding entitlement (i.e. Skills Voucher, Funding Indicator) were felt to be
useful, but in general were less highly rated than other tools, suggesting that there may be
a need to improve their clarity.

$ E-mail : enquiries@rcu.co.uk, Web: www.rcu.co.uk
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5. Strategic Learning Providers should offer additional support in activating Accounts

The surveys suggest that where Skills Accounts are opened and activated with dedicated
face-to-face support, the percentage of users who are dissatisfied with the service
decreases. This process provides an opportunity to discuss the purpose of the website
and to answer any specific questions about its features. Strategic Learning Providers may
wish to ensure that individual support for Skills Account creation is available, for example,
at the time of enrolment (in a number of Strategic Learning Providers this process is
already happening). .
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1. Introduction

A Skills Account is a personal resource provided by the Government to help individuals to
access training. The Skills Account aims to help individuals take control of their learning and
working life and provides:

e Advice about sources of support to help with learning

e Course information, to help understand the options available when deciding about skills
and careers

¢ A Skills Voucher, which shows what funding may be available for chosen courses

This report presents the findings from the first two telephone surveys of Skills Account holders,
conducted in June and September 2009. Each survey involved interviews with 450 individuals,
predominately in the initial trial regions of the South East, East Midlands and West Midlands.
The interview questions explored a range of issues including initial information about Skills
Accounts, the online activation process, usability of the website, perceptions relating to the
individual features and tools and views on the overall concept of Skills Accounts.

The contact details for the telephone survey were obtained from the Skills Account database
which contains the details of all individuals that had registered for a Skills Account. The first
survey was based on registered Skills Account holders up to 18" May 2009 (a total population
of 15,211) and the second survey was based on Skills Account holders who registered between
18" May and 19" August 2009 (a total population of 8,335).

Section 2 of this report looks in detail at the Skills Account database and provides an analysis of
the characteristics of Skills Account holders.

Section 3 of the report provides a detailed analysis of the results from the June telephone
survey. The section also includes multivariate analysis, in order to identify key factors which
influence an individual 6s satisfaction with

Section 4 of the report provides a similar analysis of the results from the September telephone
survey and highlights any variations between the two surveys.

The final section (Section 5) presents overall conclusions from the two surveys and provides a
summary of key messages for different stakeholder groups. The telephone surveys are the first
in a series of interviews that are planned to take place over the next two years and will include a
longitudinal study and a control group. At the time of the initial surveys the development of Skills
Accounts was in its infancy, having been launched in December 2008.
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2. The Skills Account Database

2.1 Introduction

The Skills Account database contains details of all users that have registered for a Skills
Account. The registration process captures personal information such as name, gender, date of
birth, address and telephone number and all users are allocated a unique Skills Account
Number. There are a number of different ways in which this registration process can take place.
The key entry points into the Skills Account service were through the following routes:

Strategic Learning Providers (SLP)

There were 20 Strategic Learning Providers in the South East and East Midlands in the
first year of the trials (18 general further education colleges and 2 independent learning
providers). SLPs asked prospective adult learners whether they would be interested in
receiving a Skills Account and if so uploaded details of these individuals to the Skills
Account database on a monthly basis (the trials in the East Midlands and the South
East were a universal trial targeted at all adults). Individuals were sent a welcome pack
which gaves further details about Skills Accounts and explained how the account could
be activated. The activation process is carried out by the individual themselves via the
Skills Account homepage http://skillsaccounts.direct.gov.uk .

Nextstep Advisors

Nextstep is a free service that offers face-to-face help and support about training,
learning and the world of work. Nextstep advisors in the trial regions introduce the Skills
Account service to clients during the careers interview and if clients are interested in
registering, advisors activate the online account by directly accessing the Skills Account
homepage.

Careers Advice Service

The Careers Advice Service is a free national telephone helpline which provides callers
with structured advice about skills, careers and learning. Careers advisors introduce
Skills Accounts to all callers in the trial regions and if the caller is interested in
registering for a Skills Account upload their details to the Skills Account database.
These callers are then sent a welcome pack explaining how they can activate their
online account.

Integrated Employment and Skills (IES) Trials (West Midlands)

In addition to the universal trials Skills Accounts were also specifically targeted at
individuals taking part in the IES trials in the West Midlands and South East. The IES
trials focus on supporting people who are unemployed to progress into sustainable
employment with training. Skills Accounts were offered to individuals taking part in the
Employability Skills Programme (ESP) via the IES and registration took place by ESP
providers, directly through the Skills Account homepage.

RCU Market Research Service Tel: 01772 885999 Fax: 01772 887336
E-mail : enquiries@rcu.co.uk, Web: www.rcu.co.uk
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e Self Directed Route

In addition to the above registration processes individuals can self-register by directly

accessing the Skills Account homepage themselves.

2.2  Skills Account Holder Characteristics

The contact details for the telephone surveys described in this report were extracted from the
Skills Account database up to 18" May and 19" August 2009 respectively. As of 19" August
there were a total of 23,546 Skills Account holders. The table below shows a breakdown of
Skills Account holders by region (based on home postcode of the Skills Account holder).
Unsurprisingly, the majority of Skills Account holders were from the South East, East Midlands
and West Midlands Regions (45.2%, 36.2% and 8.3% respectively) where the initial trials were
held. The vast majority of the remainder are likely to live near the border with the East Midlands
and South East and were informed about Skills Accounts via a provider or support service

located in the trial region.

Skills Account Holders by Region (19th August 2009)

Learner Home Region

South East
East Midlands

West Midlands
East of England

Greater London
Yorkshire and Humberside

South West
North West

Scotland
Northern Ireland
Channel Islands
Total

@ RCU Market Research Service Tel: 01772 885999 Fax: 01772 887336
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The table below and the map on the following page show the number of Skills Account holders
by local authority district. The highest concentration of Skills Account holders at this time were
from Leicester (6% of all users), followed by Isle of Wight, Nottingham and Northampton.

The wide variation in the take up of Skills Accounts by local authority district is probably due to
the different ways in which providers have promoted Skills Accounts during the trials rather than
to any underlying socio-economic factors.

Skills Account Holders by Local Authority District(19th August2009)

. _ Account
Local Authority District | Holders
Leicester East Midlands 1,408 6.09
Isle of Wight South East 1,167 5.09
Nottingham East Midlands 907; 3.99
Northampton East Midlands 765: 3.29
Brighton and Hove South East 648; 2.89
Derby East Midlands 501; 2.19
Portsmouth South East 453 1.99
Southampton South East 432 1.89
Milton Keynes South East 331: 1.49
Birmingham West Midlands 311; 1.3¢
Medway South East 305 1.39
Charnwood East Midlands 269 1.19
Daventry East Midlands 265 1.19
Lincoln East Midlands 265 1.19
Reading South East 242 1.09
Gedling East Midlands 239 1.09
Mansfield East Midlands 233 1.09
Worthing South East 230 1.09
Walsall West Midlands 224 1.09
Oxford South East 212 0.99
Sandwell West Midlands 206: 0.99
LAD with <200 Account Holders 13,935 59.2¢
Total 23,54¢ 100.09

14
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The database also holds details on Skills Account registration dates. The chart below shows the
number of Skills Accounts registered per month since the Skills Account Website was launched
in December 2008.

Skills Account Registrations by Date (up to end of July 2009)

4,500

4,000

3,500

w
=3
S
S

Openings per Week
2NN
[é)) o [o
o o o
o o o

Nov 08 Dec 08 Jan 09 Feb09 Mar 09 Apr 09 May 09 Jun 09 Jul09

The highest number of registrations per month took place in February 2009 and gradually
reduced during the spring. Skills Account registrations increased again during June and July.
This pattern of Skills Account registrations is predominately due to the way in which the Skills
Account trials were rolled out and the recruitment pattern of partners involved in the trials.

In the early part of the year Skills Account registrations were most likely to have been via SLPs
and targeted at adults enrolling on college courses starting in January and February. In the
summer period, however, new Skills Account registrations were more likely to have come from
the IES trials and nextstep centres (very few college courses are taking place at this time).

The two telephone surveys (based on database records between December and May and
between May and August respectively) therefore have a different client mix. The first survey has
a higher proportion who registered through the SLPs and the second survey has a higher
proportion who registered via nextstep and ESPs.
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The following table shows the breakdown of registered Skills Accounts by SLPs. The table also
shows the number of registered Skills Accounts from the Careers Advice Service and the
number through other routes.

. Up to i 19 May to
Provider Name  18May09 | 19 August

10000473AYLESBURY COLLEGE (SLP) 15
10001457CITY COLLEGE, BRIGHTON AND HOVE (SLP) 29 24
10001919DERBY COLLEGE (SLP) 1 16
10002130EAST SURREY COLLEGE (SLP) 1 13
10002143EASTLEIGH COLLEGE (SLP) 53
10003867LEICESTER COLLEGE (SLP) 173
10003928LINCOLN COLLEGE (SLP) 1 44
1000457¢{NEW COLLEGE, NOTTINGHAM (SLP) 60
10004705NORTH NOTTINGHAMSHIRE COLLEGE (SLP) 14 29
10004724NORTH WEST KENT COLLEGE OF TECHNOLOGY (SLP 17
10004736NORTHBROOK COLLEGE SUSSEX (SLP) 30
10005991SOUTH NOTTINGHAM COLLEGE (SLP) 78 8
10006432SUSSEX DOWNS COLLEGE (SLP) 5 44
1000671QJGA LIMITED (SLP) 17 2
1000701:NORTHAMPTON COLLEGE (SLP) 157 224
10007427WEST NOTTINGHAMSHIRE COLLEGE (SLP) 6
10007928FAREHAM COLLEGE (SLP) 7
10019015BRIGHTER PROSPECTS LIMITED (SLP) 8 4

SLP - No Code 906 74

Total SLP 1,486 580
10023984BROADCASTING SUPPORT SERVICES (Careers Advice;Service) 8,991 1,694

Other Routes into Skills Accounts* 4,739 6,061

*This includes ESP providers, nextstep, self directed route and other routes where no provider is specified.

As the chart on the following page shows there is a significant difference between the two cuts
of data as predicted from the timeline graph. The first shows a relatively high proportion of
registered Skills Accounts coming from the Careers Advice Service (this route was operational
well in advance of other routes so was offering Skills Accounts over a longer period), whilst the
second shows a much higher level of Skills Accounts coming from other routes (particularly
ESP providers and nextstep).
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40% -
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10% -
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Up to 18 May 19 May to 19 Aug

At the time of the analysis is was not possible to breakdown the category other, in order to
distinguish between Skills Accounts created through ESP providers, nextstep and the self
directed route. However, in future surveys the combination of larger sample sizes and
enhancements to the Skills Account database will allow analysis of findings by entry routes.
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At the 19" August 2009, 53.7% of Skills Account holders were female (12,651) and 46.3% were
male (10,895). These percentages are similar to the proportions of male and females in the
overall further education population and suggest no particular gender bias in the uptake of Skills
Accounts at this stage. The proportions of males and females did not change significantly
between May and August.

14,000

12,000 -

10,000 -

8,000 -

6,000 -

Skils Account Holders

4,000 -

2,000 -

Female Male

H Upto 18 May 19 May to 19 Aug

Of the 23,546 Skills Account holders just under a third fell within the 25-34 age band (7,424)
and approximately a quarter were within the 35-44 age band (5,881). The over 65 group had
only 95 account holders.

8,000

7,000

6,000

5,000 -

4,000 -

3,000 -

Skills Account Holders

2,000 -

1,000 -

0 -
18-24 2534 3544 45-54 55-64 65+ Uknown

EHUpto 18 May M 19 Mayto 19 Aug
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The detailed table on the next page shows the characteristics of Skills Account holders by the
different groups used within this report. The groups are: -

e Total number of Skills Account holders up to 18" May 2009.

e Skills Account holders up to 18" May 2009 who had a valid telephone number and
made up the sample for the first telephone survey.

e Total number of Skills Account holders between 19" May and 19" August 2009.

e Skills Account holders between 19" May and 19" August 2009 who had a valid
telephone number and made up the sample for the second telephone survey.

e All Skills Account holders as recorded on the database up to 19" August 2009.

These are the core datasets used for the telephone surveys discussed in sections 3 and 4 of
this report.
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