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The Employer Skill Survey (ESS) is one of the
largest surveys of employers in the UK, with
tens of thousands of interviews conducted in
each iteration.

Its large sample size enables comprehensive
analysis at national, regional, and sectoral levels,

offering granular insights into local labour markets.

For 14 years, IFF has helped the Department for
Education and its partners track how employers

experience and respond to skills gaps, recruitment

challenges, and training needs.

ABOUT THE CLIENT

The Department for Education (DfE) is responsible for children’s
services and education in England, covering early years, schools,
further and higher education, apprenticeships, and skills
development. Its mission is to provide high-quality education and
training that offers equal opportunities for all, regardless of
background or circumstances.

The DfE is the primary commissioner of
the ESS, but the survey is a collaborative
effort across all four UK nations. The
Department for the Economy in Northern
Ireland, Welsh Government and Scottish N
Government also contribute to the design Department
of the survey, ensuring it reflects the for Education
diverse needs of the UK labour market.

THE CHALLENGE

The demand for a comprehensive picture of the skills landscape in
the UK has been ongoing for many years. The Extent, Causes and
Implications of Skills Deficiencies (ECISD) survey - originally
developed with IFF involvement in the 90s - was one of the earliest
forms of national statistics on this topic. It's had a number of different
forms since then, eventually being established as a longitudinal
survey once its value became evident. The ESS, launched in 2011,
builds upon the ECISD survey to provide a comprehensive overview
of the challenges employers face in relation to recruitment, skills and
training. IFF have been the DfE’s main partner on the project since.

The ESS has gone on to become the
largest skills survey in the UK. It provides
a ‘state of nation’ view of employers’
recruitment, skills and training needs and
responses.

Now in its sixth UK iteration stretching back to 2011, policymakers
can identify trends and patterns relating to these needs; this is vital
when intelligently informing high-profile policy decisions.




THE APPROACH

Overall, the survey covers three core areas:
« Skills shortage vacancies (hard-to-fill roles due to a lack of required skills,
qualifications or experience among applicants)
« Skills gaps within the existing workforce
« Training and development activity and investment

With a sample size that has reached up to 90,000 employers in some waves, ESS
offers excellent granularity across these core areas - allowing for detailed analysis by
sector, region, and employer size.

To produce such a large dataset that’s representative of UK employers, CATI
(Computer-Assisted Telephone Interviewing) surveys are used to talk to employers,
while the sample is drawn from Market Location and the ONS Inter-Departmental
Business Register. Random Probability Sampling was introduced in 2022 to improve
the representativeness of the survey and reduce non-response bias.

In order to keep the statistics current, relevant and valuable, questions from other
surveys have been utilised to broaden its scope or provide further insight. In 2019, the
ESS was merged with the Employer Perspectives Survey, expanding to include
employer engagement with the wider skills system - such as apprenticeships and
work placements. This required a substantial redesign and the introduction of
modularisation, allowing tailored questions for different respondent groups.

A follow-up Investment in Training survey,
which speaks to training employers, allows
the survey to estimate employers’ financial
@ investment in training and development.
This gives a fuller picture of how employer
[l:y training investment aligns with skills needs,
supporting more informed policy decisions
and strategic workforce planning.




KEY METRICS CAPTURED BY ESS

The incidence, density and volume of skills gaps in 2024 was
lower than at any other time in the ESS series.

Incidence: 12% of employers reported a skills gap in
their workforce (vs 15% in 2022).

1y
Density: 4% of employees have a skills gap.

st Volume: 1.26 million (m) is the estimated number of
skills gaps across the UK workforce (vs 1.72m in

joy ey
288" 2022 and 1.27m in 2017).

Provision: Just under
three-fifths (59%) of
employers had provided

However, training provision and training for their staff in
investment have continued to 59% the last 12 months, a
decline and are at the lowest decrease from 60% in

levels seen since the ESS series

began. period.

2022 and from 65% —
66% in the 2011 — 2017
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Density of skill shortage vacancies
(SSVs) - vacancies that were hard to fill due
to skills, experience and qualifications
lacking among candidates:

27% of all vacancies
were SSVs in 2024,
down from 36% in 2022.

Investment: £53bn
total in UK training
investment — around
£1,700 per employee.
This total figure
represents an 18.5%
decrease in real
terms spend since
2011.




THE IMPACT

The ESS has been instrumental in shaping conversations around
recruitment challenges, skills shortages and workforce development. It
serves as a vital evidence base for policymakers, academics, and
workforce planners across the UK.

Significant long-term trends have been identified through the data. One is
the steady decline in employer investment in training since 2011 - a
finding that has drawn increasing attention from policymakers. The
survey also captured the tightening of the labour market in the immediate
post-COVID-19 period, with a notable rise in skills shortage vacancies in
2022.

Recently, ESS findings featured prominently in the development of
Skills England, the Industrial Strategy, and the Post-16 Education
and Skills White Paper.

The latest 2024 wave will include new insights into Al adoption and net
zero strategies, helping policymakers understand how employers are
preparing for future challenges.

The Employer Skills Survey provides
robust evidence on the skills needs and
shortages faced by employers across
the UK. It is source of intelligence for
the Department for Education, helping
to shape and inform a wide range of
government policies and initiatives.

Department for Education



https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/66ffd4fce84ae1fd8592ee37/Skills_England_Report.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/66ffd4fce84ae1fd8592ee37/Skills_England_Report.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/68595e56db8e139f95652dc6/industrial_strategy_policy_paper.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/68f518ee06e6515f7914c7ce/Post-16_Education_and_Skills_white_paper_Accessible_Version.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/68f518ee06e6515f7914c7ce/Post-16_Education_and_Skills_white_paper_Accessible_Version.pdf
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