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National Context 

 The effects of the UK recession - unlike most other major economies - 

have been characterised mainly by a contraction in output, whereas 

employment has suffered less and has been more resilient; 

 Therefore, the contraction in output has been mainly driven by a 

significant drop in labour productivity, a measure that lags significantly 

behind the other major economies and one that has induced delays in 

the return to growth; 

 Skills mismatches have played the most significant part in the widening 

of the UK’s productivity gap, and their long-term characteristics explain 

the particularly low resilience of different local areas across the 

country, and manifest themselves through high youth unemployment; 

skills-related underemployment; an increase in the number of Skills 

Shortage/Hard-to-Fill Vacancies; and a falling number of jobs in 

traditional middle-skill occupations. 

 

 



Local Economic Context 

 Plymouth’s economy is characterised by a high distribution of micro and small 

businesses, with its high-value added service sectors underrepresented compared 

to the national distribution; this is, nevertheless, compensated by a high 

concentration of these skills in the public sector (Health, Education, Public 

Administration & Defence). Moreover, Plymouth has a comparatively higher 

cluster of enterprises in the Marine & Maritime, Advanced Engineering, Digital and 

Constructions sectors. 

 The city’s employment being clustered in few sectors (Marine, Health, Education),  

it can be argued that Plymouth has been hit harder by the recession as a result of 

work opportunities not being evenly distributed across sectors to match 

everyone’s skills set. Significant skills mismatches have historically been a weakness 

resulting in a persistent productivity gap, a deeper output contraction during the 

recession and a lag in recovery; high youth unemployment compared to the 

national average and sluggish wage growth are among the most notable results. 

 Moreover, while the number of residents with no qualifications is declining, the 

proportion of high-skilled residents in the city remains below national average, and 

a large proportion of intermediate-skilled residents are unemployed. 

 



Current Demand for Skills 

 Plymouth is highly dependent on its public sector, with the main 

demand for high skills in the city coming from the Health, Education, 

Public Administration and Defence sectors. 

 Demand for low and intermediate skills comes mainly from the 

Manufacturing and Retail sectors, and is higher in Plymouth than on 

average across Great Britain; 

 There is a particularly high demand for graduates in Plymouth, 

according to the 2013 UKCES Employer Skills Survey which identifies 

Plymouth as the city with a higher proportion of firms employing 

graduates than London and the SE of England (42% vs 39%); 

 Similarly, there is a high demand for apprentices, particularly at the 

high/advanced and intermediate levels, with Babcock Marine and Skills 

Group Ltd as the main providers of apprenticeships. 

 



Future Skills Requirements 

 Future skills requirements are to be seen mainly in high- and low-skilled 

occupations if current trends continue; 

 Intermediate-skill occupations have seen a long-term ‘hollowing out’ as 

traditional administrative functions became automated; this is reflected in the 

contraction of the manufacturing and constructions sectors in particular, not 

only in the city, but also nationwide; 

 This has increased skills-related underemployment and has further limited the 

path for career progression, which has resulted from the pace at which the rise 

in the supply of highly-qualified workers and the ‘crowding out’ of high-skilled 

workers has taken place;  

 However, an accelerated shift in the city’s industrial structure from public 

towards private sector growth, and a more diverse job offer in the city could 

help address this; 

 Baseline projections show an expansion to 2030 of the Property sector, 

Professional, Scientific & Technical occupations, Construction, and the Digital 

sector. 



Current Supply of Skills – Young 

People Unemployed/NEET 

 The proportion of 16-18 year old NEETs has fallen below 10%, and remains 

below the national rate; 

 Within the 18-24 age group, the highest number of unemployed residents in 

full-time education is among those on a Level 3 (912 students) and Level 2 

(562) qualification; 

 Similarly, a significantly higher number of the economically inactive students are 

on a Level 3 qualification (7,563), with the next highest number on Level 2 

(2,739); 

 On the other hand, Level 4+ qualified students are less likely to be 

unemployed; 

 Nevertheless, Plymouth University graduates are more likely to be either 

unemployed or in ‘other activity’ than University of St Mark & St John 

graduates (7% vs. 3.4% of 2012/13 graduates were unable to find a job) 

 However, this difference accounts for a significantly higher number from 

Plymouth University (5,980 vs. 695) that are either engaged in full-time further 

study or have taken time out to travel etc. 



Current Supply of Skills – Young 

People in Education or Training 

 Participation in full-time education or work-based learning is significantly higher for 

the 19+ age group than for the under-19, but has consistently declined for both 

groups since 2008/09; 

 Nevertheless, participation rates in Plymouth remain higher than the UK average; 

 GCSE performance and Level 2 & 3 attainment have risen, therefore an increasing 

number of well-qualified young people have been entering the labour market; 

 Post-16 Level 2 and Level 3 provision in schools has also seen an increase, 

particularly in academic provision, however vocational provision has declined in 

2013/14; 

 Approximately two thirds of 16 year olds remain in school, while between 20% and 

25% transfer to FE colleges and only around 4% start an apprenticeship; 

 The most popular subjects for Levels 1 and 2 appear to be Engineering & 

Technology, Construction and Health, Public Services & Care, whereas at Level 3 

the Arts, Media & Publishing sector is more popular. 



Current Supply of Skills – Young 

People in Employment 

 According to the UKCES Employer Skills Survey, Plymouth’s young people on 

their first job leaving education tend to be either well prepared or very well 

prepared for work, particularly University/HE graduates and 16-year old school 

leavers; 

 The17-18 year old school and FE college leavers tend to be the group more 

often rated more as poorly/very poorly prepared; 

 Plymouth retains around 22% of its HEI graduates, with the highest proportion 

from degrees in Health, Biological Science, and Education, who tend to go into 

subject-related employment; 

 STEM course provision at Plymouth University makes up 41.2% of total 

provision, and STEM graduates make up 39.3% of all Plymouth University 

graduates employed in the city, with most having a background in Medicine & 

related, and Engineering & Technology, and having secured a subject-related 

job; Computer Science, Physical Science and Mathematical Science graduates, 

however, tend to progress into Education or Retail; 



Current Supply of Skills – Young 

People in Employment 

 Apprenticeship starts have mainly been seen in Business, Administration & Law, 

Health, Public Services & Care, Engineering & Manufacturing Technologies, 

Retail & Commercial Enterprise, and Construction, Planning & the Built 

Environment, which together make up over 93% of all starts; 

 Main employability skills gaps of Plymouth’s young education leavers on their 

first job are: a lack of working/life experience or maturity, a lack of common 

sense or a lack of required skills/competencies; these skills gaps are mainly 

associated with employing 17-18 year old school/college leavers on their first 

job; 

 The main employability skills that need improving identified in occupations 

overall with skills gaps (including older existing employees) are: planning and 

organisation skills, technical/practical or job-specific skills, team working skills, 

problem solving skills; customer handling skills. The main cause for this appears 

to be a lack of appropriate training provision generally due to a lack of funds 

and time to organise it. 

 

 



Summary 

 

 Falling (youth) unemployment rates below the UK rate 

 Bounced back strongly from the recession 

 Demand for both low- and high-level skills expected to rise in line with employment 

 Construction sector skills demand expected to see great expansion to 2030 

 Skilled population with 34.7% NVQ4+ qualified workers and only 3.5% with no 

qualifications 

 Only 22% of graduates are retained in the city, mainly Health & Biological Sciences, and 

Education graduates 

 Significant skills gaps concentrated in existing low-level jobs 

 Decreasing proportion of vocational learning and apprenticeship starts 

 Main reported employability and skills gaps are in planning & organisation skills and 

technical/practical or job-related skills. 

 

Any questions or feedback, please contact Adriana Curca in Economy & Employment, 

Economic Development, Plymouth City Council: Adriana.Curca@plymouth.gov.uk or 01752 

308688. 
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