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“We’ve come to accept this 
situation as it’s gone on for 
so long”. 

That comment by one of the 
managers interviewed for this 
research report sums up so much. 
The shortcomings in functional 
knowledge of maths and English  
 among many employees are not 
new, but we simply cannot go 
on accepting them.

As international competition intensifies, it is more 
important than ever that the UK workforce should  
not continue to lag behind in terms of basic skills in 
reading, writing, communicating and making practical 
use of maths. The UK cannot match the low labour 
costs of competitors like India and China. Instead our 
economy must compete on the basis of the quality of 
our goods and services — and CBI members know that 
people and their skills are the key to raising company 
performance and competitiveness in the face of new 
economic challenges.

Poor basic skills damage people’s lives and their employ-
ment prospects. Weak functional skills are associated 
with higher unemployment, lower earnings, poorer 
chances of career progression and social exclusion.  
They also inhibit the ability of employees to contribute  
to business performance. These weaknesses are not  
generally the result of innate lack of ability. As some of 
the case studies show, people become extraordinarily 
adept at hiding their poor skills and go to great lengths  
to avoid the stigma often associated with them. 

The time has come to ensure that school-leavers in future 
have the functional skills they need for work and daily 
life. In brief, British business sees concerted action on 
functional skills as a key priority. 

The aim of this report is to explain what employers mean 
by functional skills and what it is they need employees 
entering the labour market to be able to do. There should 
be no great surprises about our recommendations — to 
many people they may even appear surprisingly modest. 
Above all, functional skills are about having the abilities 
to tackle practical, everyday tasks in the real world. 

The CBI strongly supports the government decision 
to build functional skills modules into GCSE maths and  
English and into the new vocational diplomas. Many 
employers have lost confidence that GCSEs are a reliable 
measure of equivalent standards over time, between 
schools and between exam boards. The new functional 
skills modules must be different. We need them to set 
a consistent and enduring standard for young people 
across the country. We need to be sure they deliver the 
type of basic skills — with a sufficient level of mastery —  
that people at work require, day in and day out. That is 
what British business now looks to the government and 
to all those involved in education to deliver.

Richard Lambert, Director-General, CBI

Foreword
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This  report explores the ways in which 
literacy and maths skills are used in 
the workplace and the shortfalls in 
these skills that employers experience. 
It presents the results of a survey 
among private sector employers and 
a series of case studies covering a cross 
section of employers. On the basis of 
this research, it aims to identify the 
key functional skills needed by people 
at work. The report also gives an 
overview of previous research on basic 
skills among adults in Britain. 

For the purposes of this report, ‘literacy’ has been broadly 
defined. Its use includes oral communication and use of 
English as a whole. Similarly, ‘numeracy’ or ‘mathematical 
literacy’ goes beyond manipulation of numbers to cover all 
aspects of mathematical awareness, including measuring, 
weighing, estimating and applying formulae. 
 

Key conclusions

1  The ability to read and understand basic informa-
tion texts is an obvious and fundamental component of 
functional literacy. In functional terms, what matters is 
for people to be able to identify a relevant item of text, 
to read it reasonably rapidly and easily, to take in the 
essential information and, if appropriate, to act on it. The 
ability to cope with more complex text is important if 
individuals are to be able to progress to higher level jobs.
 

2  Reading and writing must be considered separately. 
They tend to be rolled up together and treated as one, 
but writing tends to pose much more of a problem. The 
ability to put together a piece of writing that conveys 
meaning clearly and accurately is an essential functional 
skill. The inability to put together a short coherent piece 
of writing has serious implications for those seeking 
work or thinking of changing jobs. 

3  Spelling and grammar are important and are widely  
seen as weak. Correct spelling of everyday words and 
proper use of basic grammar are important for clarity  
of expression and fostering a reader’s confidence. There 
is particular dislike of ‘text speak’. A functionally literate 
employee should be expected to be able to observe the 
basic rules of grammar, be able to spell everyday words 
correctly, use capital letters and basic punctuation properly, 
and use a writing style appropriate to the situation. 

4  Legibility of handwriting matters. The case studies  
repeatedly threw up the importance of legible handwriting.  
There is a wide range of forms to be completed by hand 
in most organisations. In certain circumstances, some 
of these are documents that may potentially be called 
in evidence in legal proceedings. A functionally literate 

1: Summary
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employee should have handwriting that is sufficiently 
well formed that others will be able to read the text 
with confidence. 

5  Because reading and writing are different skills, 
both need to be tested. A multiple-choice, online 
comprehension exercise is not an adequate means of 
assessment of writing as well as reading. 

6  Understanding and responding appropriately to 
oral communications are essential skills. Employees also  
need to be sufficiently articulate to be able to raise queries  
if the instructions are not clear to them, or to raise 
practical matters of concern that flow from the instruction. 

7  Multiplication tables and mental arithmetic without  
using a calculator constitute an essential aid in all sorts of 
work activities. 

8  The ability to interpret and respond to quantitative 
data is a key part of modern working life. Data of this  
type is presented not only to keep employees in the 
picture, but employees are also expected to interpret  
it sufficiently to contribute to problem solving and 
quality improvement.

9  Calculating and understanding percentages is 
a functional maths skill. Percentages are widely used in 
internal communications and in many jobs it is essential 
to be able to calculate them readily. A functionally 
numerate person should therefore both be able to 
calculate a percentage and interpret the significance 
of percentages communicated to them.

10  As well as percentages, a mathematically literate 
person will be able to work comfortably with fractions, 
decimals and ratios. For many organisations, the ability 
to use a formula is also highly desirable.

11  It is important for employees to have awareness 
of different measures and the ability to convert between 
them. Despite all the moves towards metrication, 
imperial and metric measures both remain in daily use. 
Employees need to be able to cope with that reality. 

12  Spotting errors and rogue figures is an important 
element of functional maths. A functionally numerate 
employee will almost instinctively carry out a reality  
check and pause to check what may potentially be 
a rogue result. 

13  Some basic understanding of odds and probabilities  
to enable people to make a more realistic assessment, 
rather than treating every risk as equally likely to happen, 
could form a useful element of functional mathematics.

14  Functional skills are skills that have a practical 
purpose. It is important to boost awareness of their 
potential application, particularly key elements of 
mathematical literacy, in real and different contexts. 

15  Employers need to know not only whether young 
people have passed or failed their functional skills 
modules but also the margin by which they have done 
so. The right approach is that the simple pass or fail 
should be accompanied by release of the percentage 
marks for each element of the modules. 

16  To ensure employer buy-in, it is essential that the 
Qualifications and Curriculum Authority standards are 
clear to employers both in terms of the skills they will 
deliver and the level of mastery they reflect, using ‘can 
do’ illustrations of skills.

17  IT skills are of growing importance in most jobs, 
but the ability to acquire those depends on a solid 
foundation of literacy and maths skills.

18  During the course of the research, employers voiced  
concerns about a number of other aspects of what they 
viewed as basic skills. These included the decline in prac-
tical or ‘hand’ skills of young people, the increasing need 
for social skills and some concerns about general attitude.
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In response to widespread concerns about the shortfall in 
basic skills, the 14-19 Education and Skills White Paper 
in 2005 announced the introduction of functional skill 
modules in English, maths and ICT. These modules will 
form part of GCSEs and the new vocational diplomas 
and will also be used in adult qualifications. 

The CBI has warmly welcomed this initiative. There 
can be no doubt of the importance of reading, writing, 
functional use of English, the ability to carry out basic 
calculations and other related activities. They are 
important for the employment prospects of individuals, 
for their ability to participate in the wider society, and 
to meet the needs of business for an increasingly skilled 
workforce to match international competition.

All of this, however, begs the question: ‘What exactly are 
functional skills?’. The purpose of this report is to provide 
answers to that question from the employer perspective 
in relation to literacy and numeracy. To do so, the report 
draws together results from two main sources:

 A survey among private sector employers to gather 
data on their experience of employing young people 
and others in non-graduate jobs (section 3, page 15)

 A series of case studies covering a cross section of 19 
private sector employers to find out in more detail 
about the ways in which literacy and maths skills are 
used in the workplace and about the shortfalls in these 
skills that employers experience (section 4, page 22).

In addition, the report gives an overview of previous 
research on basic skills among adults in Britain (section 
5, page 99). This summarises key results from the main 
surveys that have triggered so much concern among 
policymakers and led to a general consensus that there 
is a worrying shortfall in basic skills of literacy and 
numeracy among the population of working age. It also 

looks at the scant evidence previously available on the 
nature of basic skills needed in the workplace and the 
consequences for employers of the shortfall in these.

THE AREAS RESEARCHED

For the purposes of this report, ‘literacy’ has been broadly 
defined. Its use here goes well beyond reading and writing  
to include abilities relating to oral communication and 
use of English as a whole. Similarly, ‘numeracy’ or ‘math-
ematical literacy’ goes beyond manipulation of numbers 
to cover all aspects of mathematical awareness, including 
measuring, weighing, estimating and applying formulae. 

These broad definitions are important because, ultimately,  
the focus of this report is on ‘functional skills’ — the real- 
world skills needed and used in real workplaces. There  
are no neat boundaries, for example, on the way 
communication is handled. For any item it may be 
written or it may be oral or it may be both. Equally, 
mathematical awareness and skills crop up in all sorts 
of guises, as the case studies in this report illustrate.

It should be emphasised that the participants in the 
case study research and the survey were selected 
simply to provide a reasonable spread of companies 
across the major sectors of the economy. They were not 
chosen because they were thought to be likely to have 
a particularly low or high incidence of problems of 
numeracy and literacy among their employees. The case 
studies tend to focus on larger organisations although 
case studies 9 and 19 are exceptions, covering companies 
with 160 employees and 35 employees respectively. This 
seemed a sensible approach because larger companies 
have a greater volume of recruitment activities and more 
systematic procedures normally, so giving access to more 
information. On the other hand, a number of the case 

2:  Overview of the report  
and key analysis
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Our findings on literacy

1   The ability to read and understand basic 
information texts is an obvious and fundamental 
component of functional literacy 

The wider survey evidence reviewed in section 5 (page 
99) points to the extent of basic reading problems within 
large parts of the working age population. The ability to 
read basic text, understand it and, if necessary, act on 
it is a fundamental element of functional literacy. From 
reading a safety notice to absorbing the content of a job 
sheet, from scanning the in-house newsletter to looking 
up the holiday provisions in the company handbook, work 
and reading go hand in hand. As employers endeavour to 
pass on more information about plans and performance to 
employees, so the importance of reading increases. There 
is also a tendency for the text to become more complex 
and technical, whether it be to explain corporate results 
or to describe new working procedures. In this area, as in 
so many other aspects of working life, the tendency is for 
higher skills to be needed as time goes by.

It should be emphasised that the number of people 
unable to read is relatively low. Certainly our case studies 
threw up odd instances. For example, the company in 
case study 1 (page 24) identified one employee who 
had been photographing process cards for production 
operations and learning their contents by heart at home. 
In general, however, the vast majority of people are 
scattered along a spectrum of reading ability somewhere 
above the non-reader level. In functional terms, what 
matters is for people to be able to identify a relevant item 
of text, to read it reasonably rapidly and easily, to take in 
the essential information and, if appropriate, to act on 
it. The nature of the text is not normally very complex, 
but it has be borne in mind that, as noted above, there 
is a tendency for text at work to become more complex 
with the passage of time. The ability to cope with more 
complex text is also important if individuals are to be 
able to progress to higher level jobs.
 

studies focus on experience at relatively small operating 
units within larger groups, making them more equivalent 
to smaller businesses.

THE SCALE OF THE CHALLENgE

As section 5 shows (page 99), there are millions of adults 
in this country who find it hard to read, write and/or 
use numbers for basic purposes. Further evidence for 
this comes from both our survey and the case studies. 
These illustrate the practical ways in which many people 
encounter problems regularly in their working lives. 
The drive behind introducing the new functional skills 
modules is to minimise the numbers of young people 
who join this disadvantaged group in the years ahead. 
Despite the improvements in exam results in recent 
years, the fact remains that under half of 15-year-olds 
achieved five or more passes at grades A* to C at GCSE 
or equivalent including English and maths in 2005. 

Of course, this is not to suggest that all those failing to 
reach this attainment level are lacking in functional skills. 
We can be certain, however, that the group contains at 
least a core that have serious problems with literacy or 
maths or both. We also know that in the future young 
people in that group are likely to experience multiple 
disadvantage and their employment prospects are likely 
to become ever more bleak. It is in the interests of 
young people themselves, of businesses and of the wider 
economy that as many young people as possible should 
emerge from education with a sound grasp of functional 
skills — the key launch platform for work and life. 
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3   Spelling and grammar are important and are 
widely seen as weak

Correct spelling of everyday words and proper use of 
basic grammar are significant both in terms of achieving 
clarity of expression and fostering a reader’s confidence 
in whatever point the writer is seeking to put across. 
Time and again, these are seen as problem areas by 
employers. As one senior manager put it, “Even many 
graduates are incapable of producing a piece of written 
work that is not peppered with grammatical and spelling 
errors” (case study 2, page 28).

Where employees are creating internal records or 
communications within the organisation, proper use 
of basic grammar can reduce the risk of ambiguity or 
uncertainty over what is meant. In communicating with 
those outside the organisation, the impression created 
by written material, whether delivered physically in the 
form of letters and other documents or in electronic 
form via email, can be of enduring importance in terms  
of an organisation’s image. One organisation, for example,  
said that it had felt forced to introduce standardised 
templates for customer correspondence, including 
standardised text, in a bid to deal with the shortfalls in 
spelling and grammar. Even where employees are using 
a computer, many employees are reportedly failing to 
use ‘spellcheck’ facilities as a matter of routine, although 
these, of course, will not catch every error. The litany of 
complaints included the growing use of ‘text speak’ and 
employees struggling to write in a style appropriate to 
a business situation (see case study 19, page 95). 

In brief, a functionally literate employee should be 
expected to be able to observe the basic rules of grammar,  
be able to spell everyday words correctly, use capital 
letters and basic punctuation properly, and use a writing 
style appropriate to the situation. 

4  Legibility of handwriting matters 

Perhaps surprisingly to those who believe we live in 
an age when digital communication rules, the case 
studies repeatedly threw up the importance of legible 
handwriting. 

2   Reading and writing must be considered 
separately 

In everyday language, and in much research, reading 
and writing tend to be rolled up together and treated as 
one. This is a mistake. While very few adults are wholly 
unable to read, writing tends to pose much more of a 
problem. The ability to put together a piece of writing 
that conveys meaning clearly and accurately is an 
essential functional skill. 

In virtually every organisation contacted, senior 
managers reported that many employees find it difficult 
or impossible to produce written work. Some companies 
have resorted to standard letters as they do not feel they 
can rely on staff to compose a letter to a customer. Time 
and again, we were told about the inability of employees 
to compile an accident report — something that is 
essential for organisations if they are to have a means of 
identifying what has gone wrong in the past to see if it 
can be corrected in the future. From standard business 
letters to emails, from the completion of self-appraisal 
forms to the recording of customer complaints, the case 
studies show a picture of many employees struggling 
to express themselves in writing. Indeed, this seems so 
normal to large numbers of employers that it has become 
accepted as simply the way things are: “We’ve become 
so used to operatives having poor literacy skills that HR 
staff tend to do all the writing and scribing for them. 
Even when chargehands carry out appraisals with their 
team members, they come into the office afterwards and 
we type up their reports as their literacy skills are low 
too. We’ve come to accept this situation as it’s gone on for 
so long” (case study 6, page 43). Or as another manager 
put it, when it comes to section managers writing a 
staff appraisal, it is a challenge “…to get them to string 
a sentence together that makes sense, never mind being 
grammatically correct” (case study 16, page 83).

Problems such as these crop up for those in work. But 
the inability to put together a short coherent piece of 
writing has serious implications for those seeking work 
or thinking of changing jobs. As one senior manager put 
it, “The standard of literacy shown by people filling in the 
double-sided application form for a studentship position 
is often very poor … Many applicants can’t construct a 
sentence” (case study 8, page 52).
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also apply, incidentally, to adult ‘Skills for life’ training. 
The CBI is not aware that any exercise has been carried 
out to validate the testing of adult basic skills training in 
literacy and believes that an exercise of this kind could 
usefully be undertaken.

6   Understanding and responding appropriately 
to oral communications is an essential skill 

In every workplace, oral communication from managers 
and supervisors to employees is a daily occurrence. Often 
this involves specific instructions about tasks that are to 
be carried out. Employees need to be able to absorb and 
act on these but they also need to be sufficiently articulate  
to be able to raise queries, if the instructions are not clear 
to them, or to raise practical matters of concern that flow 
from the instruction. 

These days there is also a growing volume of oral 
communication in the workplace about other matters. 
There are team briefings that are designed to keep 
employees informed about the unit’s performance 
and plans, there are customers who need to have their 
requests, questions or complaints properly dealt with, 
and there are colleagues who need to be communicated 
with effectively. For example, the company featured in 
case study 4 (page 35) is moving to greater problem 
solving and resource planning within teams, requiring 
a step change in the quality of communication among 
team members.

Our findings on numeracy

7   Multiplication tables and mental arithmetic 
constitute an essential aid in all sorts of work 
activities 

Knowing multiplication tables and being able to use 
them readily gives an employee the tools to carry out 
a huge range of basic tasks:

“I know what one of these weighs. What will three of 
them weigh?” 

The simple fact is that not everything in the workplace 
happens on screen. There are telephone messages to be 
taken and passed on, there are notes to be left for the 
next user of a piece of equipment or vehicle, and there 
are a wide range of forms to be completed by hand in 
most organisations. Some of these are for day-to-day use, 
such as work rosters and instructions of various kinds, 
but others have a more formal, longer-term status: these 
can include accident reports, appraisal records, notes of 
interviews, notes of discussions about a person’s sickness 
absence or disciplinary matters. In certain circumstances, 
these are documents that may potentially be called in 
evidence in legal proceedings. Firefighters at an airport, 
for example, might not seem an obvious group for whom 
literacy skills are important, but as the interviewee put 
it: “It is vital that firefighters have effective functional 
literacy skills and are able to write in longhand — an 
important part of the job involves completing a logbook 
that is admissible as evidence in a court of law” (case 
study 10, page 60). 

The CBI appreciates that testing handwriting raises issues 
relating to disability. For some people being assessed for 
functional literacy, reasonable adjustments may therefore 
need to be made. This does not, however, negate the 
importance of handwriting as a general principle. Unless 
there are special circumstances, a functionally literate 
employee should have handwriting that is sufficiently 
well formed that others will be able to read it with 
confidence.
 

5   Testing functional literacy skills must look at 
writing as well as reading

 
Because reading and writing are different skills, both  
need to be tested. A multiple-choice, online comprehen-
sion exercise is not an adequate means of assessment for 
writing as well as reading (it should be added that many 
employers have reservations about the whole concept  
of multiple-choice testing in any event). As the case  
studies and other research evidence show, composing 
a piece of writing is the more challenging task. This is 
a much bigger source of problems in the workplace than 
difficulties with reading. It is important therefore that the 
procedures for assessing functional skills should include 
proper testing of young people’s ability to produce pieces 
of written work in their own words. This principle should 



worki ng on the three rs:  e mploye rs’ prioritie s for fu nctional skills i n maths and english 11

Employees need to be able to make sense of this kind of 
data and respond to it. Increasingly, data of this type is 
presented not simply to keep employees in the picture, 
valuable though that is. It is also becoming expected 
that employees should be able to interpret the data 
sufficiently to contribute to problem solving and quality 
improvement as companies drive towards becoming high 
performance organisations (see case study 19, page 95). 
Companies are looking to employees to be able to take 
part in quality circles and other team activities geared to 
enhancing results, but that requires employees to be able 
to understand the measures being used and to interpret 
their significance as an essential prerequisite to putting 
forward their ideas. In many of the case study companies, 
managers doubted how much understanding employees 
have of the simple statistics presented to them. Because 
of this concern, for example, one (case study 6, page 43)  
had abandoned giving employees precise figures in 
favour of a much simpler ‘traffic light’ system, on the 
grounds that this was more likely to be understood: 
“Everyone understands traffic lights”. 

9   Calculating and understanding percentages 
is a functional maths skill 

Percentages form a particularly important element 
of the  quantitative data mentioned in the last point. 
When the question is posed, ‘How are we performing?’, 
the most concise answer often takes the form of 
a percentage. In virtually all jobs they are used in 
internal communications. Those communications mean 
little or nothing if employees are unable to understand 
percentages and judge their significance. 

In some jobs it is essential to be able to calculate percent-
ages readily. For example, the high-tech manufacturer in 
case study 1 (page 24) expects semi-skilled and skilled 
employees to be able to calculate ‘yield’ (the percentage 
of production reaching satisfactory levels of quality) and 
everyone to understand this measure of performance. 
A retail chain that introduced a special 10% discount for 
a single day found many staff struggling to calculate the 
right amounts to charge. 

A functionally numerate person should therefore both 
be able to calculate a percentage and interpret the 
significance of percentages communicated to them.

“I’ve now measured six of these. What’s the average 
length?”

“I know the cost price of this product. What should we 
charge as the retail price to achieve a 12% profit margin?”.

Calculations of this kind are basic procedures that crop 
up in all sorts of aspects of working life. The essential 
foundation to much of this is thorough knowledge of 
multiplication tables. But many senior managers com-
mented on what they perceive to be an almost “…total 
lack of knowledge of times tables” (case study 2, page 28) 
among many employees.

Important as that knowledge in itself is, what is also 
essential is that employees should be able to recognise 
that multiplication tables have practical application to 
solve problems. From being able to cope when tills go  
out of action to making an estimate of the quantity of  
materials needed for a particular task, the application 
of basic maths, quickly and accurately, often in the form 
of mental arithmetic, enables people to get on with their 
work. As a manager in a building materials company 
(case study 12, page 68) put it: “You can never be precise  
in the actual tonnage that’s needed, but carrying out 
some calculations is a good starting point! Many of our  
foremen don’t have the skills to work out the areas of  
squares and rectangles, let alone other shapes”. A repeated  
theme in the case studies and the survey results is the 
importance for many jobs — on site, on the road, on the 
shopfloor, at the counter — of employees being able to  
do a quick calculation without resort to a calculator.

8   The ability to interpret and respond to quanti-
tative data is a key part of modern working life 

In today’s workplace, organisations put increasing effort 
into providing information to employees, both to seek 
their input to decisions and to raise levels of employee 
engagement. Much of the information is presented 
in quantitative form — tables, graphs, bar charts and 
pie charts of output, sales, wastage rates, accidents, 
delivery times achieved, machine utilisation, customer 
satisfaction ratings, quality levels and countless other 
measures of performance. 
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height is shown in feet, you need to be able to make 
that conversion calculation speedily and accurately. 

Conversion between different currencies is also an 
important feature of jobs in a wide variety of sectors. 
Retail and hospitality staff are now often expected to 
be able to handle payments in euros as well as sterling. 

Using physical measures such rulers or scales remains 
important. Employees need to be able to measure the 
length of a wall or the weight of a bag of apples. 

12   Spotting errors and rogue figures is an 
important element of functional maths

Error spotting is a step on from mental arithmetic, but 
closely related. In essence, it is applying rough and ready 
mental arithmetic as a matter of course to all calculations 
and processes as a check on the answer produced by the 
technology, whether that emerges from of a calculator 
or a computer, a till or a digital weighing machine. 
There can be many potential sources of error — the 
technology itself, an incorrect formula, wrong data being 
entered and so on. What is essential is that a functionally 
numerate employee will almost instinctively carry out 
a reality check. Posing the question, ‘Do I believe this?’ 
and pausing to check what may potentially be a rogue 
result is an essential skill. Time and again in the course 
of the research, senior managers commented on the 
dependency of many employees on calculators for even 
the most basic calculations, and the unquestioning 
acceptance of the answer the technology produced: 
“I have seen crew members completely thrown if a 
customer hands over a pound for a 99p item and the 
employee rings up £10 by mistake. When the till shows 
that £9.01 change is due, I have even seen that amount 
handed over” (case study 17, page 87).

13   Some grasp of odds and probabilities forms 
part of mathematical literacy

The concept of risk crops up in many different contexts, 
at work and in other aspects of life. Risk assessments, 
for example, are a standard activity in many business 
contexts. The mere mention of the word ‘risk’, however, 
tends to induce worry and apprehension rather than 

10    As well as percentages, a mathematically 
literate person will be able to work with 
fractions, decimals and ratios 

Being able comfortably to translate the same data across  
these four key types of numerical presentation — percent-
ages to fractions to decimals to ratios — may be taken as 
a good indicator of the ability to manipulate numbers in 
a way that many jobs and organisations need on a day-to-
day basis. Whether making sense of plans on the ground, 
dealing with basic financial transactions or deciding on 
the quantities of materials needed for a particular task, 
the ability to move comfortable and accurately between 
these proportionate measures is a necessary part of 
mathematical literacy. It is also important in many jobs  
to be able to decide in which form any particular set of 
data can most usefully be presented for communication 
to others. Would the data be clearer and more helpful 
expressed as a ratio or as a percentage?

For many organisations, the ability to use a formula is 
also highly desirable, and one which is not automatically 
acquired in the current course of GCSE studies: “You can 
comfortably get a C in intermediate maths without ever 
looking at an x or y” (case study 11, page 64).

 

11   Awareness of different measures, the ability 
to convert between them, and the ability to 
measure dimensions, angles or weights are 
essential skills

Despite all the moves over the years towards metrication, 
the fact is that both imperial and metric measures 
remain in daily use in Britain. Employees need to be 
able to cope with that reality. The first step in coping 
is awareness of the potential for confusion, and the 
importance of checking back as to which weights or 
measures are intended, if there is any room for doubt. 
Beyond that, employees should feel comfortable with 
working out appropriate conversions. In a wide variety 
of jobs, employees find themselves needing to be able to 
convert readily from pounds to kilos or from feet and 
yards to metres and so on. If you are driving a bus and 
approaching a low bridge, you have to know whether 
your vehicle can pass underneath safely. If you know 
the height of your vehicle in metres but the bridge 
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adequately in everyday life, there is logic in the results 
being presented as a simple pass or fail. In other words, 
does an individual have what are seen as the essential 
functional skills or not? On the other hand, employers 
have expressed concern that this approach could lead 
to an easing of standards in assessing those close to, but 
potentially below, the passmark. Moreover, they would 
find it useful to know whether a potential employee 
has sailed through the tests of functional literacy and 
mathematics or has scraped a pass. The right approach, 
therefore, is that the simple pass or fail should be accom-
panied by release of the percentage marks for each ele-
ment of the modules. This will also help in highlighting 
any areas of relative weakness so appropriate additional 
training and support can be provided.

16   To ensure employer buy-in, it is essential that 
the QCA standards are clear both in terms 
of the skills they will deliver and the level of 
mastery they will reflect

The CBI understands the difficulties of designing 
standards that can be applied to such a large and diverse 
post-14 cohort. Nonetheless, employers need to have 
an explanation of the standards in terms they can relate 
to. This might usefully give examples of the types of 
activities that those holding the qualification can be 
expected to undertake competently.

17   IT skills are of growing importance in most jobs, 
but the ability to acquire those depends on 
a solid foundation of literacy and maths skills

The focus of this project is on literacy and numeracy, but 
it would be wrong not to mention the steadily growing  
significance of IT in so many aspects of working life. 
In virtually every sector, IT is being used to carry out 
a lengthening list of tasks and, as a result, employees need 
to have basic familiarity with spreadsheets and other 
applications. It is, however, important to stress that IT 
skills are seen as an addition to functional literacy and 
maths skills, not a substitute for them. It is no accident 
that a number of the programmes put in place in large 
part to deal with basic literacy problems are badged as IT 
courses. This is on the basis that a reasonable level of liter-
acy is a necessary precondition for progress with IT skills.

triggering the response, ‘How high a risk?’. Some basic 
understanding of odds and probabilities to enable people 
to make some more realistic assessment of chances, 
rather than treating every risk as somehow equally likely 
to happen, could form a useful element of functional 
mathematics.

Other points

14   Functional skills are skills that have a practical 
purpose. It is important to boost awareness 
of their potential application, particularly key 
elements of mathematical literacy, in real and 
different contexts 

Those concerned with training have long known the 
importance of learners seeing a use for a skill and the 
opportunity to put it into practice as essential for both 
motivation and reinforcement of the learning. This is 
a challenge in a school context and one that has to be 
recognised. But the message that functional skills are 
essential to cope with the practical realities of daily life 
in the workplace, and more generally, is one that has 
to be stressed constantly. It is important to counter the 
perception that, as one company put it, maths is “…a 
foreign language that only really clever people know” (case 
study 14, page 76). It is also important for young people 
to appreciate that the literacy and mathematical skills 
they have learned and applied for one specific purpose 
can also be applied to others. For example, the type of 
mathematical skills needed to work out the surface area  
of a wall and the quantities of bricks needed to build the 
wall or number of rolls of wallpaper needed to decorate  
it can be applied in other contexts for other purposes. 

15   Employers need to know not only whether 
young people have passed or failed their 
functional skills modules but also the margin 
by which they have done so

Presentation of the assessment results for the functional  
literacy and numeracy modules is a matter of importance.  
Given that functional skills are, by definition, the mini-
mum required level for individuals to be able to cope 
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18   During the course of the research, employers 
voiced concerns about a number of other 
aspects of what they viewed as basic skills

Among some companies involved in manufacturing and 
construction, there are worries about what they see as a 
decline in the practical or ‘hand’ skills of young people. 
The move away from teaching metalwork and woodwork 
to design technology does not reflect the reality of large 
parts of the economy, now or in the future. As one senior 
manager put it: “We’ll soon have a nation of people 
unable to put shelves up” (case study 7, page 48).

More generally, employers stressed the growing impor-
tance of social skills. One service sector manager 
described the recruitment process as “…an audition 
rather than an interview” (case study 2, page 28), while 
another commented: “We are genuinely more interested 
in attitude — it’s about the customer service ethos. But we 
are looking for a soft skill set that isn’t easily measured” 
(case study 5, page 39). With the ever-growing emphasis  
on customer care and team work, these are competen-
cies of increasing importance although, as one manager 
commented: “I don’t know how you teach these kind of 
skills”. The case studies also found some concerns about 
general attitude: turning up on time; taking responsibil-
ity for themselves after being “…mollycoddled at school”, 
and showing interest in the work were all mentioned. 
One organisation, for example, cited applicants who  
turn up for their interviews for service sector jobs in  
“…scruffy track suit bottoms and trainers, and grunt” 
(case study 14, page 76).
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‘frequently’ or ‘almost always’ and a similar proportion 
reported problems with literacy

 The proportion of employers anticipating an increase 
in the need for numeracy and literacy skills among 
their workforces over the next five years far exceeded 
the proportion expecting to need lower levels of skills

 Asked to pinpoint the one aspect of functional 
numeracy they would most like to see improved 
among school-leavers, the most frequently mentioned 
item was the ability to do simple mental arithmetic 
without a calculator. Other items cited by substantial 
numbers of respondents were data interpretation 
skills, using measures, and understanding and use of 
percentages and proportions

 In terms of literacy skills, the top priority for 
employers was writing skills. Other important items 
were oral communication skills, ability to understand 
written instructions and improvements in grammar 
and spelling

 Over a third of respondent employers had given 
remedial training in literacy and numeracy to at least 
some employees in the past year.

THE SAMPLE

Useable responses were received from 140 member 
companies by the closing date of the survey. Reflecting 
CBI membership, the organisations surveyed are all 
in the trading sector of the economy, so this survey 
does not provide data on the workforce in the public 
services. Two thirds of the returned questionnaires 
were completed by HR managers or those with job titles 
related to HR, personnel and/or training, while the 
remainder were completed by a wide range of job holders 
in management roles.

CBI surveys have repeatedly shown 
that many employers are dissatisfied 
with the level of skills among young 
people entering the workplace. In the 
2005 Employment Trends Survey, for 
example, 42% of employers taking 
on school-leavers were not satisfied 
with their basic literacy and numeracy 
skills. The 2005 survey also found 
almost one in five employers (17%) 
had provided remedial training in 
literacy and/or numeracy to at least 
some school-leavers recruited within 
the previous 12 months. 

It is in this context that the CBI has carried out further 
research into the experience and needs of employers in 
relation to basic functional skills. During February and 
March 2006 we contacted a cross section of member 
firms, asking them to complete a questionnaire primarily 
focused on their experiences of workforce numeracy 
and literacy issues. The responses and data analysis are 
detailed in this section of the report. Among the key 
findings are that:

 Exactly half of the employers surveyed routinely test 
candidates for numeracy skills and about the same 
proportion test for literacy skills

 Asked how often they encounter problems among 
new recruits in non-graduate positions, about one in 
five reported encountering problems with numeracy 

3: Results from the survey
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Two in five of the companies surveyed operated in 
more than one region. The largest single regional 
representation was of businesses operating only in 
Greater London. A full breakdown of responses by 
region is shown in Exhibit 2.
 
 
WORkFORCE DATA

The companies participating in the survey employed more 
than 900,000 full-time (or full-time equivalent) employees 
in the UK, based on the data from the 136 companies 
who responded to this question. The largest organisation 
employed 150,000, while the smallest employed just 
eight people. The median size of workforce for the whole 
sample was 600 employees. A full breakdown of the 
sample by number of employees is shown in Exhibit 3.

Among the 128 companies that made figures available, 
the average staff turnover was 13.8% (calculated by taking 
an unweighted average of individual company turnover 
figures). There were of course wide variations, from levels 
close to zero up to figures as high as 80%. By sector, staff 
turnover was highest in the retail, distribution, hotels and 
restaurants sector (42% on average).
 
Of the companies sampled, on average 11.3% of their 
workforces were made up of employees in non-graduate 
roles recruited within the past 12 months. This amounts 
to over 98,000 non-graduate posts being filled in the last 
year among participants. Of these recruits, 13.9% were 
from the 16-19 age group and 5.3% did not speak English 
as their first language.

The survey gathered data from businesses with annual 
turnover totalling more than £75bn (based on figures from 
the 110 who disclosed their annual turnover). Median 
turnover for the companies covered was £42m, but there 
was a huge range. The lowest annual turnover among the 
sample was £0.8m, while the highest was £20bn. 

Respondent companies were grouped into industrial 
sector following the standard classifications used by the 
Office for National Statistics. The three largest sectors 
represented manufacturing and utilities (39%), other 
services (21%), and finance and business services (16%). 
Exhibit 1 provides a full breakdown of respondents 
grouped by sector.

Sector Number %

Agriculture and extraction  1 0.7

Construction 8 5.7

Manufacturing and utilities 54 38.6

Finance and business services 22 15.7

Retail, distribution, hotels and restaurants 9 6.4

Transport 17 12.1

Other services 29 20.7

Total 140 

exhibit: 1

Responses by sector

Region Number %

East Midlands 6 4.4

Eastern 4 2.9

greater London 13 9.5

North west 5 3.6

Northern 3 2.2

Northern Ireland 13 9.5

Scotland 3 2.2

South east (excluding greater London) 6 4.4

South west 9 6.6

Wales 9 6.6

West Midlands 9 6.6

Yorks & Humberside 4 2.9

More than one region 56 40.9

Total 140

exhibit: 2

Responses by region

Employees Number %

1-100 22 16.2

101-200 19 14.0

201-500 22 16.2

501-1,000 20 14.7

1,001-4,001 25 18.4

4,001+ 28 20.6

Total 136 100.0

exhibit: 3

Responses by number of full-time  
(or equivalent) employees
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On the issue of tests specifically designed to assess 
literacy, 47% of respondent employers (66 of 140) said 
that they test their applicants for literacy. Again, a variety 
of tests and exercises were used.

As part of the survey and the case study research, 
examples of tests in current use were collected from a 
large number of participants. A selection of illustrative 
examples drawn from these are shown in section 6 (page 
109) to give a feel for the type and range of test exercises 
being used to assess functional skills.

EMPLOYERS’ ExPERIENCE OF NuMERACY 
ISSuES

In response to the question ‘How frequently does your 
company experience problems among new recruits to 
non-graduate posts relating to numeracy?’, about one in 
five reported that they encountered problems ‘frequently’ 
or more often. At the other end of the scale, a quarter 
said that they ‘hardly ever’ encountered problems. A full 
breakdown is shown in Exhibit 5.

A look at the frequency of encountering numeracy 
problems by sector shows manufacturing and related 
businesses run up against problems more often than 
other sectors. Exhibit 6 (page 18) compares the results 
from manufacturing and utilities, and construction 
and extraction on the one hand with the results for the 
various service sectors on the other.

The survey went on to ask respondents about any per-
ceived differences in numeracy problems between adults 

METHODS uSED TO ASSESS POTENTIAL  
NON-gRADuATE RECRuITS

Unsurprisingly, every company that responded to the 
survey used at least one interview to assess the suitability 
of applicants. The frequency of use of other methods of 
screening was more varied. Exhibit 4 gives full details, 
showing:

 Fifty-five percent of respondents imposed a minimum 
standard of formal qualification for applicants, such 
as requiring a set number of GCSEs with minimum 
grades achieved

 Fifty-four percent required applicants to take some 
form of paper test

 Around 40% of employers preferred to let 
employment agencies do some of the pre-sifting 
of their potential recruits

 Approximately a quarter of employers also used 
practical skill tests either on or off the job, and 
one in five used assessment centre exercises to sift 
potential recruits.

Exactly 50% of the employers who responded to the 
survey said that they test applicants specifically for 
numeracy. In general, smaller firms are less likely to test 
for numeracy than larger ones: among firms with over 
1,000 employees, more than 60% test specifically for 
numeracy. The types of tests in use varied widely, ranging 
from tests designed in-house to those bought off the shelf 
or provided by specialist consultancies.

 Number %

Minimum standard of formal qualifications 73 54.5

Interview 134 100.0

Online tests 16 11.9

Paper test 72 53.7

Practical skill test off the job 37 27.6

Practical skill test in real work environment 34 25.4

Assessment centre exercises 28 20.9

Pre-sifting by employment agency 54 40.3

Total 134 

exhibit: 4

Methods used to assess potential recruits

 Number %

Almost always 2 1.4

Frequently 25 18.1

Sometimes 35 25.4

Occasionally 38 27.5

Hardly ever 38 27.5

Total  138 

exhibit: 5

Frequency of encountering problems with 
numeracy among new non-graduate recruits
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and the 16 to 19 age group. Nearly 40% of respondents 
were unsure and a further 28% noticed little difference. 
Among those who did claim to perceive a difference, 
none believed school-leavers had better numeracy than 
adults, while 32% of employers believed adults had 
a higher standard of mathematical literacy than the  
16-19 age group. 

When asked about their perceptions of any changes in 
levels of numeracy skills in school-leavers compared to 
five years ago, the majority were either unsure or did not 
think there had been any change. Just 3% of employers 
had noticed an improvement in numeracy among 
school-leavers over the last five years, while one third of 
participants claimed to have seen deterioration in levels 
of numeracy among school-leavers. Exhibit 8 shows 
the results. 

The survey asked about anticipated change in levels 
of numeracy needed among workforces over next five 
years. The results are shown in Exhibit 9. The majority 
of respondents (59%) foresaw that requirements 
would remain largely the same within their businesses. 
However, only 9% predicted a decrease, while nearly 
one third expected the need for numerical skills among 
their employees to increase over the next five years. This 
trend towards a greater need for mathematical literacy is 
broadly in line with the results of other research into the 
use of maths in the workplace reported in Section 5.

 Number %

Better among adults 44 32.4

Little difference 38 27.9

Better among 16-19 0 0.0

unsure 54 39.7

Total 136 

exhibit: 7

Perceived differences in level of numerical ability 
between adults and the 16-19 group

 Number %

Improvement 4 2.9

No change 41 30.1

Deterioration 45 33.1

unsure 46 33.8

Total 136 

exhibit: 8

Perceived changes in numeracy levels of school-
leavers compared to five years ago

 Number %

Increase 43 31.2

Remain the same 82 59.4

Diminish 13 9.4

Total 138 

exhibit: 9

Anticipated changes in levels of numeracy needed 
among workforce over next five years

 Almost always Frequently Sometimes Occasionally Hardly ever

 % % % % %

Manufacturing & related 0.0 22.2  31.7 31.7 14.3

Services 2.7 14.7 20.0 24.0 38.7

exhibit: 6

Frequency of encountering problems with numeracy among new non-graduate recruits by sector
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EMPLOYERS’ ExPERIENCE OF LITERACY ISSuES

In response to a question about the frequency of busi-
nesses encountering problems with literacy and use of 
English among new non-graduate recruits, just over one  
in five reported that they encountered such problems ‘fre-
quently’ or ‘almost always’. As Exhibit 10 shows, a slightly 
higher proportion encountered them ‘hardly ever’.

While the results on maths showed manufacturing 
reporting a greater frequency of encountering problems,  
a similar analysis relating to literacy showed a more  
even spread of reported problems between manufac-
turing and services. Exhibit 11 compares the results 

from manufacturing and utilities, and construction and 
extraction on the one hand with the results for the vari-
ous service sectors on the other.

Some two thirds of respondents felt able to offer a view 
on the literacy and use of English skills of adults relative 
to the 16 to 19 age group. The results are shown in 
Exhibit 12. A quarter noticed little difference, while just 
over 40% perceived these skills to be better among adults 
than school-leavers. Very few said the literacy was better 
among the 16-19 age group.

Compared to five years ago, just over two in five of 
respondents felt that the standard of literacy among 
school-leaver recruits had deteriorated. However, as 
Exhibit 13 shows, half were unsure or did not feel that 
there had been any change.
 
Looking to the levels of literacy and use of English likely 
to be needed among their workforces over next five years, 
a third of employers reported that the levels of literacy 
needed among employees were likely to increase over the 
next five years. By contrast, as Exhibit 14 (page 20) shows, 
very few anticipate a decline in the importance of literacy 
and use of English skills. The majority of employers (58%) 
saw the level of literacy demanded remaining roughly the 
same over the next five years. 

 Number %

Almost always 9 6.5

Frequently 22 15.8

Sometimes 38 27.3

Occasionally 35 25.2

Hardly ever 35 25.2

Total 139 

exhibit: 10

Frequency of encountering problems with literacy 
among new non-graduate recruits

  Almost always Frequently Sometimes Occasionally Hardly ever

 % % % % %

Manufacturing & related 4.8  19.0  28.6  27.0 20.6

Services 7.8  13.0  26.0  24.7  28.6

exhibit: 11

Frequency of encountering problems with literacy among new non-graduate recruits by sector

 Number %

Better among adults 55 40.7

Little difference 34 25.2

Better among 16-19 4 3.0

unsure 42 31.1

Total 135 

exhibit: 12

Perceived differences in level of literacy between 
adults and the 16-19 group

 Number %

Improvement 4 3.0

No change 34 25.4

Deterioration 61 45.5

unsure 35 26.1

Total 134 

exhibit: 13

Perceived changes in literacy levels of  
school-leavers
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REMEDIAL TRAININg

As mentioned at the start of this section, the CBI’s 2005 
employment trends survey found a substantial proportion 
of employers giving remedial training in literacy and/or 
numeracy to young employees. This survey shows a far 
higher proportion, over a third, providing remedial train-
ing in the last year to at least some employees. Some of the 
difference may be accounted for by the fact that the ques-
tion in the 2005 survey was restricted to young people, 
whereas the latest survey extended the coverage to include 
adult employees as well. The survey may also be picking 
up some of the growth in basic skills training. Finally, it 
has to be acknowledged that the respondents to a survey 
of this kind may well include a disproportionate number 
of companies where there is a strong interest in tackling 
perceived shortfalls in basic literacy and mathematical 
skills. Most of the companies that had provided remedial 
training (and a quarter of all respondents) had done so 
in both literacy and numeracy, as Exhibit 15 shows. The 
percentage of firms providing remedial training increases 
with size, with 40% or more of those employing 500-plus 
providing remedial training to at least some staff.

PRIORITY AREAS OF NuMERACY FOR 
IMPROvEMENT

The survey included an open-ended question about which 
single aspect of numeracy respondents would most like 
to see improved. Given its nature as an open question, 
this inevitably brought in a wide variety of responses, 
but striking patterns emerged in them. It has therefore 
been possible to group responses to this question into 12 
categories, which have been ranked as shown in Exhibit 
16. In summary:

 Thirty-two percent of employers would like, above 
all else, to see school-leavers’ ability to do mental 
arithmetic without the help of a calculator improved. 
This was by far the most frequently mentioned item

 Improved skills in data interpretation were the priority 
for 17% of employers

 Thirteen percent of employers identified using 
measures as their priority

 A further 11% would like to see understanding and use 
of percentages and proportions improved above all else.

 Number %

Both literacy and numeracy 32 23.5

Numeracy only 5 3.7

Literacy only 10 7.4

None 89 65.4

Total 136 

exhibit: 15

Remedial numeracy and literacy training provided 
over last 12 months

 Number %

Simple mental arithmetic without calculators 37 31.6

Data interpretation 20 17.1

using measures 15 12.8

Percentages and proportions 13 11.1

using and applying formulae 11 9.4

Reading data from graphs 5 4.3

Basic comfort with numbers 4 3.4

Analysing basic financial data 3 2.6

Other 3 2.6

Working with spreadsheets 3 2.6

Problem solving with numbers 2 1.7

Spotting erroneous data 1 0.9

Total 117 

exhibit: 16

Aspect of numeracy employers would most like to 
see improved among school-leavers

 Number %

Increase 45 32.8

Remain the same 79 57.7

Diminish 13 9.5

Total 137 

exhibit: 14

Anticipated changes in levels of literacy needed 
among workforce over the next five years
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As Exhibit 16 shows, other areas cited included the use 
and application of formulae, the ability to read graphs, 
basic comfort with numbers (or ‘feel for numbers’) and 
working with spreadsheets.
 

PRIORITY AREAS OF LITERACY OR uSE OF 
ENgLISH FOR IMPROvEMENT

Again, in the area of literacy/use of English, respondents 
were asked an open-field question on their top priority 
for improvement. As with the equivalent question on 
numeracy, it proved possible to classify the responses 
into seven categories as shown in Exhibit 17: 

 Twenty-nine percent of employers felt that written 
communication skills should be the number one  
priority for improvement. These included requests to 
improve letter writing, report writing, and commu-
nicating information in written form more generally, 
with appropriate use of language when communicat-
ing with clients and customers. A common theme  
that emerged was frustration with school-leavers  
using text-message style language and abbreviations  
in communication

 More than one in five employers (22%) ranked the 
ability of school-leavers to communicate information 
orally as the most important area for improvement

 Understanding written instructions was identified as 
the priority by a fifth of respondents

 Grammar and spelling were the key concern of 16% 
of employers. 

Other items mentioned included better understanding 
of formal correspondence conventions (specifically, 
many referred to letter writing formats and drafting 
business emails).

 

 Number %

Written communication 38 29.2

Communicating information orally 29 22.3

understanding written instructions 27 20.8

grammar and spelling 21 16.2

Formal correspondence conventions 9 6.9

Constructing sentences 2 1.5

Other 2 1.5

Confidence understanding argument 1 0.8

vocabulary 1 0.8

Total 130 

exhibit: 17

Aspect of literacy or use of English employers would 
most like to see improved among school-leavers
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The case studies tend to focus on 
larger organisations (case studies 
9 and 19 are exceptions, covering 
companies with 160 employees and 
35 employees respectively). This 
approach was adopted because larger 
companies have a greater volume 
of recruitment activities and usually 
have more systematic procedures in 
place. They tend therefore to have 
a more in-depth picture of the calibre 
of applicants and recruits and more 
hard data available. On the other 
hand, a number of the case studies 
focus on experience at relatively small 
operating units within larger groups, 
making them much more equivalent 
to smaller businesses.

As mentioned in section 2, the participants 
in the case study research were selected  
simply to provide a spread of companies 
across the major sectors of the economy.  
The 19 participant firms span manufacturing,  
construction, transport, retail, catering, 
financial services and other services. 
The companies were not chosen because 
they were thought to be likely to have 
a particularly low or high incidence of 
problems of numeracy and literacy among 
their employees. 

4:  Case studies — Introduction
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1 A high-tech manufacturer 24

2 A major catering company 2�

3 A passenger transport services company �1

4 A national logistics company �5

5 A rail company �9

6 An international food processing company 4�

7 A car manufacturer 4�

8 A large construction company 52

9 A specialist jewellery firm 5�

10 An airport company �0

11 An infrastructure company �4

12 A building materials group ��

13 A consumer healthcare products firm 72

14 A food retailer 7�

15 A large services company 79

16 A high-street retailer ��

17 A fast-food chain �7

18 A financial services group 91

19 A small printing company 95

Case studies 
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One of the world’s largest IT companies 
and a leading innovator of office equipment 
technology, the uk manufacturing arm of 
this company is based in the Midlands. 
Its product range includes photocopiers, 
printers, fax machines, optical disk drives 
and digital cameras. For the past decade, 
the business has enjoyed record highs 
in net profits year-on-year. The company 
considers itself to be a caring employer, 
and the annual staff turnover rate of its 
permanent workforce, at around 4%, is 
testament to its good reputation in the 
local labour market.

A high-tech manufacturer

case study one 

WORkFORCE PROFILE

The company employs around 650 permanent staff 
and 180 on temporary contracts. The majority of these 
employees work on the shopfloor, including the main 
assembly line. The remainder are employed either as 
engineers or work in various operational and support 
functions, such as supply chain management, IT and 
HR. The company takes on up to ten apprentices every 
year, but the overwhelming majority of its 100-plus new 
starters hired annually, to mainly temporary positions, 
are recruited to either unskilled or semi-skilled positions 
on the factory floor. 

The gender and age profile of these new recruits is mixed, 
as is that of the current workforce, although the company 
employs few people under the age of 18. According to 
the HR officer, the Working Time Regulations have made 
it difficult for the company to accommodate under-18s 
on the production line as these younger employees are 
entitled to longer breaks that disrupt the tight production 
schedules. There are also significant health and safety 
considerations that need to be taken into account, 
as some of the machinery is very heavy and tough to 
operate. However, all eight of the apprentices taken on 
last September were school-leavers.

kEY FuNCTIONAL SkILLS NEEDED BY 
THE BuSINESS

Competitive pressures and technological advances have 
had an inevitable impact on the basic skills required of 
the company’s operatives. The manufacturing process is 
based on a ‘lean production’ model, that aims to strip out 
waste while achieving greater efficiency and, ultimately, 
greater profitability. Whereas, previously, an operative 
would have needed to read, understand and memorise 
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RECRuITMENT AND SELECTION

Until recently, the traditional route to permanent 
employment at the company has been via conversion 
from temporary status. A local employment agency 
sources the majority of new recruits and conducts 
an initial interview. All applicants must complete an 
application form that asks for evidence of qualifications, 
experience and supporting information. The completed 
form can serve as an early warning sign if an individual 
does not possess satisfactory literacy skills: one applicant 
was recently rejected on the poor standard of spelling 
and ‘scribbling’ on their form. “Often, an applicant uses 
a mixture of block and cursive writing and the section 
that asks for a supporting statement contains one word 
only,” the HR officer says. “On other occasions, we are 
suspicious that someone else has filled in the application 
form on their behalf.”

According to the HR officer, the company expects 
certain standards of its new recruits in terms of their 
functional skills level, and relays the basic entry-level 
criteria that candidates should be able to read, write and 
understand basic instructions to the agency. But because 
the initial screening exercise undertaken by the agency 
is performed orally, with the interviewer often inputting 
answers to questions directly into the computer, 
applicants’ skills gaps do not always come to the fore at 
this pre-selection stage.

Over the past two or three years, the company has 
developed a more robust selection process, particularly 
for workers who are recruited to those departments that 
require people to have a more advanced functional skills 
level. The company now aims to build in some simple 
work-related tests for operatives recruited to work on the 
assembly line.

One recent selection exercise, administered to would-
be operatives, involved a ten-minute test with 15 basic 
numeracy and literacy questions. Candidates were given 
a calculator to help them work out the answers to the 
kind of simple calculations that they would be expected 
to understand and perform as part of their day-to-day 
job. For example, one question involved the calculation 
of a yield in percentage terms, while another involved 
multiplication: if X number of widgets are produced in 

perhaps a 30-second process chart for their section of the 
production line, they are now expected to do the same 
for a process lasting up to 20 minutes. In some cases, 
very experienced workers may be expected to perform 
a 50-minute process that effectively amalgamates several 
processes into one as part of a ‘modular build’ approach 
to production. Furthermore, in a bid to achieve greater 
flexibility, operatives are rotated around different parts 
of the production line and could therefore need to learn 
and remember more than one process. Reading and 
understanding a process card involves the use of both 
functional numeracy and literacy skills as the process is 
shown diagrammatically with supporting text.

The HR officer says that there are probably greater 
demands on operatives’ functional numeracy skills 
compared to literacy skills on the production line. For 
example, an assembly line operator is expected to be able 
to understand the ‘yield’ of production as a percentage. 
This calculation refers to the level of output that is of 
a high enough quality to be used in the final product: 
for example, if the yield is 95%, this means that 95% of 
the output reaches the acceptable quality level and 5% 
does not. Every operative has a yield target for each day’s 
output. A semi-skilled or skilled worker is also expected 
to be able to calculate the yield in percentage terms. 

Another significant change, which has increased the 
functional skills demand on shopfloor workers, is that 
every operative is now expected to undertake their own 
quality control. This involves, for example, having the 
numeracy skills to test the toner level to the required 
specification and carrying out other checks, such as 
taking temperature readings, with reference to a simple 
spreadsheet. It also means understanding, and applying, 
the mathematical ‘less than’ (<) and ‘more than’ (>) 
symbols to actual readings.

Working in the physical environment of a manufacturing 
plant with heavy machinery, it is also vital that all 
operators have the literacy skills to read and act on health 
and safety information. They must also be able to listen 
to and understand company information and work 
instructions.
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time of hiring. For example, every new temporary worker 
must attend, and be observed at, a three-day training 
school before taking up their position on the production 
line. The course covers functional skills training; indeed,  
the former manager of the school had consistently 
expressed dismay about the high proportion of candi-
dates who could not understand oral instructions.

The bigger challenge is to form an accurate assessment of 
the functional skills gap among the existing workforce. 
With staff turnover running at such a low rate, many 
unskilled or semi-skilled employees have been with the 
company for several years and will not have undergone 
the current more robust recruitment process. The HR 
officer has no doubt that there could be some employees 
who manage to camouflage their lack of functional 
literacy or numeracy by memorising processes and other 
work procedures with the support of their colleagues. 

A recent redeployment exercise brought one such case to 
the fore. Part of the assessment criteria for redeployment 
from one production department was completion of 
a ‘GAT2’ general ability test. This test measures verbal, 
non-verbal, numerical, mechanical and spatial skills —  
for example, the ability to identify relationships between 
numbers but without the need for extensive mathematical 
knowledge. The HR assessor could not understand why 
one long-serving female employee, whose performance 
had never been questioned, scored very low on the test. 
It transpired that she could not read and was dyslexic. Her  
coping strategy had involved taking photographs of the  
process cards — and she had rotated around three different  
departments and so had needed to be proficient in as 
many different processes — and taking them home, where  
her husband had helped her to commit them to memory. 
This practice had continued for 15 years. More recently, 
the worker had also needed to learn by rote a spreadsheet 
since assuming responsibility for her own quality control.

Another example involved a male employee who had 
worked for around six months in the IT department. 
Although he had managed to pass the basic selection 
tests for a permanent position, he was also dyslexic and 
had adopted different coping strategies. Both employees 
have since received help and support from the company 
and have undergone basic skills training through the 
company’s own learning centre.

 

one hour, how many are produced in Y hours? In order 
to test literacy skills, the test contained some simple 
questions, for example, one asked candidates to write 
a couple of sentences about health and safety. 

Only one candidate achieved a 100% pass rate, and 
the overall calibre of applicants was unimpressive. 
Worryingly, one candidate did not offer a single correct 
response, although he had already been in the job for six 
months. Following further investigation, it appeared that 
it was the presentation of the questions in terms of their 
wording that confused the candidate. When the questions 
were presented in purer mathematical form, he could 
answer them. The operative’s original performance in the 
test still calls into question his functional literacy skills.

The HR department is trying hard to develop basic entry 
criteria in terms of the functional skills required of new 
recruits, even for the assembly line where it takes just three 
months to become fully proficient as opposed to a year in 
some other parts of the manufacturing process. But a slight 
tension exists between this approach and the pressure on 
supervisors and managers to ‘get bodies in post’. According 
to the HR officer, it is quite possible that some managers 
conceal any shortfall in an operative’s functional skills 
by placing them on the sub-assembly line that is less 
demanding in the type of duties performed by operatives.

Any subsequent skills gap typically comes to light in two 
main ways: often, a temporary worker is not deemed to 
have the capability to be recruited to a permanent role, 
even though they have been doing the job for several 
months or longer. Alternatively, an operative may not be 
considered proficient to be moved from the sub-assembly 
line onto the main assembly line. There has been no 
serious analysis to assess the extent of the impact of such 
practices on production, the achievement of corporate 
objectives or the company’s profitability. 

IDENTIFYINg THE SkILLS gAP

With the recruitment process having become more  
rigorous, and typically involving the application of basic 
literacy and numeracy selection tests for some jobs, the 
HR officer is fairly confident that any significant lack of 
basic skills on a candidate’s part will come to light at the 
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It also means analysing data and being able to identify 
mistakes.

If there is one aspect of functional literacy in school-leaver 
recruits that the HR officer would improve, it is the ability 
to understand and act on instructions. In the case of 
numeracy skills, it would be a greater grasp of percentages, 
in terms of being able to both calculate and understand 
proportions expressed in this mathematical way.
 

TRAININg AND DEvELOPMENT

There is a strong and structured approach to training 
and development for all employees. Every employee has 
a performance appraisal twice a year, and undergoes a 
training needs analysis (TNA) following their permanent 
appointment. The TNA should highlight any weaknesses 
in the basic skills areas at an early stage and form the 
basis for the employee’s personal development plan.

The company has a partnership with a local college 
to provide a range of classroom-based training in 
basic skills: for IT, the training provision ranges from 
‘computers don’t bite’ courses to the European Driving 
Licence in Computers. A trainer is on-site five days 
a week at the company’s learning centre, and there is 
a waiting list of people wishing to attend the various 
courses on offer. According to the HR officer, the 
company has a caring culture that is supportive of 
employees who need or wish to enhance their basic skills. 
All employees are encouraged to reach NVQ level 2, 
which includes literacy and numeracy skills, and around 
40% of the workforce has so far achieved this goal. It is 
also hoped that the working environment is one where 
employees feel able to disclose any gaps in functional 
skills, and there is no need to camouflage such training 
within other forms of training and development. 

Although the HR officer is not aware of the company 
making use of any specific government-sponsored 
schemes to improve basic skills, the company is actively 
involved in the work of the regional skills partnership, 
through the Regional Development Agency.

DEFINITION OF FuNCTIONAL SkILLS

The HR officer’s definition of functional numeracy 
and literacy skills is a broad one. Crucially, it is how an 
employee is able to apply basic skills in a work setting 
that is important. In the case of literacy skills, as well as 
being able to read and write, an employee should be able 
to communicate effectively with colleagues and listen to 
and understand instructions. Similarly, having functional 
numeracy skills involves more than being able to work 
through basic maths problems and understanding simple 
calculations such as ratios, fractions and percentages. 
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In a highly competitive market, the company aims to  
maintain a competitive advantage partly through the 
specialist expertise it can bring to bear and partly 
through client recognition of its constituent companies 
as branded, premium quality providers. To achieve this, 
the quality and skills of its staff are of central importance.

WORkFORCE PROFILE

Within the UK, the company employs more than 100,000 
staff, roughly two thirds of them working full time 
and the remaining third working part time. The great 
majority of these staff are involved in the front line of 
service delivery, working as chefs, waiters and waitresses, 
sales assistants and catering managers. As a result of 
the sheer size and scale of the business, a large range of 
opportunities in terms of training, career development 
and flexibility of location are potentially available to staff. 
The catering sector is, however, characterised by high 
staff turnover. Reflecting this, the company has an annual 
staff turnover rate around the 30% mark — relatively low 
by the standards of the sector but high by comparison 
with other industries. 

THE PATTERN OF RECRuITMENT

Through its operating subsidiaries, the company is 
a major player in the catering recruitment market. 
Taking account of both staff replacement and vacancies 
generated from expanding businesses, the organisation 
recruits around 40,000 staff each year. The great majority 
of these staff are taken on to fill the customer-facing jobs 
below graduate level, preparing, cooking and serving 
food and drink. There are a number of approaches by 
which the company fills its vacancies. Some jobs are 
advertised locally through local newspaper or other 

This company is one of the largest contract 
food service providers in the uk. It supplies 
catering and related support services 
to thousands of sites across the uk, 
spanning virtually all sectors of business, 
the public services, leisure, retail and 
travel. Its activities range from running 
staff restaurants, corporate hospitality 
and events banqueting to operating high 
street chains, coffee shops and food courts, 
together with providing hotel support 
services. The group is made up of a series 
of specialist companies, each trading under 
its own brand, which offer tailored services 
to clients across their target sectors. 
Operations are dominated by the supply  
of food and drink, which accounts for some 
85% of the group’s activities. 

A major catering company

case study two 
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As a series of premium brands, the group needs premium 
people and believes it operates a premium recruitment 
procedure to achieve this. However, as one senior 
manager commented, premium people are “…invariably 
not what we get”. The organisation sees this as indicative 
of the failings in the current education system. It is very 
conscious of differences in standards between different 
schools and institutions of further and higher education. 
Accordingly, the company has reacted in part with the 
attitude to formal qualifications that “…it’s not about 
what you got, but where from”.

FuNCTIONAL SkILLS: THE NEEDS AND 
THE gAPS

Given the pressures to maintain customer service 
standards in a context of inevitably fairly high staff 
turnover, the company’s general approach is to design 
systems that can compensate for the educational 
weaknesses of individuals. Even the best designed 
systems, however, can fail from time to time.

With reference to numeracy, there are many issues of 
concern. The organisation is particularly disillusioned by 
what it perceives as the “…total lack of knowledge of times 
tables”. Company management believes solid knowledge 
of multiplication tables to be the essential foundation for 
many other mathematical functions needed in business 
on a day-to-day basis. In practice, for example, this 
weakness means that many staff are unable to carry out 
percentage calculations readily, which might need to be 
used for adding VAT, discounting perishable stock, or 
working out day-to-day profit margins. Because so many 
staff are unable readily to multiply or divide without 
resorting to technological help, there can be serious 
difficulties when on occasion the technology fails: for 
example, cashiers cannot operate manually if the tills go 
down to work out the price to charge for multiple items. 

In summary, one manager describes the situation among 
young recruits as an “…inability to do mental arithmetic 
of any description”. This has the added consequence that 
staff do not readily notice if the technology throws up 
the odd rogue figure, since they have no preconception 
about the size or sort of number they would expect to see 
in relation to a particular transaction or calculation.
 

neighbourhood recruitment campaigns. In addition, 
the company operates a recruitment website and its 
own in-house recruitment agency. Applications from all 
sources are handled by the in-house agency, which refers 
suitable candidates’ details to the locations or operating 
companies where vacancies have arisen. 

Acknowledging the importance of customer service, the 
organisation recruits on the basis of candidate behaviour 
ahead of certificated skill or competency. Accordingly, 
formal educational qualifications are not required 
for many of the roles, though chefs for example will 
generally be expected to hold appropriate qualifications. 
Instead, the potential behaviour of applicants toward 
customers is what comes under close scrutiny. With 85% 
of operations involving direct contact with customers, 
the key priority for the company is a candidate’s ability 
to deliver the right type of customer experience, acting 
as a polite and efficient ambassador for the business. 
This ranks far ahead of their ability to write a report or 
compile a spreadsheet. Exemplifying this approach, the 
organisation describes the selection process as “…an 
audition rather than an interview”. 

Possession of functional literacy and numeracy skills is not 
tested during the selection process for most frontline roles. 
Typically the suitability of potential staff will be gauged by 
an interview, usually with the manager of the operating 
unit, followed by an on-the-job trial for a short period. 

Sifting applicants to the much smaller number of 
vacancies for salaried office or support management roles 
involves a rather different, more rigorous procedure. 
Applicants to these posts are normally subject to three 
stages of testing, which will include literacy, numeracy 
and psychometric testing. However, while a profile of 
abilities is drawn up from this data, an applicant would 
not necessarily be rejected on the basis of poor basic skills, 
provided his or her behaviour is well suited to the role.

Despite offering a premium employment package within 
the sector, the company feels that the calibre of many 
applicants leaves much to be desired. When asked how 
applicants performed, one senior manager commented 
that, at all levels, numeracy and literacy standards were 
“terrible”. This leaves the organisation with problems in 
terms of significant numbers of difficult-to-fill vacancies. 
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identifies spelling and grammar as “…far and away the 
most serious skill shortage”, it is clear that knowing how 
to compose formal business correspondence is of equally 
high concern to this employer.

At the most basic level, staff in the operating units need 
to have sufficient reading skills to be able to read, for 
example, lists of product items and schedules laying 
down cleaning routines. They also need to be able to 
complete hardcopy forms to record, for example, the 
numbers of meals produced and served, wastage rates, 
completion of cleaning and hygiene routines and other 
such key measures on a day-by-day basis.

TRAININg AND DEvELOPMENT

Central to the realisation of organisational objectives —  
to provide expert tailored services and be ‘one of the 
very best’ — is the quality of staff. To achieve this, the 
organisation has invested heavily in staff development 
and in-house training. It has also been highly involved 
in work on reforming apprenticeships, as well as being 
supportive of the introduction of key skills initiatives. 

The organisation runs year-round training activities in 
which all employees participate as appropriate. There 
is a wide range of programmes designed to add to job-
specific skills and to develop staff for future roles. Among 
the training programmes are modules on basic literacy 
and numeracy. These courses are administered at local or 
regional level by training managers from each operating 
company. In order to ensure coherence, these training 
events are monitored by a group training manager, who 
will plug any gaps in the training that is provided and 
check that standards are consistent across the group.
 
 

The business has been forced radically to revise working 
practices to compensate for skill gaps in basic numeracy  
and, to some degree, literacy. Given that staff cannot be 
relied on to perform calculations, a complex point of 
sale system has been introduced across UK operations, 
at enormous expense. Instead of entering a price, quan-
tity and, if applicable, discount, into the till, staff now 
push buttons for ‘croissant’, ‘black coffee’ or ‘fries’ instead. 
This system has a number of other advantages in terms 
of stock monitoring, control of wastage and so forth. 
However, the organisation told the CBI the main moti-
vation behind it was to ensure customers got what they 
wanted in an efficient manner — with the implication 
that recruits do not possess the functional numeracy to 
deliver customer needs without technological assistance.

The functional numeracy gaps are not confined to sales 
assistants and waiting staff. The organisation has also 
developed a closed-field data entry system to make 
the recording of financial data as simple as possible for 
supervisors and managers. Where they were once expected 
to carry out simple financial performance calculations, 
now key indicators and daily performance statistics are 
generated by a centralised IT system, into which key 
statistics are simply entered — thus avoiding the need 
for any mental arithmetic or use of calculator. Moreover, 
wherever possible weighing scales and measures have been 
automated or digitised, once again reducing to a minimum 
the necessity for the organisation to entrust recruits with 
poor numeracy skills to deliver accuracy.

Turning to literacy, the company identified the general 
standard of written English as the most serious concern 
to their business. As one senior manager put it, “Even 
many graduates are incapable of producing a piece of 
written work that is not peppered with grammatical and 
spelling errors”. At school-leaver recruit level, spelling 
and grammar difficulties are even more pronounced. 
As a result — and equally due to a widespread inability to 
set out a formal correspondence — the business has been 
forced to introduce standardised templates, including 
standardised text, for letters and emails. Clearly, in 
a business that prides itself on customer focus and high  
quality services, the use of a standardised reply to 
a customer query or complaint runs counter to the 
company’s business objective of displaying a premium 
level of service in all activities. Therefore, while it 
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The transport industry has traditionally been characterised 
by a predominantly white and middle-aged labour force, 
but the company has in place a focused strategy to increase  
the diversity of its own workforce. The company employs 
17,000 people in the UK, around 80% of whom are drivers. 
The overwhelming majority of these are non-graduates, 
although the UK Learning Manager emphasises the varied 
age and background of its driver workforce.

Learning and development plays a pivotal role in how 
the company rises to these external challenges. The 
company puts a high premium on the beneficial impact 
that training opportunities and skills enhancement can 
have on the business: providing a potential career path 
for drivers can also aid retention, with staff turnover 
currently pegged just below the industry average at about 
20%. There is a strong focus on internal promotion: 
many senior managers currently in post started their 
career driving a company vehicle, for example. There is 
the opportunity for drivers to progress to a supervisory 
position, although advancement to supervisor level is 
not automatic. The company has done a lot of work to 
identify the key capabilities for this role to ensure that 
all new appointees have the required skills and abilities.

ENTRY CRITERIA FOR RECRuITMENT

The company takes on up to 3,000 new drivers each year. 
Few applicants have just left school, although a greater 
proportion are aged 19 or thereabouts. Responsibility 
for recruitment is devolved to local HR departments and 
managers within the eight separate businesses, although 
recruitment processes are standardised across the group.

This passenger transport services company 
is one of the largest in Europe and operates 
over 24,000 vehicles across eight different 
countries. It delivers more than a billion 
passenger journeys each year. In the uk, 
the company operates a number of bus, 
coach and train businesses. Changes in 
the way the transport industry works, 
such as demand for a 24/7 service and 
increased customer service expectations, 
have inevitably impacted on the company’s 
resourcing strategy. Demographic trends 
and the need to serve a diverse range of 
communities have also influenced the way 
in which the company recruits, manages 
and trains its workforce.

A major passenger transport  
services company

case study three 
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example, we have taken it for granted that our drivers are 
able to read, write and understand an accident report. 
But to comprehend an accident report requires literacy 
and numeracy skills of level 2 standard, and yet we 
appoint at entry level 3 — which is why so many drivers 
read the Sun as it is pitched at this level”.

The accident report form that drivers are expected to 
complete in the event of an accident is a good example 
of the required functional literacy skills — and which, it 
is suspected, many drivers lack. The driver is expected 
to construct sentences and report information covering 
factors such as weather conditions, as well as explain 
what happened in some detail. The UK Learning Manager  
believes that many new drivers, in particular, do not 
have the basic skills to complete the accident form, with 
typical errors covering a range of literacy areas such as 
punctuation, syntax, misuse of capital letters, sentence 
construction and spelling. Poor handwriting, inadequate 
vocabulary and a lack of basic literacy principles such as 
‘i comes before e’ are also regular occurrences. 

In many cases, the garage’s manager helps drivers to fill 
in accident forms and other company documentation 
such as complaint, holiday and lost property forms.  
Some of the required form-filling can be completed 
online, which may help drivers in the short-term. The 
UK Learning Manager believes that ICT can also mask 
an individual’s literacy difficulties, although he also 
points out that it is important that employees are able  
to rely on this ‘excuse’ to brush up on their basic skills.

Advances in technology have enabled the company to 
install plasma screens within depots to communicate key 
messages directly to employees, again underlining the 
increasing importance of drivers having the appropriate 
level of literacy skills to read and absorb the information. 
Customer service demands also highlight the need 
to address basic skills weaknesses. “The business will 
benefit if we enhance drivers’ functional skills because 
these are linked to social skills, and drivers will be in a 
better position to deal confidently with customers,” the 
UK Learning Manager points out. There is the example 
of one driver who received a number of customer 
complaints: it transpired that he had adopted a tactless 
manner to compensate for a lack of basic skills. That 
driver has since taken several basic skills courses at 

The company has strict entry requirements for new 
drivers, and candidates must satisfy a range of criteria. 
As well as undertaking a preliminary driving assessment, 
a successful candidate must demonstrate literacy and 
numeracy skills equivalent to Entry level 3 in the 
National Qualifications Framework (NQF).

The basic skills selection test involves numeracy, 
timetable and comprehension (or literacy) exercises. 
All the tests are designed to reflect the typical day-
to-day duties of a driver and, as such, they provide a 
clear indication of the functional skills level required. 
For example, one of the numeracy tests deals with fare 
transactions with questions such as: ‘You have been 
given a £5 for three 80p fares: how much change do 
you need to give the passenger?’. The timetable tests 
require similar mental arithmetic calculations such as 
addition, subtraction and multiplication. For instance, 
one question sets out a typical timetable and asks the 
candidate to calculate the length of time it takes for the 
bus to travel from one stop to another.

The comprehension exercises have also been developed 
to reflect the role, with all three featuring a company 
noticeboard. As part of their job, it is essential that 
drivers check the noticeboard in their depot daily as 
these often display important safety-related instructions. 
For example, one comprehension test sets out in four 
sentences the company’s policy with regard to the carriage 
of children. Five brief questions test the candidate’s ability 
to read, understand and analyse the policy.

A high proportion of candidates are unsuccessful in  
the selection process on their first attempt. The company  
does not collate data on the percentage of people who  
‘pass’ or ‘fail’ the basic skills test, as it views underperfor-
mance in this area as an opportunity for the unsuccessful 
candidates to progress and improve their standards, 
rather than fail outright. 

RAISINg THE BAR FOR BASIC SkILLS

Over the past few years, the company has become much  
more aware of basic skills gaps among its driver workforce.  
As the UK Learning Manager explains: “In the past, we 
have made assumptions about people’s skills level. For 
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one of the company’s learning centres, his approach to 
customers has improved and he can now read to his 
granddaughter — one of many similar stories throughout 
the company.

It is also essential that drivers possess a minimum 
standard of numeracy skills to be able to do their jobs 
effectively. As well as having to understand timetables 
and calculate distances and time to travel, drivers 
need to be able to solve mental arithmetic problems 
by subtracting, adding, multiplication or division. 
A knowledge of multiplication tables is needed. Although 
ticket machines calculate fares, if a driver punches a 
wrong button, the fare needs to be calculated by the 
driver rather than by the technology. This has to be done 
in front of the passenger and can become a pressurised 
situation if the driver is not confident with mental 
arithmetic. In addition, drivers need to understand 
different measurements, for example, to convert feet 
and inches into metric if they are approaching a bridge 
height sign and need to know if the vehicle can pass 
underneath. If the euro is introduced, drivers will also 
need to be able to understand, and calculate, conversions 
from one currency to another.

A grasp of numeracy is required by the regular commu-
nications to employees. The company circulates a range 
of corporate information such as performance data, often 
in the form of graphs and percentages, so familiarity with 
these numerical expressions is desirable.

The company is well aware that around half of its work-
force could potentially be of Entry level 3 standard only 
in terms of literacy and numeracy skills, although it aims 
to bring all employees up to level 2. This still represents a 
significant basic skills gap in terms of what the company  
really needs from its drivers, and is described by the UK 
Learning Manager as potentially “massive”. For example, 
only 26% of a sample of drivers who recently took part in 
a ‘Skills for life’ survey with Business in the Community 
and the DfES had achieved level 2 in literacy, with just 
1% having reached the equivalent standard in numeracy.

The company is, however, equally conscious that 
introducing formal mechanisms to identify any gap in 
these basic skills would be counterproductive. According 
to the UK Learning Manager, a strategy whereby 

managers formally approached employees to assess any 
skills weaknesses might well immediately erect a barrier 
to learning. The perception of drivers would be likely to 
be one of fear for their job in the event that a skills gap 
was identified. 

While the company has developed a strategic, cohesive 
strategy to tackle basic skills gaps, it is therefore one 
that has been implemented in close partnership with the 
recognised trade unions and its 60-plus union learning 
representatives (ULRs). It is to these fellow employees 
that drivers are far more likely, informally, to disclose 
any deficiencies in literacy and numeracy.

A CuLTuRE OF LEARNINg

The approach whereby employees are encouraged to put  
themselves forward for basic skills training may be an 
informal one, but the company’s overarching framework 
for providing such training is both formalised and inte-
grated within the business. The UK Learning Manager 
himself was appointed to focus on basic skills and voca-
tional training. The company has so far established 20 
learning centres that enable drivers to undertake basic 
reading, writing, numeracy and IT skills training in 
their own time, as well as learn new skills and study for 
nationally recognised qualifications. 

According to the UK Learning Manager, the company’s 
ongoing investment in basic skills training is taking place 
within an overall strategy to create a culture of learning. 
It aims to improve access to learning by removing 
perceived barriers. As an illustration of its commitment 
to enhancing basic skills levels, the learning centres are 
also open, where possible, to drivers’ families in the belief 
that, if you want to change attitudes to learning, it is 
important that both work and home support the learning. 

According to the UK Learning Manager, locating the 
learning centres on-site within regional garages has been 
key to encouraging interest and a readiness on the part 
of drivers to undertake basic skills training. He cites the 
example of one London depot that was situated next 
door to a college that provided this type of training, 
but over a five-year period not a single employee had 
enrolled on a course at the college. When a learning 
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centre was set up within the garage itself, more than 
90 drivers accessed training within the first two weeks. 
“The learning environment, and how employees are 
encouraged to learn, is vitally important,” the UK 
Learning Manager comments. “The training needs to 
be flexible, with drivers being able to learn when it suits 
them — at the beginning and end of shifts, for example. 
They can also access the training from home via a PC.”

The take-up of basic skills training is encouraging, with 
employees using the training facilities on rest days or in 
their spare time. The company is also in the process of 
putting 400 drivers through a five-day customer service 
training programme that embeds skills for life and 
diversity training. The programme will be evaluated by 
an academic institution to assess the long-term impact 
of the training intervention.

The success of the company’s strategy to upskill its 
workforce is attributed to the training provision not 
being the result of “…just one person’s endeavour”. For 
example, the membership of the steering group that 
was set up to take forward the initiative involved a 
cross-section of people — including management, the 
trade union, the TUC and Learning and Skills Council 
(LSC) representatives. The role played by ULRs is 
also considered pivotal in encouraging drivers to take 
advantage of the learning opportunities on offer as well 
as following up individuals once they have embarked 
on a course. 

WORkINg IN PARTNERSHIP WITH PROvIDERS

The flexibility and self-directed nature of some of the 
training provision for basic skills does not mean that it 
lacks a firm structure. All learning centres operate in 
partnership with local colleges that provide tutors on 
a full-time basis. The company has been very successful 
in securing funding for the centres through the TUC 
and government-assisted schemes such as the ‘Train to 
gain’ programme. It also works closely with other work-
based learning providers and government agencies such 
as GoSkills (the Sector Skills Council for passenger 
transport), the LSC, further education colleges, TUC 
Learning Services and learndirect. This networking 
has helped the company to receive valuable advice and 

information on basic skills development as well as share 
good practice. For example, the company is about to 
launch an e-learning and assessment tool, developed in 
collaboration with the DfES and GoSkills.

The great advantage of developing on-site basic skills 
training through its learning centres, according to the 
UK Learning Manager, is that the training can be geared 
to both business and individual need — a requirement 
that is not currently met by the learning opportunities 
on offer from further education providers. 

kEY FuNCTIONAL SkILLS NEEDED BY 
THE BuSINESS

The UK Learning Manager does not envisage the 
need for numeracy and literacy skills in the company 
changing in the years ahead unless, perhaps, the euro 
is introduced, which would place a further demand on 
drivers’ numeracy skills. 

The UK Learning Manager’s definition of functional 
skills is closely linked to an individual’s ability to 
function effectively, both socially and at work. For 
example, this means being able to read the gas bill as 
well as being able to read and understand a wage slip 
and calculate the amount of overtime pay. It does not 
require an understanding of algebra and square roots. 
The main aspects of functional literacy in school-
leaver recruits that the UK Learning Manager would 
like to see improved are the ability to read, absorb and 
communicate information. In the case of functional 
numeracy, his wish would be for all school-leavers to 
have a good grounding in basic addition, subtraction 
and multiplication.
 
 



worki ng on the three rs:  e mploye rs’ prioritie s for fu nctional skills i n maths and english �5

Case study 4 is a large and long-established 
logistics company, operating across the 
uk. The business distributes millions of 
items every week. The workforce of many 
thousands consists predominantly of 
frontline staff who handle the items around 
the clock in sorting offices and distribution 
centres, or work as delivery workers. With 
management and support roles accounting 
for less than 25% of the total, the formal 
educational qualifications profile of the vast 
majority of staff is low. 

In an organisation of this size, even the 
relatively low average annual staff turnover 
of 10% equates to thousands of new 
recruits each year — so the company has 
vast experience of assessing and employing 
young and older workers alike. As a result, 
it experiences and confronts functional 
skills issues among Britain’s school-leavers 
day in, day out.

RECRuITMENT AND SELECTION

Although there are no minimum formal qualification 
criteria for recruits to frontline jobs, applicants 
are subject to a robust selection procedure. Owing 
to the nature of the work, this process is designed 
primarily — but not exclusively — to select candidates 
with good teamworking and oral communication skills. 

The selection process begins with the submission of an 
application form containing some open fields designed 
to give an early indication both of the desired ‘soft’ 
skills and also of literacy. Increasingly, this is followed 
up by a phone interview to gain a further impression of 
applicants’ behavioural traits and to discuss matters such 
as how a candidate intends to get to work. Meanwhile, 
a sift takes place by postcode to match applicants to 
vacancies, proximity to work being an important factor 
in view of the 24-hour working patterns. Short-listed 
candidates are then invited to an assessment centre, 
where they complete a number of exercises designed 
to assess their team working and customer/colleague 
communication skills. 

As part of the selection process, applicants are required 
to sit two tests. The first assesses basic numeracy, while 
the second checks specific work-related competencies. 
The numeracy test features simple arithmetic and a basic 
understanding of percentages and fractions, often placed 
in a practical context by the use of measures such as  
kilograms, hours, centimetres or money. With a low  
cut-off score — and special considerations made for  
dyslexic or partially sighted applicants — the majority of 
candidates find the test easy. Nevertheless, 20% fall at  
this hurdle, primarily as a result of poor numeracy. It is 
the company’s view that anyone who cannot achieve the 
pass mark would not be capable of fulfilling the require-
ments of the job. So, in the eventuality of no applicants 

A national logistics company
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passing the test, rather than dropping the pass mark, the 
position would be left unfilled. In practice, however, the 
organisation is typically “inundated by applicants”, so this 
scenario rarely occurs. The HR and line managers inter-
view those who pass the assessment centre tests. Ques-
tions at this final stage are competency-based and centre 
on selecting candidates who are seen as reliable and able 
to work with other people.

THE EMPLOYER’S ExPERIENCE OF 
FuNCTIONAL SkILLS

Skill gaps among existing employees are often very 
difficult to identify, but senior management is in no 
doubt that they exist and are reasonably widespread. 
Moreover, they suspect that gaps in basic skills exist 
among both older workers and newer, younger recruits. 
A number of factors make their identification difficult. 
First, although there are company guidelines on how 
many items each worker is expected to process in an 
hour, in practice these are very difficult to measure cost 
effectively — and the recognised trade union is reluctant 
for them to be measured at all. Secondly, many workers 
have developed elaborate mechanisms to conceal their 
difficulties, often for fear that discovery might make 
them first in line for redundancy. Thirdly, line managers 
and colleagues often compensate for the shortcomings 
of their team co-workers, masking gaps in the basic 
functional skills of individuals. 

With identification of skill gaps problematic, often they 
are only revealed when an employee has to perform 
a task individually. Typically, this could be when an 
accident occurs and a report must be written, or when 
an employee wishes to apply for promotion to first line 
manager. Since many frontline employees may never face 
either situation, those gaps that come to light in this way 
probably represent only the tip of an iceberg. 
 
The literacy and numeracy problems uncovered are often 
marked — and have the potential to make a tangible 
difference to overall business performance. A good 
example of this is the difficulties some employees face 
in putting together written reports. In the event of 
an accident, an issue with an employee’s attendance, 
a conduct complaint, or a grievance such as bullying 

or discrimination, a written report must be compiled 
between the first line manager and member of the team 
involved. The content of these reports often shows up 
a catalogue of literacy problems, including grammar 
and spelling, syntax, unfamiliarity with formal writing 
conventions, inability to convey messages in a clear, 
concise and logical manner, and illegible or immature 
handwriting. The implications of poor reporting 
are clear: if for example an accident is not reported 
effectively, it is difficult to implement appropriate 
measures to avoid a repeat incident. Equally, with reports 
of grievances and other items potentially featuring in 
claims to tribunals, clarity of expression and presentation 
are of paramount importance.

Senior managers believe problems with oral communica-
tion skills may be equally widespread — and their adverse 
effects at least as pronounced. This is particularly the case 
with first line managers, many of whom are promoted 
from the unskilled front-line workforce. With each area 
of sorting and distribution performed by a small team 
of workers overseen by a first line manager, it is impera-
tive that each worker understands what he or she should 
be doing. Communication problems can be exacerbated 
by a lack of confidence among staff to speak up and ask 
questions. This in turn makes it difficult for managers to 
verify that their instructions have been understood and 
will be followed. Breakdowns of communication between  
first line managers and their team members have an inev-
itable negative impact on prompt, error-free distribution 
to customers. The smooth running of a distribution cen-
tre or chain depends on the ability of all staff — especially 
line managers — to understand and clearly communicate 
instructions to team members and colleagues. When this  
does not occur, distribution chains are slowed or mistakes  
are made, with a direct and negative effect on efficiency —  
particularly if items are mis-sorted or delivered after 
a target delivery time.

Efficiency along the command chain may be compro-
mised not only by unclear communication, but also by 
inappropriate communication. Given that the recruit-
ment pool for managerial positions consists mainly of 
existing staff, first line managers may lack the diplomacy  
or tact needed. As one manager explained: “Often the 
issue is not what orders managers give, but how they 
give them”. Put another way: “Do you bark at somebody, 
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or do you involve them and explain why they are doing 
something and coach them?”. 

A recent survey conducted by a local college on behalf of 
the company further illustrates the areas of basic literacy 
and numeracy with which many employees struggle. The 
areas of weakness in written communication highlighted 
by this research included:

 Accident investigations 
 Attendance and return-to-work procedures
 Risk assessments
 New entrant appraisals
 Bullying, harassment and grievance forms
 Work-time learning journals
 ‘Confidence when writing and ability to prioritise and 

present facts in a logical sequence’.

In the field of oral communication skills, the research  
pointed to weaknesses in a wide variety of circumstances, 
including one-to-one discussions, oral communication to 
small groups, presentation skills suited to small groups  
and, more generally, the “…ability to engage with col-
leagues”. In the area of numeracy, the survey highlighted 
difficulties among staff over data interpretation.

Perhaps the situation where skill gaps become most 
obvious among frontline staff, however, is when staff step 
(or attempt to step) onto the first rung of the promotion 
ladder. This move, from sorting, distribution or delivery 
up to first line manager, is by the organisation’s own 
admission a “massive step”. For those who successfully 
make the step, a wealth of extra support is then made 
available — but support in advance is limited. With the 
large majority of frontline managers recruited from the 
existing workforce, many enthusiastic candidates find 
the tests and assessments for promotion an enormous 
stumbling block. The obligatory one day of exercises 
at the assessment centre is designed to identify staff 
with suitable communication, interpersonal, literacy 
and numeracy skills, and it performs just this function. 
Consequently, problems with report writing skills, 
data interpretation and presentation skills are often 
discovered in staff who previously had been regarded  
as capable of moving into junior management roles.

One final area of concern to this company is what might 
be called ‘functional geography’. Operating a nationwide 
distribution system, it finds the lack of knowledge among 
employees about, for example, which cities are in the 
same region a source of frustration and inefficiency.

TRAININg AND DEvELOPMENT

In recognition of the importance of upskilling its 
workforce, the organisation provides a wealth of training 
to staff who seek it. In conjunction with the LSC, the 
organisation has designed a tailored skills-for-life 
training programme for delivery onsite — initially as a 
reaction to the number of staff for whom English is not 
their first language. The two courses offered so far are 
‘communicating skills for life’ and ‘integrated IT skills’. 
Take-up for courses, which took place as part of the 
government employer training pilots (ETP) scheme, 
quickly reached the 5,000 cap. The organisation reports 
overall demand for training is much larger, estimating 
that around 20,000 staff will request skills for life (in 
literacy) once LSC contracts have been signed. At 
present, however, enthusiasm for taking part specifically 
in basic literacy and numeracy training has been limited. 
The vast majority of enrolments (80%) have been for 
IT skills courses. In response, efforts are being made to 
integrate and embed basic numeracy and literacy into 
the popular IT courses. The company also emphasises 
that specific content is less important than method 
and format: in other words, how and when a course 
is available is more important than what it contains. 
For this reason, the organisation has installed banks of 
computers at many sites so that staff can do their training 
as and when they wish — on their breaks or before and 
after their shifts. 

The organisation has also recently developed and 
launched apprenticeship schemes that include a sector-
based NVQ. Developed with assistance from the Sector 
Skills Council for logistics, the schemes include 35 
days of training over 18 months. Wide ranges of skills 
are included, among them key skills in ‘application of 
numbers’ and ‘communication’. Teaching and assessment 
take place both on and off the job, with assessors coming 
into the workplace for some tests, while apprentices 
attend training days (for example in presentation skills) 
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for other modules. Open both to internal and external 
applicants in the 16-24 age range, take-up so far has been 
modest, with around 150 of 1,000 planned vacancies 
filled — 50% by 16-18 year-olds and 50% by the 19-24 
age group. The organisation is also reviewing the training 
prospects of older staff.

FORESEEABLE CHANgES OvER THE 
YEARS AHEAD

With the implementation of continuous improvement 
initiatives, senior managers believe that demand for 
basic skills among the workforce will increase dramati-
cally in the coming years. As a central part of the drive to 
improve efficiency of operations, teams will be increas-
ingly responsible for their own problem-solving and 
resource planning. In turn this will necessitate improved 
communication and teamworking skills, as well as data 
interpretation and problem-solving capabilities. Specifi-
cally, managers will be required to plan their resources 
to achieve mailcentre targets within set budgets. They 
will also have to work with their team to analyse their 
performance against targets and achieve continuous 
improvements (such as reducing mis-sorts or late deliv-
eries). In particular, this will increase the demand for 
staff with data interpretation and good oral and written 
communication skills. 

DEFINITIONS OF FuNCTIONAL LITERACY AND 
FuNCTIONAL NuMERACY

Senior managers define functional literacy broadly as: 
the ability to read, interpret and understand information 
in context; to communicate ideas clearly and in a way 
that makes sense — both orally and in written formats 
that are free of spelling and grammatical errors; and to 
listen to and understand instructions given by others. 
In their workplace context, communication skills are 
imperative to realisation of business objectives, since 
all staff must constantly understand and communicate 
instructions. Particularly among managers, the ability to 
understand and compile reports is also an essential skill. 
For this organisation, the single top priority is to see an 
improvement in the ability of employees to understand 
written material. 

Functional numeracy is defined as an ability to under-
stand, interpret and communicate data (of a mathemati-
cal nature), such as percentages and proportions. The 
ability to spot trends, mistakes and anomalous data is 
also central to being functionally numerate, as is an abil-
ity to perform simple mental arithmetic without relying 
on technology. In the workplace, examples of where these 
skills are applied include interpreting price charts, verify-
ing mail is fully paid, spotting underpaid items and using 
scales or measures to calculate the full price, and — for 
managers — planning resourcing and assessing perform-
ance of their teams. Given the impact on distribution of 
incorrectly sorted items, spotting errors and anomalies 
is the area of functional numeracy the company would 
most like to see improved.
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This company provides high-speed,  
long-distance rail transport services. 
It has recently been awarded a ten-year  
extension to its original seven-year franchise.  
The company is owned by a major, overseas- 
based international organisation. 

Some 3,200 staff are employed at locations 
around the uk. They include engineers 
and drivers, who serve apprenticeships, 
customer service and catering staff, call 
centre staff, cleaners and depot staff 
who move rolling stock. Labour turnover 
averages 10% across the workforce. 
It ranges from very low levels among 
skilled employees, who tend to stay until 
they retire, to 15% for customer service 
staff. Many of the company’s jobs have 
a minimum age requirement — 18 to serve 
alcohol, which affects customer service 
staff, and 21 to drive or move trains —  
so of the 200 people recruited each year, 
most are adults with relevant experience. 
Around 20%, including some apprentices, 
are school-leavers. 

RECRuITMENT AND SELECTION

The company pays upper quartile rates for most posts, 
which means, it says, that the quality of its job applicants 
is high. In addition, selection standards are higher 
now than they were a decade ago, when many of its 
current staff were recruited. For example, most of those 
recruited to clerical jobs are graduates. The result is that 
few recent recruits have gaps in basic skills. There is an 
extensive three-week induction process, which picks up 
any problems, and those who cannot meet the expected 
standards are usually not asked to stay at the end of 
their probationary period. Where pay is lower compared 
with the market, or the working conditions unpleasant 
(working shifts, or outside in all weathers), it is harder 
to recruit people with the right skills. 

Few formal qualifications are required by applicants —  
just five GCSEs for the most skilled jobs: “We are 
genuinely more interested in attitude — it’s about the 
customer service ethos. But we are looking for a soft 
skill set that isn’t easily measured”. The literacy of most 
unskilled and semi-skilled candidates is tested through 
the job application form, and communication skills 
are assessed through the interview process. Applicants 
for less skilled jobs, responsible for moving rolling 
stock rather than transporting passengers, also have 
to complete a communications exercise, which tests 
their ability to use a radio and to understand and relay 
instructions. 

In addition to the GCSE requirement, skilled staff 
undergo psychometric tests to test their aptitude 
for safety-critical work. They have to meet national 
literacy, numeracy and mechanical standards and their 
competence is assessed by City & Guilds assessors.  
The mechanical test used for drivers, for example, asks 

A rail company
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them to solve straightforward applied maths problems, 
such as saying which of a set of girders of different 
designs can take the most weight, and which way a lever 
in a pulley system must turn to lift an object. 

The selection process for customer service staff is inter-
view-based, with the company looking for customer 
service skills and the ability to work in a team. Between 
1996 and 2003 such staff were employed initially through 
an agency, with the best workers being offered jobs after 
periods ranging from three months to a year. The com-
pany has now decided that it will get better quality can-
didates if it recruits directly to permanent jobs, so it is in 
the process of overhauling its recruitment processes. The 
aptitude test used previously by the company for these 
staff, which is now under review, assessed candidates’ 
verbal and numerical interpretation and evaluation skills. 
Applicants have to demonstrate that they understand 
and can evaluate the logic of both simple and more com-
plex written arguments and can understand and make 
deductions from data presented in the form of tables 
and graphs. The company says that the soft skills that are 
required by the business are more difficult to measure 
than harder skills, but more important in the workplace.

kEY FuNCTIONAL SkILLS NEEDED BY 
THE BuSINESS

According to the organisation’s leadership and devel-
opment manager, dedicated customer service staff and 
other employees who come in contact with the public 
need to be able to work in a team and have the right  
attitude, which is to be helpful and to want to give  
a good service. In addition, in an organisation delivering 
a transport service to the public, the ability to understand 
written safety information and to be able to understand 
and relay verbal safety-critical messages is vital. Commu-
nication skills are therefore at a premium. 

Customer service staff need some literacy and numeracy 
skills and to be able to understand financial targets and  
whether they have met them. Numeracy is less important 
now than in the past since electronic point of sale (EPOS)  
equipment has been adopted. This provides information 
about turnover, profitability on different lines, stock ratios  
and other important financial indicators. Staff need to be 

able to interpret the data generated, since they run the 
operations on each train as a mini-business. Staff also 
need to be able to handle cash and count the stock, and 
do a reconciliation between actual and system totals. 
Other staff who deal with the public need to be able to 
read and interpret complex manuals and timetables.

Safety-critical staff have to move valuable rolling stock 
safely at various speeds. A collision between a train 
and buildings can cause half a million pounds worth 
of damage, and accidents involving passengers have far 
worse consequences. Where accidents have happened, 
the cause is more likely to be lack of attention than 
shortcoming in communications, the company says. 
The safety-critical group of drivers also have to be  
able to understand complex engineering operations.  
Everyone in this group needs to be able to write reports 
on incidents, so handwriting can be an issue.

Call centre staff need verbal communication skills and 
the ability to draft correspondence, which can cover 
complex situations and events, while cleaners have to 
be able to read instructions and labels to use chemical 
cleaners safely.

THE SkILLS gAP

Attitude and a sense of responsibility are the attributes 
of school-leavers that the company finds wanting. The 
learning and development manager said that “…schools 
really molly-coddle pupils now, and it’s a huge shock 
for them when they start work. They find it hard to take 
responsibility for themselves — from getting to work on 
time and every day, to carrying out tasks as instructed”. 
Literacy and numeracy are less of a problem, and more 
easily dealt with, since they can be picked up during the 
recruitment or probationary process, when the candidate 
can be rejected. 

With a large proportion of unskilled and semi-skilled 
staff, and, in some areas, of employees with English 
as a second language, there is a skills gap which the 
company ‘gets round’ for existing staff: “We’ve changed 
the processes and make the system work around the 
people who’ve got the operational skills”. This skills 
gap is not one that management had previously been 
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aware of as a problem — it is only coming to light 
now that staff are being encouraged to go for NVQs. 
There is an induction process for NVQs, which is 
identifying that many staff — as many as 10% of the 
unskilled groups — have problems with either literacy 
or numeracy, though numeracy is less of an issue for the 
NVQs for customer service employees and cleaners.

The company believes that because staff work as a team, 
other team members have been helping their colleagues 
with literacy problems. Colleagues, for example, have 
been reading out notices, and it is now expected that 
managers will help an unskilled or semi-skilled worker 
who needs to write an accident or incident report. It 
has also been the case that information traditionally 
conveyed in writing is increasingly being communicated 
orally. Because these staff are ‘old hands’ who are known 
to be competent at their job, there is no stigma attached 
to coming forward for basic skills training as part of 
getting an NVQ. Across the company as a whole, IT skills 
are becoming more and more important, and the ability 
to interpret data presented in either tabular or graphical 
form will be essential in future. 

School-leavers are recruited as trainee drivers and attend 
a full-time college course for a year. The college has  
found one or two apprentices with literacy problems, 
but has taken responsibility for bringing the individuals 
concerned up to scratch. A few individuals are dyslexic,  
but the company has found ways to support them —  
letting them use a computer to write reports or briefings 
for example — and one such individual has progressed 
to become “…one of the best trainer-drivers we’ve had”.

The company is not aware that gaps in literacy and 
numeracy skills have damaged productivity or caused 
other problems but comments that, as this is likely to 
be a hidden phenomenon, it is quite possible that it is a 
greater problem than it realises. Such gaps will certainly 
have held back individuals from better jobs, since higher 
levels of skills are required for these.

TRAININg AND DEvELOPMENT

Apprentices attend college full-time for a year with a 
further four years of day-release study. The organisation’s 
training department mostly focuses on customer 
service skills — there is no general provision of basic 
skills training. Decisions on training are the province 
of individual line managers, who identify whether staff 
need training and are empowered to arrange whatever 
is appropriate. Managers find out whether their staff 
are being held back by a lack of literacy or numeracy 
skills and need training — either through their day-to-
day dealings with them or through the developmental 
appraisal that every employee has each year. 

Line managers have personal objectives in their own 
appraisals which cover developing their staff, and they 
have to demonstrate each year that they have achieved 
results in this area. Managers have a number of options 
available to them — they can coach individual staff 
themselves, they can send them on a college course in 
their own or the company’s time, or they can arrange 
for some bespoke training on-site, which again could 
be done in either the company’s or the individual’s time. 
There are also learning resource centres, which combine 
availability of printed material with the ability to access 
material electronically.

The company offers the opportunity to take NVQs to all 
its customer service and cleaning staff, and about half 
the members of these occupational groups want to take 
advantage of this. The company can only take around 
30 employees through the process at a time — it would 
not be feasible to let everyone who wanted to do so to 
embark on the qualification process at once — so staff 
are having to be patient. This activity is supported by the 
government’s ‘Train to gain’ scheme — which was piloted 
in 2005/6 and is being rolled out across the UK from 
April 2006 — and ‘eQ8’, a regional training pilot. 

There are trade union learning representatives in the 
organisation and these can be very helpful, the company 
says, where they are self-starters and can build a good 
relationship with managers. This enables the manager 
and the union learning representative to act together 
to encourage staff to seek development and/or help 
with basic skills. On the other hand, “…union learning 
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representatives are not business-critical”, the learning and 
development manager says, probably because their unions 
do not set clear targets or objectives for their activities. 

Even though it would like to co-operate in training 
activities with other employers, the company finds that it 
is more efficient to focus on its own requirements. This is 
because shift working and rotas mean that it is difficult to 
arrange training for its own staff, and it would be almost 
impossible to fit in with anyone else. It does take part in 
regional training events. 

DEFINITION OF FuNCTIONAL SkILLS

In future, the company expects more staff to need basic 
IT skills and the ability to interpret data from tables 
and graphs. Analysis of faults in machinery and plant 
will increasingly be accessible to staff in the form of 
downloads on a laptop, while financial information will 
come in a similar format. The learning and development 
manager has few concerns about the ability of staff to 
undertake such tasks — it is the possible absence of softer 
skills that she worries about.

A functionally literate person in this organisation needs 
to be able to read and understand instructions, and to 
be able to write basic reports to explain what happened. 
They should also be able to take messages and use radio 
equipment to relay information or instructions, and have 
the ability to explain their job and coach a new recruit. 
A functionally numerate person needs to be able to 
interpret financial or performance data, to count — stock 
for example — and to understand and explain a timetable. 
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THE WORkFORCE

The approximate breakdown of the workforce at the 
factory is: 180 process and production operatives; 45 
fieldsmen and engineers; and 40 salaried office-based 
administrative staff and managers. Staff turnover is 
currently about 12%. In the past it has been significantly 
higher but, following a reorganisation in 2005 that 
resulted in redundancies, labour turnover fell as staff 
experienced, “…a bit of a reality check”. The company 
typically recruits between 20 and 60 new employees each 
year. About 66% of the workforce is from ethnic minority 
backgrounds and a similar percentage of employees 
are male. Up to 25% of operatives have limited English 
language abilities.

In view of the operation’s perceived lack of glamour, 
relatively few young people are attracted to employment 
in production and processing. Only a handful of 18-year-
olds have been employed in production in recent years 
and, as a result, the workforce is considered to be ‘ageing’. 
The firm does not have an apprenticeship scheme at the 
site, but graduate recruitment takes place at supervisory 
level (and above) and this is contributing to a lower 
employee age profile.

RECRuITMENT AND SELECTION

More senior roles and posts with salaries above about 
£18,000 are advertised in two local papers. CVs and 
application forms are sifted with the appropriate 
manager and successful applicants are invited to attend 
for day-long interviews. Hourly-paid jobs below this 
pay threshold, including process and production roles, 
are advertised through the local job centre. There is also 
reliance on news of vacancies being spread by word-of-
mouth by members of the existing workforce. As the 

This case study relates to one site operated 
by an international food-processing firm 
with a worldwide workforce of more than 
20,000. It is based primarily on an interview 
with the human resource manager and 
took place at the firm’s factory in the West 
Midlands. The site, producing frozen oven-
ready chips sourced from locally grown 
potatoes, has a workforce of 265. Many 
employees are members of the Transport 
and general Workers union (TgWu), 
but there is no trade union learning 
representative at the site.

An international food processing firm

case study six 
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and to be able to draw comparisons between the colour 
of production line chips and a specification chart.

THE NEED FOR COMMuNICATION SkILLS

Literacy and use of English testing is important to the 
firm as it recruits many employees who have limited  
English language capability. Although this solves staffing 
shortages, it is appreciated that there are health and safety 
implications, such as communicating with non-English  
speakers about the implications of an alarm sounding in 
an emergency. Even though English is not required to  
carry out many of the production jobs in themselves, there  
is a need to understand basic instructions, for example, 
relating to health and safety and food hygiene regulations,  
and to read company leaflets and newsletters. It is also 
important that employees should be able to read and 
understand employment contracts and disciplinary pro-
cedures and to follow what is being said in staff briefings.

The firm has a number of supervisors who are bilingual 
and help with translations when necessary. Employees 
are encouraged to use English socially at all times to 
avoid excluding colleagues.

TRAININg AND DEvELOPMENT

The firm appreciates that, if improvements are achieved  
in standards of numeracy and literacy among employees  
performing entry level jobs, this could open up opportu-
nities for internal progression to higher levels. Currently,  
for example, potato trimmers and chip inspectors, first 
level roles that require no formal qualifications, can 
move up to the next level as packers. Above packer level, 
however, there is “…a virtual glass ceiling”, and many 
employees with poor numeracy and literacy skills cannot 
progress to roles with greater responsibility.

To address basic skills deficiencies, the firm arranged 
for the local college of further education to provide free 
afternoon numeracy and literacy classes that employ-
ees could attend voluntarily. Take-up rates were poor. 
College funding restrictions that required a minimum 
of eight participants to attend regularly meant that the 
course had to be closed. 

firm has a high profile in the area it receives a constant 
flow of job applications. These are kept for six months 
after date of receipt and are drawn on when vacancies 
arise. All jobs are advertised internally and employees 
are encouraged to apply.

Potentially suitable applicants for hourly-paid jobs are 
invited to visit the firm for factory tours accompanied 
by the appropriate manager. This is intended to show the 
reality of the production environment and sift out those 
people who would be unwilling to work under prevailing 
conditions. Tours are followed by informal interviews 
that involve questions about past and current experience 
and hopes for the future.

Until the final quarter of 2005, the selection process 
also included numeracy and literacy tests that had been 
devised by the firm some years ago. Following a visit by 
representatives of one of the equalities Commissions, the 
tests have not been used since because some questions 
were considered to be inappropriate on grounds of 
gender and ethnicity.

THE PREvIOuS APPROACH TO TESTINg

Questions used in recruitment and selection tests were 
intended to have a practical application. For example,  
questions included counting the number of bricks shown  
in an illustration of a brick wall, or the change that should  
be given to a customer from a £10 note following purchase  
of a small item. Other tests included a visual comparison 
test to spot differences in two apparently similar illustra-
tions and another involved reading a paragraph of text 
and underlining all the errors. A pass-rate of 75% was 
expected of candidates.

Testing attention to detail was intended to predict a 
candidate’s ability, for example, to spot flaws in potatoes 
and chips. Basic numeracy testing too was seen as being 
necessary. The firm normally relies on computers for the 
control and measurement of many of its processes but, 
despite this control through automated systems, there is 
a concern that employees should be able to undertake 
manual calculations if a computer fails. Employees are 
also required to measure levels of ‘sludge’ in test tubes 
before making decisions about replacing cooking oil,  
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Recently, the firm recruited a qualified engineer 
assuming that there would be no language difficulties. 
However, after he had attended a breathing apparatus 
course, it was realised that the employee had limited 
reading ability. “People are very clever when they can’t 
read or write. They find ways round it and hide their 
problem and, unless it’s obvious, it can’t always be picked 
up.” As examples of this, it is common practice for other 
family members to complete written job applications and 
for job agencies to prepare applications to the company 
in bulk on behalf of their clients.

Other literacy difficulties have emerged when, for example,  
following an accident, a report has to be completed. The 
individual involved in the accident is required to write 
in their own words a description of the circumstances 
of the incident. For employees with language or literacy 
difficulties it is necessary for a colleague to sit with them 
and write the report on their behalf, causing problems 
with ‘leading’ questions and misinterpretation. Similar 
difficulties have been noted when employees are required 
to write letters seeking permission for holidays of more 
than 12 days. Weaknesses have been noted in employees’ 
basic command of English and ability to express their 
request coherently.

“We’ve become so used to operatives having poor literacy 
skills that HR staff tend to do all the writing and scribing 
for them. Even when chargehands carry out appraisals 
with their team members, they come into the office 
afterwards and we type up their reports as their literacy 
skills are low too. We’ve come to accept this situation 
as it’s gone on for so long — it’s right across the board 
with all production workers, not just people from ethnic 
backgrounds. The whole culture of the company is that 
we have to make chips as efficiently as possible and ‘get 
them down the line’. Everybody else, like HR, is a support 
function, and that’s exactly what we do for people in 
production”, says the HR manager.

The manager said that, in her experience, many 
employees who struggle with writing skills are able to 
read with a higher level of confidence. As an example 
of this, following monthly briefings, notes of the points 
covered orally by the manager are made available for 
general reading. This provides a popular opportunity 
for employees to go through them individually at their 

The HR manager commented: 
“We believe the poor take-up was due to pride — ‘I’ve got 
to go to classes, so I must be thick’. We tried to overcome 
this by renaming them as ‘computer classes”.

Through the newly named ‘computer classes’, employees 
gained literacy and numeracy skills by using PCs and 
this effectively took away the stigma associated with the 
previous designated name. Training was provided in 
Word, PowerPoint, Excel and other software packages 
and incorporated topics such as letter writing, story 
and report writing and how to help children with 
their schoolwork. This approach worked for a while, 
but gradually employees drifted away, citing personal 
commitments. Overtime payments were suggested as an 
inducement for continuing attendance but this approach 
was not sustained following a cut-back in overtime 
working at the factory. Although a handful of regular 
participants benefited from the course, the drop-off in 
numbers resulted in its eventual cancellation too.

Currently, three operatives who have well-developed 
process capabilities (to such an extent that they can  
“…run the line single-handedly at weekends”), unfortu-
nately also have limited English language skills. Provided 
they learn English, the three employees are potentially 
strong candidates for promotion. The firm has offered 
language tuition but the men have declined this in favour 
of their own alternative arrangements for classes through 
their local temple.

In the past, the firm had discussions with two neigh-
bouring companies to see if there were grounds for 
co-operation in basic skills training, but nothing materi-
alised from these talks: “We’re out on a limb where we’re 
located here on the fringes of the West Midlands, so it’s 
really down to us to handle training”.

ExPERIENCE OF FuNCTIONAL SkILLS

Employees who do not have English as their first 
language are not the only ones to experience language 
difficulties. The company also has English-speaking 
employees who have functional literacy weaknesses.



worki ng on the three rs:  e mploye rs’ prioritie s for fu nctional skills i n maths and english4�

at GCSE level. Pilot use of the Morrisby test was carried 
out with some of the existing chargehands and a full 
launch was made the following month.

The Morrisby Profile, which can be used with all ages 
from 15 years to adult, is suitable for all levels of ability 
and consists of graduated tests in 12 areas (from ‘abstract 
reasoning’ to ‘manual speed and skill’). They are widely 
used in engineering, manufacturing and production 
sectors in employee selection. The firm is already using 
the tests at another of its UK sites. Management of the 
application of the Morrisby Profile is restricted to people 
who hold a certificate of competence in occupational 
testing and who successfully complete a Morrisby-
accredited course. The HR manager is currently seeking 
this accreditation.

The mechanical ability test measures ‘natural’ mechanical 
ability and consists of illustrated mechanical principals. 
The test does not require any formal knowledge of 
physics or mechanics.

The firm intends to give the test to all existing employees 
as appropriate and, depending on availability of funding, 
plans to develop an in-house training programme 
to cover gaps in skills that the tests reveal. There are 
already 16 staff who are designated trainers for specified 
operational areas based in processing and production 
and these people would be used in any additional 
training. However, the firm has yet to decide how 
numeracy and literacy training would be undertaken 
should this become necessary following the tests.

FuTuRE SkILL NEEDS

The trend in the food processing industry towards ever 
greater automation of less skilled roles such as packing 
is expected to continue at this factory. As a result, 
the future workforce is likely to be smaller but more 
skilled. The posts which can now be filled by those with 
poor basic literacy and numeracy skills will decline in 
numbers and the type of employees needed will require 
more advanced levels of literacy, use of English and 
numeracy skills.

own pace and in their own time. Although the company 
tries to keep the need for reading to a minimum, memos 
are regularly included on the reverse side of wage slips 
to all employees. These provide announcements about 
practical matters around the workplace, such as actions 
to be taken with overalls that need replacing, information 
about changes at the site, or forthcoming elections for 
shop steward positions. In general, reading memos 
causes fewer problems than those generated by the need 
for written communications.

In terms of numeracy, only the most basic calculations are 
normally required in production as many of the processes 
are automated. As part of sampling, some employees are 
required to weigh and measure the length of chips and 
count the number of defects in a tray of chips. Even in 
packing, which currently requires a significant element of 
manual handling, counting is carried out automatically 
by computerised systems. A concern for the company, 
however, is the ability of employees to cope on the 
occasions when the automated processes fail.

To help employees in their understanding of changes in, 
for example, output and quality, the firm displays block 
graphs visually indicating variations. In addition, it also 
has monthly displays called ‘Star Performance’ that are 
key performance indicators for each department. Rather 
than using a numerical approach, these now make 
use of a traffic light system that shows green as good 
performance, to red indicating poor performance. These 
are referred to during team briefings and were introduced 
because of the problems employees were having with 
their understanding of statistics associated with issues 
such as ‘potato utilisation’ and ‘cost efficiencies’. 

“Everyone seems to understand traffic lights. Operatives 
really don’t care if we’re 3% down on last month. They 
just want to know if we’re doing a good job, or not”, 
said the HR manager.

INTRODuCINg THE MORRISBY PROFILE TEST

In February 2006, the firm made a decision to employ for 
machine-minder roles (and above) only people who pass 
a Morrisby mechanical aptitude test. Candidates are also 
now expected to have qualifications in English and maths 
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DEFINITION OF FuNCTIONAL LITERACY

The HR manager defines functional literacy as “…an  
ability to understand the language and terminology relat-
ing to the job being carried out — for example terminol-
ogy displayed on computer screens, language used in the 
factory and any other conversation that takes place which 
enable an employee to carry out his or her job effectively”.  
Ideally, the firm wishes to recruit employees who can 
write a letter or a page about themselves.

Functional numeracy is seen as “…an ability to complete 
all of the calculations required to carry out the job 
efficiently. This can vary according to the role and the 
degree of responsibility. Even though employees may 
be able to achieve all that is required for their role, there 
is still a concern that understanding of the wider picture 
may not be in place — particular in production where 
lack of understanding could lead to system failure”. 
Ideally, the firm wishes to recruit employees who can 
carry out long-multiplication, use decimal points, 
convert euros to pounds sterling (and vice versa) and 
be able to estimate a square metre.
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This overseas-based organisation assembles 
passenger vehicles. The uk plant is one 
of the most productive in Europe and has 
an annual turnover of £2bn. Two main 
occupational groups — 3,500 manufacturing 
staff and 350 maintenance technicians —  
predominate among the 4,500 employees. 
Some 200 school-leavers are taken on 
as manufacturing trainees and 10-15 as 
technician trainees each year, out of a total 
of 400 non-graduate recruits. Half the current  
manufacturing staff have no gCSEs, but all 
are trained over two years to NvQ level 2. 
Technicians are recruited with gCSEs 
in English and maths, and are trained 
over five years to NvQ level 3, with the 
expectation that they will then progress 
to a foundation degree. 

A car manufacturer

case study seven

The average age of workers on the physically demanding  
production line is 35. There are few female manufactur-
ing workers, despite the company’s efforts and despite the 
fact that in some US plants around half the production 
line staff are female. Labour turnover across the whole 
workforce is 4.9% and slightly higher for manufacturing 
staff at 5.2%.

RECRuITMENT AND SELECTION

The recruitment process for school-leavers and other 
manufacturing and technician recruits takes two to three 
months. It involves several tests and two interviews. 
“Some people with GCSEs in maths and English can’t 
get through our basic skills tests, which is worrying”, 
the training and development manager commented. 
Completing an application form is the first stage of the 
recruitment process, which is followed by a paper sift 
which identifies candidates to go forward for two basic 
skills tests. The first of these — a literacy test — assesses 
ability to understand instructions. A short passage 
describes some issues likely to arise at work, such as 
how to deal with litter, or what to do when the fire alarm 
rings. Candidates are asked a number of questions, and 
have to choose one of four possible answers to each 
one, which they can only answer correctly if they have 
understood what they have read. The numeracy test 
covers the ability to add, subtract, multiply and divide. 
It consists of problems such as: if there are 63 items in 
stock, there are three hours remaining and the usage per 
hour is five, what will the stock be at the end of the day? 
Again, candidates choose from four possible answers.

Only about half of potential recruits pass the tests, and 
some of the people who fail have GCSEs in English 
and maths. “People who fail have difficulties with basic 
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the component, all in a minute or so. They also need to 
be able to calculate the amount of stock that they need to 
complete the day’s work. The plant has low stock levels, 
and uses just-in-time techniques, so it is vital that the 
worker takes neither too little nor too much stock. 

Technicians need the same level of literacy skills as 
manufacturing staff and to be able to use simple formulae 
and trigonometry.

As the plant uses continuous improvement techniques 
and manufacturing staff work towards an NVQ level 
2 in business improvement techniques, they need the 
ability to acquire simple statistical skills. These include 
constructing tally charts to pinpoint problems, simple 
graphs, bar charts, histograms, cause and effect diagrams 
and Pareto analysis. 

All recruits also need, and often lack, ‘hand’ skills, which 
would enable them use tools such as a screwdriver, 
hacksaw, file and callipers. This lack of hand skills is a 
consequence of the move away from teaching metalwork 
and woodwork in schools, the company believes. Design 
technology, it says, is no substitute: “We’ll soon have a 
nation of people unable to put shelves up”.

SkILLS gAP

The company pays very competitive rates, so gets good 
quality applicants for its jobs. Its rigorous recruitment 
and selection process weeds out most applicants 
with skills gaps, although the restricted GCSE maths 
curriculum means that maintenance technicians are not 
always able to use the simple formulae and trigonometry 
that their jobs require, and have to be given extra maths 
tuition. From time to time one or two individuals have 
more serious problems, which are picked up either 
on the job by the supervisor or during the process of 
training for NVQs. 

The company says that these instances are “…identified by 
stealth”. If there are problems they are quietly dealt with; 
neither side refers to them directly. Over the years there 
have also been a handful of people with dyslexia, and 
again the company has supplied the training and support 
needed to enable such individuals to do their jobs. If any 

reading and writing, fractions, multiplication and 
division.” Those who do best are selected for bench 
and line tests. Bench tests involve mechanical tasks, 
such as using simple tools, following a wiring diagram, 
inserting grommets and putting on a wheel. The line 
test — building a car, under strict supervision, for two 
to four hours — has two purposes: it introduces recruits 
to the factory environment and assesses their ability 
to cope on the line. The factory environment is noisy 
and vast, and working on the line requires both hard 
physical effort and the ability to work quickly. Cycle 
times are typically one minute. The company is looking 
for a can-do attitude and the ability to work as part of a 
team. Those who fail these practical tests generally do so 
because of their attitude, which gives the impression that 
they are not interested in the work. 

The company also has a week-long pre-recruitment pro-
gramme for ‘near misses’. These are individuals who may 
have poor literacy and numeracy skills, lack the ability 
to put themselves forward well in an interview, or fail to 
cope with the bench or line tests. They may also be recent 
migrants who are ‘bright enough’ but for whom English  
is a second language. The programme is designed to bring 
people up to the standard of other successful recruits.

kEY FuNCTIONAL SkILLS NEEDED BY 
THE BuSINESS

Manufacturing staff need the literacy and numeracy 
skills to read instructions on how to do their part of the 
assembly process and to calculate the number of parts 
they need for the day’s work. There is an instruction sheet 
for every job, which spells out every aspect of the task. 
For instance, step 1 of the eight required to assemble a car 
indicator begins “Left hand pick up main body by base, 
with separator in front of you. Simultaneously pick up 
bulb”. Manufacturing staff recruits need to be able to read, 
understand and work to these instructions, and they are 
trained in the task by their supervisor. The other written 
instructions that need to be understood are the build 
labels. Each vehicle that comes along the line may differ 
from the one that precedes it. The build label specifies the 
components to be used for each car. Assembly line staff 
need to be able to interpret the codes for that vehicle and 
their part of the assembly process, and pick up and fit 
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TRAININg AND DEvELOPMENT

All school-leavers are taken on as apprentices — either 
for two years so they attain level 2 NVQs, or for five years 
so that they obtain level 3 NVQs. 

Manufacturing recruits undergo a 12-week period 
of training to get them to a minimum standard of 
competence. Supervisors provide on-the-job training, 
using an instruction sheet which breaks every operation 
into steps which the employee learns, and they ‘own’ the 
development of their staff. There are at least two appraisal 
and development meetings a year, and it is up to the first 
line manager to pick up any problems — including those  
concerning basic skills — and to get help from the training  
department to deal with them. Managers are appraised 
against their own personal objectives relating to the 
training and development of their staff. After the 12-week 
training period is complete, manufacturing staff embark 
on manufacturing and business improvement NVQs.

All work-related training takes place in working time, 
but staff are also encouraged to embark on further edu-
cation courses. The company pays 80% of the cost and 
the employee pays for the rest. Any further education 
course — from “…basket weaving to a degree” — is eligi-
ble for funding.

There is a 16-strong training function that trains the 
organisation’s own staff, suppliers’ employees and also 
manufacturing workers in the region, as part of a regional 
productivity alliance. Other organisations can use the 
firms’ trainers and training centre. The firm uses the gov-
ernment’s ‘Skills for life’ initiative and also ‘Train to gain’.

Union training representatives are not active in the firm. 
This is because the company already funds extensive 
work-related and personal training activities. “Every 
employee goes through some form of training, leading 
to a qualification, so union learning reps can’t add value 
in such an environment.”

problems exist, then they are bound to have an effect on 
productivity, since it takes time to ask a colleague to read 
out instructions or other written communications, so the 
company is keen to identify and eradicate problems with 
basic skills wherever they occur.

The quality of the workforce is diluted by the intake of 
temporary workers, it says. These will tend to be older 
people who do less well in the selection tests, although 
they are unlikely to have basic skills deficits. The issue 
with some of these staff is that their motivation is not as 
good as it might be as a result of having been taken on 
and ‘let go’ several times. 

The company considers that there has been no change in 
the literacy and numeracy skills of school leaver recruits 
in recent years, although it is finding fewer school-
leavers coming forward for jobs. The fact that people are 
staying on at school longer and then are more likely to 
go to university means that the quality of those who are 
left is lower than it used to be, although ‘quality’ refers to 
attributes such as initiative that are over and above basic 
skills. This has not caused problems, however, since the 
company’s own training and development programme 
is so thorough that employees are taught the skills and 
behaviours they need to do their jobs well. 

It is among the workforces of the company’s suppliers 
that skills gaps cause real problems. The organisation 
requires its suppliers to have continuous improvement 
programmes to increase efficiency and lower costs. It 
finds some workers in supplier plants are unable to 
read or count, and cannot carry out the fault finding 
and statistical analysis that continuous improvement 
requires. Its remedy is to train these workers itself, and 
company trainers attempt to do this. The company wants 
to source its components locally, but basic skills gaps 
cause difficulties. If suppliers are unable to meet the 
company’s requirements, then the parts will have to be 
sourced elsewhere, probably in the far east, which the 
firm is reluctant to do. 
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DEFINITION OF FuNCTIONAL SkILLS AND 
FuTuRE REQuIREMENTS

At present, a functionally literate person in this organisa-
tion needs to be able to read and understand the instruc-
tions contained in the standard operation sheet and build 
labels. A functionally numerate person should be able  
to work out the number of components required and  
to construct and understand simple graphs and charts. 
They should be able to read gauges and have the mental 
agility to understand codes, get the right components, 
and assemble and fit them in a short space of time.

The future will bring challenges for the temporary staff 
who currently scrape through the selection process. 
Employees will need to be able to do more fault diagnosis 
and improvement work as the result of an increase 
in self-managed teams and be more able to interpret 
computer-generated data. Instructions will become more 
complex, as will the supply chain, and workers will need 
to cope with this. ICT is not considered an issue for the 
future, since the company maintains that “…anyone with 
basic skills can cope with ICT”.
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The firm hired 180 permanent employees last year, 
a quarter of whom were non-graduates, recruited to posts  
primarily on the construction sites, as well as to support 
function roles such as clerical and administrative jobs. 
Around 120 hourly-paid staff were also taken on for 
particular projects, exclusively in non-graduate positions. 
The firm operates a number of training programmes to 
attract people in the 16 to 19 year-old age bracket: for 
example, it recruited ten people to its apprenticeship 
scheme last year and 14 to its building studentship 
programme. It also operates graduate development and 
industrial placement schemes. The firm requires any 
individual working on one of its construction projects to 
hold a Construction Skills Certification Scheme (CSCS) 
card. This provides evidence that the person is competent 
in their job and has undertaken a health and safety test. 
By the time school-leavers have completed this mandatory 
NVQ level 2 scheme, most are aged 20 or above. 

As one of the first national contractors in the industry to 
gain Investor in People accreditation, this company has 
a strong track record in training and development. It has 
won several national training awards. It has also been 
voted “…one of the best places to work in construction”.

RECRuITMENT AND SELECTION CRITERIA

The firm has relatively high entry requirements for all its 
new starters, whether they are taken on to work on one 
of its projects or at head office. It is fully expected that 
apprentices, for example, will progress to supervisory 
positions within the company. Successful candidates to all 
non-graduate positions are expected to hold at least four 
GCSEs at grade C or above, including maths, English and, 
for its building studentship scheme, one technical subject. 
Interestingly, however, the personnel director and senior 
personnel manager say that even possession of four 

This construction company was founded 
more than 100 years ago. A subsidiary of  
a larger building group, it designs and 
builds a wide range of large-scale projects 
including leisure, commercial, residential, 
public service, industrial and retail builds. 
The firm places a strong emphasis on 
working in partnership with its customers, 
designers and supply chain. Its 1,100-strong  
workforce includes 380 craftworkers, around  
a third of whom are joiners, a third are  
bricklayers and a third are skilled labourers.  
But, as a major contractor in the construction  
industry, there could be a further 4,000 
people sub-contracted to work across the 
firm’s projects at any one time.

A large construction company

case study eight 
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and skills areas — including problem solving, written 
communications, listening and questioning, and 
negotiating. The level at which the employee is expected 
to demonstrate competence in these areas is also listed. 
There are four ascending levels of competency within 
the overall framework: appreciation, intermediate, 
advanced and expert. So, for example, a clerk is expected 
to be competent in ‘written communications’ at an 
appreciation level but their ‘telephone skills’ should be 
at an intermediate level.

gCSEs DO NOT guARANTEE BASIC SkILLS

The qualification bar for entry as a non-graduate employee  
may be set relatively high at the firm, but passes in English  
and maths at GCSE level do not necessarily equate to 
satisfactory functional literacy and numeracy skills on 
the part of applicants and existing staff. In the view of the 
senior personnel manager, GCSEs have been devalued 
and do not provide confirmation that an individual’s 
functional literacy and numeracy skills are of a high 
enough standard to be applied in a work environment. 
In his words, “…the basic building blocks of learning” 
in these two areas have too often been lost, with many 
people finding it difficult to apply what they have learnt 
in a work setting. Nor is it the case that shortfalls in 
literacy and numeracy are restricted to non-graduate 
or junior level positions, with problems sometimes 
emerging at all levels within the organisation. 

RECOgNISINg THE SHORTFALL IN 
FuNCTIONAL LITERACY 

“The standard of literacy shown by people filling in the 
double-sided application form for a studentship position 
is often very poor,” the senior personnel manager says. 
“Many applicants can’t construct a sentence and their 
grammar, handwriting and spelling are awful.” 

According to the personnel director, candidates can 
usually print to an acceptable standard, but a significant 
proportion avoid responding by hand, preferring instead 
to type their answer and paste on passages of text. There 
is also a suspicion that, on some occasions, someone else 
has completed the form on the candidate’s behalf.  

GCSEs at grade C or above provides no guarantee that a 
candidate or employee has mastered basic numeracy and 
literacy skills to a satisfactory standard. 

Would-be apprentices must also have passed a CITB 
entry test. CITB-ConstructionSkills, the organisation that 
helps recruit, train and qualify the construction work-
force, delivers a selection test for all those wishing to gain 
entry to training or apprenticeship programmes within 
the construction industry. This features a numeracy test, 
including an exercise where candidates must interpret 
a technical drawing. Specifically candidates must dem-
onstrate skills in measurement and the interpretation of 
data, after which they must calculate an area or volumes 
and, for example, how many bricks are required. Another 
exercise assesses the candidate’s verbal skills. 

The firm also operates its own, standardised selection  
process that includes an interview and a practical, 
work-related test for appointment as a craft apprentice. 
Each candidate is supplied with the measurements and 
instructions to construct a basic wooden structure.  
Primarily this exercise is a practical one that tests the 
candidate’s ability to work with their hands. Nonetheless  
the senior personnel manager believes it cannot be  
successfully executed without drawing on a basic under-
standing of literacy and numeracy: candidates must 
both use basic maths to construct an accurate and sturdy 
structure, and demonstrate communication skills in 
explaining the choices they made in completing the task. 

When the firm is recruiting to non-graduate posts 
it takes into account any relevant work experience, 
including evidence that the candidate has worked 
as part of a team and can communicate effectively 
in a work environment. The firm has also developed 
a ‘job knowledge and skills profile’ for every role. This 
document is primarily a self-assessment form to guide 
the employee’s personal development, but the key 
knowledge and skills areas are also used to inform the 
recruitment process. 

The competencies that are listed under each knowledge 
and skills area on the profile provide a good indication 
of the functional literacy and numeracy skills required 
for the job. For example, for the role of ‘clerk’, under 
‘personal skills’, the profile lists the necessary knowledge 
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numeracy skills. To a large extent, both the personnel 
director and the senior personnel manager believe that 
the problem is “…hidden”. But various organisational 
activities sometimes serve to indicate there is a problem. 
For example, some prospective recruits have refused 
to complete the touch-screen safety test because, it is 
suspected, they cannot read. Another recent initiative 
involves the operation of health screen units to improve 
employee health. Take-up of the screening now stands at 
over 75%, but the personnel director surmises that some 
employees did not initially participate because they could 
not read or understand the related form. The firm has 
taken steps to compensate for potential literacy shortfalls 
among its workforce, for example, by introducing an 
employment form in its new starter pack that the new 
recruit’s manager can fill in on their behalf. This avoids 
any embarrassment in the event of literacy difficulties on 
the part of the new employee.

IDENTIFYINg THE SkILLS gAP IN 
FuNCTIONAL NuMERACY

Functional numeracy skills are fundamental to the range  
of work undertaken by employees, particularly those 
based on construction projects, such as the ability to 
visualise a diagram. The senior personnel manager 
believes that there is an over-reliance on the computer 
that has undermined many core abilities in this area, such  
as spatial reasoning skills. A lack of mental arithmetic 
ability is another common skills gap, including precision 
with numbers and familiarity with tens and units. For 
example, the problem can be as basic as knowing how 
many noughts make up a thousand, and knowing where 
to place the comma between the number of thousands 
and the noughts.

The company is committed to supporting any employees 
who demonstrate shortfalls in basic literacy or numeracy 
skills, but realises that very few will feel inclined to be 
open about their problems. Typically, these only come to 
light through a secondary avenue, such as one dyslexic 
employee who was struggling at college before he felt 
able to disclose his dyslexia. People also develop practical 
coping strategies that mask the problem, making it 
harder to detect any functional skills gaps. For example, 
bricklayers operate in gangs of four, comprising three 

“It is a delight when an application form is good,” 
the senior personnel manager adds.

Report writing and letter writing are two areas where 
gaps in basic literacy often come to light among existing 
employees. Here again, mistakes include incorrect  
punctuation and poor sentence construction. Report 
writing is a core part of most construction-related roles: 
for example, an accident report or a ‘method statement’  
that needs to be completed for any operation to be under-
taken on-site. This activity requires a wide range of skills, 
including analysing information, cross-referencing and 
interpreting data. Similarly, formal letters can be com-
mercially sensitive and the style, choice of vocabulary 
and overall command of the English language are para-
mount, as well as adherence to contractual requirements. 
In particular, employees often struggle with writing in a 
style that is appropriate to the specific situation. Accord-
ing to the senior personnel manager, it is often apparent 
from the quality of letter and report writing that schools 
do not equip young people to gear their basic literacy 
skills to the world of work.

Health and safety awareness is a fundamental part of 
being able to function effectively on a construction site. 
The firm operates a safety induction for every project, 
which is now delivered as a video with a voice-over to 
maximise the level of information that is absorbed by 
employees. Although many construction safety notices 
are portrayed as symbols and are therefore universally 
recognisable, there is also a set of safety rules posted at 
every site. It is, of course, vital that everyone working on-
site understands this communication. It is also essential 
that oral instructions about safety and other aspects of 
work are carefully listened to, understood and acted 
on. In practice this does not always occur, although the 
personnel director cannot recall an accident that has 
occurred as a result of a worker failing in this respect. 
But the senior personnel manager does cite a work-
related incident where a graduate misinterpreted basic 
verbal instructions to move a door frame two metres 
away from a wall, instead moving the whole wall two 
metres from the door frame!

Apart from every employee’s personalised learning and 
development plan, the firm does not have any formal 
processes in place to identify gaps in literacy and 
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The company has a structured approach to training pro-
vision and skills enhancement internally. Its learning and 
development team ensures that the training needs of all 
employees are regularly reviewed and the performance 
appraisal should help to identify functional literacy and 
numeracy shortfalls through the self-assessment forms 
and line manager input. An employee’s development plan 
should take on board any areas where basic skills need to 
be improved. 

Well aware that, in some cases, basic skills gaps are not 
restricted to the junior ranks within the company, the 
personnel director advises that its ‘master class’ series for 
managers and senior staff is designed to cover functional 
literacy and numeracy training. The company recognises 
the potential embarrassment and stigma that a more 
senior employee would experience if such a basic skills 
shortfall was openly identified. It is therefore important 
that this training provision is dealt with sensitively and 
incorporated within a wider training intervention under 
topics such as ‘developing high performance teams’ and 
‘how to write a business case’.

The personnel director says that the most serious gap 
in basic skills is evident among those working on its 
projects in supply-chain firms. The company is therefore 
involved in a variety of collaborative skills initiatives with 
its commercial partners, including NVQ assessment of 
supply-chain candidates.

kEY FuNCTIONAL SkILLS NEEDED BY 
THE BuSINESS

It is the senior personnel manager’s view that business 
should not need to compensate for the absence of key 
functional numeracy and literacy skills that should have 
been learnt to an acceptable standard at school. The key 
aspect of functional numeracy that he would like to see 
improved is mental arithmetic, including the ability to 
quickly check and analyse results. In the case of literacy 
skills, the senior personnel manager thinks that a good 
grasp of grammar is fundamental because it is this aspect 
that can change the whole meaning of the written and 
spoken word.

bricklayers and one labourer. It is not unusual for a gang 
to rely on one member who is the most proficient at 
calculating the number of bricks needed to cover a 
certain area — although it is hoped that this is the 
exception rather than the norm among the company’s 
own workforce. Often, it is the labourer rather than the 
bricklayers who is good at carrying out these calculations. 
In any case, wastage is directly linked to pay as an 
incentive for gangs to get their calculations correct.

BuSINESS IMPACT

Aside from the potential health and safety risk in the 
event that verbal or written safety instructions are not 
fully understood and followed, the personnel director 
estimates that the major business impact of the perceived 
gap in functional literacy and numeracy is waste. 

For instance, measuring and calculating the amount of 
materials needed for construction is a key numeracy 
skill required of those working on-site. It is also an area 
where a lack of numeracy typically comes to the fore. 
For example, when calculating the width of a timber 
beam there may need to be some overlap for the beam 
to fit into a central area — if this is not included in the 
calculation, the beam is wasted. 

TRAININg PROvISION 

The company is committed to improving the skills level 
of its workforce and meeting any shortfall in basic literacy 
and numeracy. To this end, it has tried to engage schools 
and colleges in collaborative projects, and the personnel 
director says that local FE colleges have been very helpful 
in providing tuition in basic skills — for example, for 
dyslexic employees — although they are not prepared 
to provide such training on-site. By contrast, it has not 
always been so easy to engage local schools in partnership 
working. On one occasion the company offered school 
students the challenge of designing and costing an entire 
project for a new construction at the school with the 
help of expert mentors. Despite a generous prize that 
the winner would see their project built free of charge, 
schools were reportedly hesitant to take part. 
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PROFILE OF THE WORkFORCE

The firm has a workforce of 160, made up of seven 
directors, six managers and seven sales reps, with the 
remainder of the staff equally split between employees 
in manufacturing and administrative jobs. In recent 
years, staff turnover has remained steady at about 
12%. Previously, turnover had been much higher and 
a significant number of newly appointed staff left within 
the first six months. The current stability is attributed 
to the way the management team has worked together 
and developed an understanding of what the company, 
departments and customers expect of new employees.

“In recruitment, we’re ready as a team to spot people 
who’ll fit in with the culture of the company and also 
have the necessary skills to carry out the jobs we need”, 
said the personnel administrator.

The firm does not have an apprenticeship scheme in 
place to develop young employees in the jewellery trade. 
Although the workforce is made up of people from 
different ethnic backgrounds, English language skills 
are not considered to be a significant problem.

RECRuITMENT PRACTICES

In the past five years the firm has recruited four or five 
young people (18 to 20-year-olds) into its manufacturing 
operation with the intention of developing them from 
scratch for specific production responsibilities. Many of 
these employees have remained with the firm and are now 
fully trained. (It has not been the firm’s practice to employ 
young people straight from school at 16 years of age.)

There is some concern that young people who are called 
for interview lack ‘life experience’. They have been found 

Based in the heart of Birmingham’s jewellery 
district, the firm has been operating in 
the community since it was founded in 
1947. It was the first company in the uk 
to offer the specialist technique of ‘lost 
wax’ casting to its customers. It continues 
to provide this and other products and 
services to manufacturers, goldsmiths and 
jewellery designers throughout the uk 
and continental Europe. The interview was 
conducted with the personnel administrator 
who is responsible for all the recruitment, 
training, administration of HR and personnel 
support for the management team.

A specialist jewellery firm

case study nine 
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Each question has five possible answers, from which 
candidates have to choose what they believe to be the 
correct answer.

THE NEED FOR IT SkILLS

Employees need computer skills and, in particular, an 
ability to learn quickly how to use the firm’s in-house 
software. In consequence, there is an assumption that 
candidates will have ‘acceptable’ standards of literacy and 
numeracy. Use of MS Excel is one of the skills sought 
from applicants as spreadsheets are used extensively in 
the stock department, by accounts and in the telesales 
team. For example, telesales team members record calls, 
take reps’ orders and prepare sales analyses.

When recruiting, candidates are questioned about their 
basic knowledge of and use of computer keyboards. This 
is considered to be an indication of computer literacy 
and potential ability to enter information accurately 
into the firm’s database. Candidates who have basic 
computer skills are favoured over those without. The firm 
undertakes to provide the necessary training in the use 
of the in-house system and any other software skills that 
may be required once an appointment has been made. As 
an example, ten members of staff are currently attending 
a ten-week Excel spreadsheet course arranged by the 
learning provider Technology Innovation Centre (tic) 
at Millennium Point, Birmingham — a faculty of UCE 
Birmingham.

APPOINTMENT ExPERIENCE

The most recent appointment of a young person was 
made in summer 2005, when a 19-year-old woman was 
employed in an administrative role in the stock area of 
the business. In her role, the employee puts together 
orders for components that are drawn from the firm’s 
stock area. This requires reading computer print outs 
of information input by the customer service team and 
then, based on the data, despatching orders to customers.

“When we recruited for the administrative post last sum-
mer, we were looking for somebody who would be able 
to face the challenge of using our computer systems 
without being a ‘shrinking violet’ and who would not shy 

to be somewhat shy and timid, lacking social skills to 
handle relationships with more established colleagues. 
This often reveals itself during interviews in which 
candidates have difficulty in interacting with staff.

Despite a previous history of appointing limited numbers 
of young people with the intention of “…moulding them 
to the company’s ways”, there is a current preference 
among managers to fill vacancies with candidates who 
have existing experience in the jewellery industry. 
It is considered that business advantage is gained by 
employing ready-trained mature workers who can be 
productive immediately. In consequence, people who 
were employed by local competitors have filled many 
recent vacancies.

Attention to detail and an ability to concentrate are 
the overriding characteristics that are expected of all 
employees in manufacturing and administration. Staff 
employed in manufacturing need to pay attention to 
the quality of the products being produced and in 
administration employees are required, for example, 
to ensure that correct information is recorded onto the 
computer system when placing orders, or that numbers 
are recorded accurately when stocktaking.

To help identify candidates with these characteristics 
during recruitment, the firm uses tests that involve, for 
example, a recording of a series of numbers being read 
that have to be identified from five alternatives detailed in 
a test booklet. To check if candidates can spot mistakes, 
another test involves comparing handwritten information 
with typeset information on a corresponding page that 
also contains deliberate errors. To simulate the firm’s fast-
paced working environment, these tests are timed to see 
how accurately candidates can complete them when put 
under pressure.

When appointing young people to administrative roles 
requiring calculations, the firm prefers candidates who 
have at least grades D to B in GCSE mathematics. As 
part of the interview process, candidates complete a 
‘numerical computation’ test that requires 30 questions 
to be answered in seven minutes. Candidates have 
to determine the correct solution is in a series of 
simple calculations involving addition, subtraction, 
multiplication, division, fractions and decimal points. 
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quotes to customers. This requires quick calculations 
that involve estimating the weight of a product and 
the cost of the metals that it will contain. Up-to-date 
tables are provided each day giving information about 
the prevailing price of gold (or other precious metals) 
that are to be used in the product. Calculators are used 
and once the material costs have been calculated, the 
additional processing costs (for example, finished in raw 
state or polished) are factored into the final quote given 
to the customer.

Employees involved in packaging products in the 
stock department for onward transfer to another 
area of manufacturing, such as the small components 
in earrings and earring posts, are required to count 
products accurately to ensure the specified quantities 
are despatched. They are also required to determine, 
through the use of scales, the loss of weight in products 
going through different manufacturing processes. This is 
necessary to keep track of scrap produced and for security 
reasons. Items are weighed as they progress through 
different stages of manufacture and this monitoring is 
carried out regularly throughout a working day as items 
come into and go out of the stock department.

Although line managers carry out oral briefings on 
a regular basis, the firm anticipates that employees are 
able to read and understand the content of printed 
documents. These may include items regarding 
processes, procedures and other necessary information 
in the running of the operations (for example, health 
and safety and security). Training can be given in the 
meaning of different product codes, but employees have 
a responsibility for distinguishing between different types 
of information, such as product codes, descriptions of 
items and how much the product weighs. Well-developed 
verbal communication skills are essential among the 
customer service teams and to a lesser extent among 
employees in the stock areas to assist in telephone 
contact with suppliers.

TRAININg AND DEvELOPMENT

All new employees take part in an induction programme 
that is provided by the personnel administrator. During 
this, the company’s position on training and development 

away from having a go,” said the personnel administrator. 
“Candidates needed to have a basic computer knowledge  
and a willingness to be trained if necessary. Our job 
advertisement stated that the role would be ideal for 
a school/college-leaver who wanted to enter a trade and 
gain business experience. We didn’t specify any set com-
puter skills or academic qualifications, but we did have 
in mind the sort of person we were looking for and their 
characteristics.”

In the past, when the firm recruited younger employees 
into manufacturing, it tried to identify candidates who had 
“…an air about them” that showed they wanted to learn 
a skill and had a willingness to gain experience in new 
fields. Many candidates already had an interest in jewellery 
manufacture that had developed as a result of talking to 
family and friends in the business. This was found to be 
a beneficial background as candidates’ expectations were 
more likely to be met once they were employed.

Young candidates for administrative roles are expected 
to have the ‘all-round package’ of literacy and numeracy 
skills as well as basic computer literacy. In view of the 
small number of appointments that are being made 
among the school/college-leaver age group, the firm can 
sift out candidates who do not match up and appoint 
those that meet its criteria for selection. “There always 
seem to be candidates among the applicants who have the 
skills we’re looking for and in the areas that we require.”

On the rare occasions when employees are appointed 
who, it subsequently transpires, are found to be lacking 
in basic skills, the firm arranges for development 
programmes to be put in place to “…plug any gaps” in 
knowledge. In the personnel administrator’s experience 
this has not occurred in the last five years for literacy 
and numeracy skills. However, it has occurred when 
employees have inadequate computer skills that have 
been “…overstated” during the recruitment process.

FuNCTIONAL SkILLS IN DAILY uSE

Functional numeracy in administration is considered to 
be “an ability to complete basic arithmetical calculations”. 
For example, when employees in the customer service 
team are taking orders there is a need to give price 
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is outlined (a willingness to fund and provide time for 
development activities that will benefit the company) and 
employees are encouraged to take responsibility for their 
own programmes of learning.

Staff development reviews are conducted on an annual 
basis when objectives for the following year are set. 
These are an opportunity to highlight training needs, 
such as functional numeracy and literacy difficulties that 
an employee may be experiencing. Employees discuss 
with their line manager any requests for enrolment in 
courses or involvement in learning activities before 
these are passed to the personnel administrator. The 
range of opportunities that the firm supports includes 
attendance at tic courses, regional colleges (for example, 
Sutton Coldfield and Matthew Bolton colleges of further 
education) and the local school of jewellery. Courses 
are attended voluntarily and may take place during the 
working day or in the evening after work. Following an 
analysis of development reviews and to meet specific 
individual and team needs, training suppliers and learning 
consultants are also brought in for on-site training.

In the future, the firm foresees that there will be a need 
to raise the level of IT literacy once its current systems 
are replaced with more sophisticated software. It is 
confident that, providing employees have basic keyboard 
skills, it will be possible to bring staff up to date with 
the developments that it anticipates will take place. It is 
expected that training will be provided by a combination 
of outside suppliers and departmental managers.

 



worki ng on the three rs:  e mploye rs’ prioritie s for fu nctional skills i n maths and english�0

With average labour turnover stable at about 9% a year, 
staff retention does not pose a significant problem for the 
company. The HR development adviser says that it has no 
trouble attracting a large enough field of candidates for its 
vacancies — for example, more than 7,000 people applied 
for ten firefighter positions last year. But finding the right 
calibre of prospective recruits poses a greater challenge.

The age profile of the workforce is slightly skewed towards 
the more mature end of the spectrum. Just 15.5% of the 
overall workforce is under age 30, a percentage that rises 
to 23% for security staff and to 27% for engineers. It is 
not surprising that the greatest proportion of young 
people are employed in engineering positions because the 
company’s engineering apprenticeship scheme takes on 
40 to 60 people annually in the 16 to 24 age bracket. The 
minimum age requirement for the firefighter traineeship 
programme is currently 21, although the age specification 
for both schemes is currently being reviewed in light of 
the forthcoming legislation on age discrimination.

Security, engineering and firefighting combined 
represent by far the greatest volume of recruitment 
activity for this airport company. Given that all three 
occupations are strongly associated with a male rather 
than a female workforce, the company has made real 
efforts to improve diversity and attract more women 
to these roles, with some success.

The company has done a lot of work over the past couple  
of years to fine tune its selection processes, particularly for 
recruitment to firefighter and engineering apprenticeship 
roles. Although the HR development adviser does not 
believe that there are currently extensive gaps in literacy 
and numeracy among its employees, some of the changes 
were, in part, prompted by problems being reported in 
these areas. For example, engineering managers had 
reported having to arrange, on an ad hoc basis, additional 
basic numeracy training for some apprentices.

This large company operates several uk  
airports, through which hundreds of millions 
of passengers travel each year. Its core 
business has a workforce of around 10,000 
people, with just under half of these 
employed in non-graduate roles. A third 
of these non-graduates work in airport 
security, around 1,000 are engineers and 
a further 500 are firefighters. The remaining 
non-graduates are employed either in head 
office support or professional roles or in 
terminal operations, such as passenger 
services assistance and information.

An airport company

case study ten 
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responsibilities of the role. For example, the technical 
understanding test replicates the need for an engineer 
to understand the written instructions, diagrams and 
numbers typically set out in machine manuals, while 
the mechanical understanding test is based on basic 
mechanical principles that are applied to a number of 
devices such as pulley systems.

A candidate must pass each test in order to progress to 
the next selection level, with around half succeeding. 

RECRuITMENT TO THE AIRPORT FIREFIgHTER 
TRAINEESHIP SCHEME

As the high volume of applicants attracted by last year’s 
recruitment campaign illustrates, competition for places 
on the firefighter scheme is fierce. Selection to the 
programme is rigorous. As well as being “…at the peak of 
physical fitness”, candidates must complete an extensive 
online questionnaire, undertake a literacy test and a 
numeracy test, and also complete a competency-based 
application form and interview. There are no specific 
requirements in respect of educational qualifications 
for the programme but the HR development adviser 
says that, despite the lack of formal entry criteria, a 
firefighter needs significant literacy and numeracy skills 
to function effectively in their job. The company has 
therefore recently introduced two bespoke selection tests 
for literacy and numeracy, and may consider introducing 
more initial screening for these skills in the future.

The tests reflect the level of basic literacy and numeracy 
necessary for the role. As the HR development adviser 
explains, the job of a firefighter demands a significant 
degree of technical expertise — for example, being able 
to calculate volumes such as the capacity of equipment 
tanks. One of the 20 problems outlined in the numeracy 
test therefore deals with volumes and shows a diagram of 
a tank with metric dimensions provided. The candidate 
is provided with the formula that volume = length x 
height x width and asked to work out the volume of the 
tank. It is not surprising, given the nature of the job, 
that another question sets out a series of temperature 
readings and the candidate is required to determine the 
percentage of the total increase in temperature over a 
given period. A working knowledge of multiplication, 
addition, subtraction, percentages, fractions, averages 

RECRuITMENT TO THE ENgINEERINg 
APPRENTICESHIP PROgRAMME

The basic educational qualification criteria for entry 
to the apprenticeship scheme are four GCSE passes 
including maths, English and preferably a technical 
subject at grade C or above. The job description sets out 
the principal accountabilities for the role, some of which 
make clear that the company expects a good standard of 
functional literacy and numeracy from its recruits. For 
example, it emphasises the need “…to be a team player, 
to be able to work successfully with others at all levels by 
demonstrating effective two-way communication skills 
with peers, managers and customers”. Employees are 
also expected “…to read and adhere to safety notices and 
instructions”, while the competency requirements for the 
role expects behaviours such as “…evaluates a wide range 
of options and information when making decisions”.

Many applicants are screened out prior to the first test 
stage. The online application process asks a series of basic 
qualification questions, such as whether the applicant 
has a criminal record, and a significant proportion of 
potential candidates are filtered out through this initial 
sift. Another reason that some applicants fail to advance 
any further than this pre-selection stage is that many 
application forms are returned incomplete. Although it 
is only possible to speculate about the reason for half-
completed forms in some cases, the HR development 
officer suspects that one factor is a lack of literacy 
on the part of applicants. Some forms do contain 
evidence of poor literacy, including incorrect grammar, 
punctuation errors or omissions and the use of ‘text style’ 
and abbreviated wording instead of the proper use of 
language and vocabulary.

For those who make it through the pre-selection stage, 
an external consultancy provides a battery of tests 
administered at a one-day assessment centre. These 
are bought ‘off-the-shelf ’ and include mechanical, fault 
diagnosis and technical understanding tests. The HR 
development officer says that all the tests demand a 
certain standard of basic literacy and numeracy on the 
part of candidates. For example, anyone sitting these 
tests would need to understand and interpret written 
instructions and numbers, carry out calculations, and 
have a knowledge of mathematical symbols: this is 
because all the selection tests reflect the duties and 
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firefighters must also complete a competency-based 
questionnaire and application form. According to the HR 
development adviser, a significant proportion of these 
are returned incomplete, another indication that many 
applicants do not have the necessary writing ability. 

Because the company has introduced such rigorous 
selection processes for its firefighter and engineering 
positions, it does not experience widespread gaps 
in functional literacy and numeracy among existing 
employees. The high level of demand for these roles also 
means that, potentially, there is no shortage of people 
with the right standard of functional skills to recruit. 
But narrowing the field of applicants to produce a pool 
of people with the right skills demands a high level of 
resource on the part of the airport company.

The HR development adviser reports that any functional 
skills gap on the part of an employee is typically dealt 
with on an ad hoc basis through its local learning and 
development teams. The performance review process that 
is in place should also help to highlight any problems. 
These teams do their best to pick up on any difficulties 
that individuals may be experiencing — for example, 
if someone is dyslexic additional support is arranged 
with a nearby college, usually in the form of one-to-
one tuition. Line managers may also detect literacy and 
numeracy shortfalls among their teams. 

Skills shortfalls in functional literacy and numeracy are 
not necessarily restricted to the non-graduate workforce. 
The HR development adviser says that difficulties with 
basic numeracy have even been detected within members 
of the HR team who could be either graduates or non-
graduates. Occasionally, such difficulties are apparent if 
an employee is asked to produce a statistical report on an 
issue such as labour turnover.

According to the business, GCSE qualifications do not 
necessarily guarantee a consistent level of functional 
literacy and numeracy on the part of individuals. The HR 
development adviser says this is sometimes evident in 
the performance of candidates who undertake selection 
tests, such as an analytical aptitude test, for various head 
office roles. “A field of candidates may have the same 
GCSE grade in English or maths but the variation in their 

and proportions is essential to the firefighter role, hence 
these feature heavily in the test. There is also a question 
covering currency conversion. 

Underlining the high standard of mental arithmetic 
required, these non-graduate candidates are not 
allowed to use a calculator for the test. According to 
the HR development officer, firefighters need to react 
promptly to situations and work out problems quickly 
in their heads, including ones involving calculations. 
Consequently, candidates are given just 25 minutes to 
complete the test. This gauges their ability to analyse 
and solve numeracy-related problems on the spot in 
a pressurised environment. The pass mark is 60%.

Candidates are allowed 20 minutes to complete the 
literacy selection exercise. There are 11 questions and the 
pass mark is 75%. One section requires the candidate to 
place pairs of word that look or sound similar into pre-
written sentences. For example, for ‘advice’ and ‘advise’, 
the correct words must be inserted in the blank spaces in 
the sentence: ‘I ……..you most strongly not to accept……..
from unqualified people.’ Another question asks the 
candidate to construct their own short sentences using 
specific work-related words such as ‘toxic’ and ‘evacuate’, 
while another sets out a paragraph detailing health and 
safety legislation. The candidate is required to write a few 
sentences about what the law means to them at work.

BASIC SkILLS gAPS 

The HR development adviser says that the company 
has only recently started to test for literacy as part of 
its firefighter recruitment process. She explains: “Since 
every firefighter routinely completes a logbook that 
may later be subject to legal scrutiny, the business has 
become increasingly concerned about the writing ability 
of some new recruits: It is vital that firefighters have 
effective functional literacy skills and are able to write 
in longhand — the logbook is admissible as evidence in 
a court of law”.

The company now expects to filter out those applicants 
who do not have the required functional literacy and 
numeracy skills during the selection process. Prospective 
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performance during selection can be substantial, with 
some candidates not necessarily achieving a very high 
percentile score,” she says.

THE IMPACT OF FuNCTIONAL SkILLS ON 
THE BuSINESS

The HR development adviser says that, from an 
operational perspective, it is of fundamental importance 
that firefighters and engineers have effective functional 
literacy and numeracy skills to be effective at their jobs. 
These employees need to read and understand technical 
manuals, maintain log books and carry out a range of 
demanding calculations in their heads to ensure that 
their equipment and any machinery they use is in 
working order and meets the required specification. 
Compliance with health and safety regulations and 
procedures is paramount. Any gaps in functional literacy 
or numeracy could therefore not only have an adverse 
impact on the realisation of company objectives, but lead 
to potentially serious safety implications.

Although it is not envisaged that the need for literacy 
and numeracy skills in the business will change 
dramatically in the years ahead, the HR development 
adviser does foresee that customer service requirements 
and technological advancements will demand greater 
collaboration among staff and more effective working 
relationships. These developments will, in turn, require 
more sophisticated functional literacy skills on the part 
of all employees, particularly as there are now typically 
fewer layers of management.

kEY FuNCTIONAL SkILLS NEEDED BY 
THE BuSINESS

While the company has not analysed the term ‘functional 
skills’ or incorporated them into its HR practices, the 
HR development adviser was clear about what these 
skills involve. In her view, the meaning is twofold: first, 
functional literacy and numeracy should represent 
“…a re-branding of basic skills”. Secondly, they are 
the application of a person’s aptitude in literacy and 
numeracy in the workplace. 

The key area of functional literacy that the HR 
development adviser would like to see improved is the 
appropriate use of language — for example, the proper 
use of grammar, punctuation and spelling, and the 
eradication of ‘text speak’ language and conventions, 
particularly in electronic communication. Mental 
arithmetic is the key aspect of functional numeracy 
that she believes should be improved.
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RECRuITMENT AND SELECTION

Trainees are recruited by means of an application form 
and an in-depth interview. There are no skills tests but 
they require four GCSEs at grade C or above, including 
maths and English. However, a shortage of sufficiently  
qualified applicants means that, in practice, the require-
ment for a C grade in maths sometimes has to be waived. 
The company attributes this skill supply shortage to 
a combination of increasing school-leaver aspirations 
and an image problem within their industry. Increasingly 
they see that young people securing grades A or B these 
days tend to go on to ‘A’ levels and university. The compa-
ny’s activities, which require dirty, physically demanding 
outdoor work, often in all weathers and at unsocial  
working hours, rarely appeal to these brighter students.  
Nonetheless, waiving the maths qualification requirement  
is not necessarily detrimental to company operations, 
because it is mainly needed as an entry requirement for 
the ONC course, rather than by the nature of the work 
itself. Since the current ONC is not ideally suited to the 
industry, the company is currently designing an indus-
try-specific foundation degree.

The recruitment and selection process for trainees 
focuses more on competencies than qualifications. The 
competencies looked for include teamworking, the 
ability to follow instructions, and the commitment and 
motivation to work shifts and unsocial hours outdoors. 
As much of the company’s work is safety-critical, there 
is zero tolerance for alcohol or drugs. Consequently, 
employees have to be prepared, for example, not to have 
a drink for a specified number of hours before a shift. 

The company’s unskilled workers are also selected by 
means of an application form and an interview. Track 
workers undergo pre-employment checks such as 
references and a full medical, which tests fitness levels, 

This company provides road, rail, and plant 
infrastructure services at multiple locations 
throughout the uk. It employs some 3,500 
employees in a wide variety of occupations, 
most of whom undertake manual work. 

Labour turnover is low for the industry, with 
around 350 staff taken on each year. The 
company also runs an apprentice scheme 
for trainee fitters and trainee technical 
engineers, taking on a total of around 30 
recruits each year. Typically these recruits 
are aged between 18 and 20, with one in five 
taken on at 16, and one in ten above the age 
of 20. During the three to four-year scheme, 
apprentices will achieve an NvQ level 3 
and an ONC technical certificate level 3, as 
well as key skills in ‘application of number’ 
and ‘communication’, and a certificate in 
employment rights and responsibilities. This 
case study focuses both on these trainees, 
and also on a typical unskilled occupational 
group, track workers.

An infrastructure company

case study eleven 
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SkILLS gAP

In general, senior managers believe that basic skills gaps 
are more pronounced among the established workforce 
than school-leaver recruits, but they are neither formally 
acknowledged nor addressed. However, there are real 
problems with the mathematical skills of new trainees. 
Once they start work, their inability to do the maths 
and science required by the ONC course necessitates 
remedial action, and the colleges running the ONC 
courses do not always appreciate the extra support 
required. It is also costly for the organisation when 
trainees fail their ONCs and the company has to bear 
the cost of extra tuition and exam fees to get them back 
on track, with basic maths skills training being required 
to get them up to scratch. 

“Some of them have just not got the foundation they 
need from school”. Trainees struggle with maths and 
science across the board, with algebra and conceptual 
maths being big gaps. “You can comfortably get a C in 
intermediate maths without ever looking at an x or y” in 
the view of the management, and this causes problems 
in a business where formulae are used all the time. And 
young people at school are also no longer taught the elec-
trical diagrams or basic electrical symbols that are used 
in industry. As there are not enough job applicants with 
a grade C in maths GCSE, the company sometimes has 
to accept people with a D, which causes problems further 
down the line. There is no stigma attached to having dif-
ficulties, since in the company’s experience almost every-
one has to battle with them.

Literacy, in terms of reading and writing skills is less 
of an issue, although communication, which can affect 
the safe handing over of workloads, can be a problem 
among school-leaver recruits. The company aims to 
weed out people with very poor communication skills 
at the interview stage. And although unskilled staff may 
have poor numeracy, this is not a major issue since all 
calculations are done by more senior staff such as the 
supervisor or the technical engineer in charge of the work.

The company believes that there are literacy issues 
among existing unskilled staff, but since they do not 
affect the way the job is done, they are not thought of as 
a problem. It only takes action when literacy is strictly 

eyesight, colour vision and hearing. Although these 
employees require no formal educational qualifications, 
the two-week ‘Personal Track Safety’ (PTS) course —  
covering safety for the individual, the team and the 
public, which they attend immediately before starting 
work — has the effect of testing literacy, since it includes  
a written test. The company comments that no-one fails  
the PTS since new recruits are given every encouragement  
to achieve the standard. When recruiting track workers, 
the company is looking for flexibility and the willingness 
to work unsocial hours in all weathers rather than formal 
paper qualifications.

kEY FuNCTIONAL SkILLS NEEDED BY 
THE BuSINESS

Trainees need to be literate and numerate enough to 
achieve the ONC qualification required by fitters and 
technical engineers. They do surveying and marking out 
and use high-tech equipment. They also write methods 
statements and use formulae. 

On a day-to-day basis, unskilled workers need little more 
than an ability to understand oral instructions in order to 
be able to carry out their work. While they do not need 
to be able to read or write, track workers do require good 
communication skills for teams to operate effectively. 
They must be physically fit, have manual dexterity, 
a mechanical aptitude, and the ability to use automated 
and manual tools. Working in small teams, they are 
given their tasks by a team leader under the supervision 
of a technical or civil engineer, who is responsible for 
the successful completion of the task. They undertake 
maintenance, renewal, installation and inspection of 
tracks, tunnels, embankments, cuttings, level crossings 
and bridges. 

Literacy is required to read posters and safety notices, 
although managers will read these out to their teams if 
they are aware that some team members cannot read 
well enough to understand the written material. Track 
workers also need to be able to ‘read’ diagrams, but these 
are generally less problematic than words, the company 
finds. The organisation also uses ‘tool box talks’ to go 
through important safety information verbally.



worki ng on the three rs:  e mploye rs’ prioritie s for fu nctional skills i n maths and english��

TRAININg AND DEvELOPMENT

Trainees embark on three or four-year apprenticeships, 
and there is a considerable amount of training for 
all safety-critical employees, who must update their 
technical and safety skills at least every other year. Only 
trainees receive basic skills training, notably in maths. 
More general training needs are identified through 
the appraisal system. Although this should be in place 
throughout the organisation, the firm says that the 
incidence of appraisal is “…patchy”. This may be partly 
because relatively few managers have received appraisal 
training; the company has only recently appointed 
a management trainer. 

Employees are set ‘SMART’ objectives, in the jargon 
of performance management. Their progress towards 
these is appraised twice a year, together with their 
competencies, training needs and career plans. Literacy 
and numeracy skills are discussed if these are a problem 
at work or need to be improved for the next job. If there 
is no work context, the manager might raise concerns, 
but as a welfare issue. Employee training courses take 
literacy problems into account. A recent initiative was 
rolled out in a classroom setting, with one member of 
each group identified as a scribe. Managers were asked to 
be aware that some of their team members might not be 
capable of taking on such a role, and that this should not 
become obvious to the rest of the group. 

The company has used ‘Skills for life’, but in the main it 
accesses subsidised or free training through the colleges, 
which organise the funding.

DEFINITION OF FuNCTIONAL SkILLS

Functional literacy is defined by this organisation as being 
able to read basic reports and worksheets, posters, notices 
on a noticeboard and the safety alerts which are sent to 
everyone’s home. These deal with topics ranging from 
‘near misses’ — accidents that nearly happened — to more 
pedestrian items such as telling staff to protect themselves 
with sunscreen lotion when the weather is hot.

related to the job. Supervisors are aware that some of 
their team members don’t read well or at all, and are 
careful to read out safety-critical information. In this 
company’s view, the inability of white-collar, supervisory 
and managerial staff to write grammatically and 
appropriately, to spell correctly and to lay out business 
emails and letters properly is a challenge too. These 
difficulties are pronounced among all age groups, but 
are worse among the younger members of staff.

FuTuRE SkILL NEEDS

Machines used by the company are becoming more 
complex and more computer-oriented. Apprentices who 
are currently, with some difficulty, trained to ONC level 
may need an HND in the future. Schools will either 
have to raise general standards further or the company 
will need to pay much higher wages to attract applicants 
of sufficient calibre. But such individuals will be in 
great demand and are unlikely to want to work in this 
industry, the firm says, so it is facing a real challenge. 
And although some aspects of the jobs may be more 
demanding, not everyone needs to be a high flyer. Some 
70% of trainees will progress to a better job once they’ve 
attained their qualifications, but 30% will be content to 
stay put in less demanding roles, the company says. 

The future will also see a need for every employee in 
a customer-facing role to have business skills and com-
mercial knowledge, such as how to draft business letters 
and emails. These skills are currently in short supply.

Work will become more technically demanding 
for everyone, the training manager believes. The 
organisation is already having to recruit outside the 
industry, which has an ageing workforce with ‘robust’ 
pensions, many of whom are largely uninterested in 
acquiring new skills. Financial pressures have halted 
the company’s apprentice training programmes for the 
last three years, which is another reason why it has had 
to recruit externally. But the recruitment pool in other 
heavy industrial sectors is shrinking too, so meeting 
skill needs could be difficult in future.
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The functional numeracy skills required by this company 
are an ability to interpret data and use diagrams. 

The attributes the organisation seeks from school-leavers  
are a sense of discipline and responsibility, the ability 
to turn up at work on time, every day, and to do as 
instructed without question in a safety-critical area. 
There have been some problems, and the company 
would like to see school children given a much better 
understanding of the world of work and how they will 
be expected to behave in it. 
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WORkFORCE PROFILE

About two-thirds of employees are directly involved 
in the company’s operations and the remainder are in 
support functions (such as IT, finance, HR and legal). 
A significant number of recent school and college-leavers 
have been employed in technical and testing operations, 
sales and marketing, and administration.

Entry levels for many employees working in manual 
operations were modest in the past, when there was a need 
for employees who were physically able, punctual, reliable 
and prepared to put in “…a full-day’s effort”. This has left 
a legacy of weak literacy skills among a few of the gangs 
that has only become apparent in recent years. These 
weaknesses have emerged as, for example, it has become 
necessary for employees to prove their competency 
formally as part of the Construction Skills Certification 
Scheme (CSCS). This includes certification of competence  
in areas such as health and safety; first aid at work; 
operating equipment; and driving specialised vehicles. 
Although employees may have considerable experience in 
operating equipment, when faced with a test about basic 
knowledge using computer-based touch-screen systems, 
a number have struggled and have needed support in 
reading questions and following test instructions.

Some sections of the workforce are considered to be 
‘ageing’. In contract asphalting, for example, the majority 
of gangs of eight or nine employees are over 45 years of 
age, and a significant proportion are nearing retirement. 
There has been a long tradition of sons following 
fathers into quarrying and also recruitment that takes 
place through the personal recommendations of gang 
members. Notwithstanding this, relatively few young 
people have applied for jobs in the recent past: driving 
restrictions have meant that they must be at least 18 years 

Quarrying operations are at the heart of 
the company’s business. It uses the raw 
materials from extraction in the production 
of asphalt, ready-mixed concrete and pre-
cast concrete products. It employs over 
9,800 people in more than 650 locations in 
the uk and also has significant international 
operations. The interview was conducted 
at a quarry and the group head office for 
aggregates and contracting at a site in 
the Midlands with the HR manager and 
the contracts manager involved in road 
building. This part of the organisation, 
employing almost 5,000 people and 
recruiting up to 800 new employees each 
year, forms the main focus of the case study.

A building materials group

case study twelve 
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OPERATOR SkILLS AND QuALIFICATIONS

Candidates who have modest achievements at GCSE 
level in English, mathematics and other subjects are 
considered for operative roles. For these jobs the 
company seeks mechanical aptitude and, if possible, 
fitting experience and driving skills. Increasingly, IT 
skills are becoming more necessary, particularly with 
the computer-controlled systems that are fitted to the 
equipment used in the company’s operations in the 
quarries and contracting.

The company has recently developed a literacy test that it 
intends to use with drivers. This is currently being intro-
duced as part of the recruitment process and to validate 
the suitability of sub-contractors. Although the firm has its 
own drivers, it also contracts with more than 400 owner-
drivers who transport materials throughout the UK. The 
need for the test has been highlighted by the experience 
the firm has had with truck drivers at an asphalt plant 
in the Thames Valley, many of whom are either Asian or 
Eastern European in origin. It has found that many have 
English as a second language and that this has the poten-
tial to cause difficulties in reading road signs, following 
directions and taking note of health and safety notices. 

During the interview process, line managers administer 
the test that consists of a statement that a driver is asked 
to read, followed by a series of questions. The statement 
focuses on drivers’ rules, including site safety, loading 
responsibilities, documentation and details of actions to 
be taken in the event of an incident involving a driver or 
vehicle at a customer’s site. Eight questions based on this 
information have been devised and four further illustrated 
questions on road sign recognition are included in the 
test. On the basis of one mark for each correct answer, 
a score of over eight is regarded as acceptable; anything 
less is considered “…a cause for concern”.

IMPRESSIONS OF APPRENTICES

Over the past six years, there has been a drive to recruit  
more young apprentices into the company. The experience  
of the firm with some of these recruits is that, while 
they may have the requisite qualifications specified for 
an apprenticeship, the levels of motivation, stamina and 

of age to operate equipment and vehicles and also for 
health and safety reasons.

Where there are persistent shortages, the company brings 
in workers from sub-contract labour agencies, who may 
eventually be taken on as employees of the company. The 
employee turnover rate in all of the UK operations is 
approximately 12% among established workers, although 
in the first year of employment it can be as high as 33%. 
“Sometimes the job may have been ‘sold’ wrongly to new 
employees, or their expectations of the job may not be 
quite right,” said the HR manager. “There’s a period of 
adjustment that’s needed in operations. It’s an early start in 
all weathers working outside on equipment and this can 
come as a bit of a culture shock for some new recruits.”

PROMOTINg EMPLOYMENT OPPORTuNITIES

To tackle demographic issues, a group-wide initiative 
has been introduced that aims to encourage young 
people to apply for jobs with the company. Managers 
go into schools to work with teachers on a number of 
projects that are intended to build relationships and 
awareness of the industry. As part of the initiative, events 
are arranged, such as open days and site visits. Another 
joint programme, ‘Building Awareness’, co-ordinated by 
a major construction industry company and consisting 
of a consortium of companies and the Construction 
Industry Training Board (CITB), shares good practice on 
youth recruitment. This includes promoting the industry 
to secondary school pupils (and above) and devising 
recruitment strategies relating to young people.

Over five years ago, the industry sector made a decision 
to ensure that all employees achieve NVQ level 2 
standard. To assist in achieving this goal, the firm has 
appointed six NVQ assessors who work as a corporate 
team to verify the workforce’s existing skills and, if 
necessary, arrange training interventions and assessment 
with new employees or those who have gaps in their 
knowledge. This programme is design to validate and 
raise the skill levels of the entire workforce.
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IMPLICATIONS OF BASIC SkILLS gAPS

Ideally, foremen working in road building operations 
need measuring and arithmetic skills to calculate 
areas and volumes. For example, given the weight of 
a cubic metre of asphalt, a foreman may be required 
to determine the weight of material needed to lay 
rectangular, triangular or circular shaped areas of road 
surface to a given depth. Although some foremen may be 
able to estimate this with a degree of accuracy, relying on 
sight alone as a result of many years’ experience, others 
need to make calculations. Mistakes could be costly as 
a typical day may involve laying 1,000 tons of asphalt 
at a cost of approximately £50,000. In practice, only 
a small number of foremen have been found to carry out 
physical measuring or to calculate volumes using simple 
trigonometric principles. 

To help deal with this situation, ‘crib’ sheets have been 
prepared to help them calculate the quantities required 
for different road materials without needing detailed 
mathematical knowledge. “You can never be precise in 
the actual tonnage that’s needed, but carrying out some 
calculations is a good starting point! Many of our foremen 
don’t have the skills to work out the areas of squares and 
rectangles, let alone other shapes. This includes some 
of the younger men who’ve either not used this skill for 
a long time or have simply forgotten what they learnt at 
school. Speaking to them, you’d have no idea that they’re 
unable to complete these basic calculations as they’re 
capable people in every other respect.”

The main concern about literacy standards is that drivers 
who have English as their second language in some parts 
of the company have difficulties reading health and safety 
regulations and other safety instructions. There are also 
concerns about their ability to understand conditions 
that may apply specifically to a site where the drivers 
are working or when visiting a customer’s premises, 
such as chemical, traffic and equipment hazards. These 
drivers are required to read delivery addresses for the 
loads that they carry and travel to destinations anywhere 
up to a 100-mile radius from the site. Concern about 
functional literacy skills among this group of workers 
is further complicated by many of the drivers not being 
directly employed by the company.

work ethic of some of the apprentices have been found  
to be lacking. This is despite the firm providing day-
release courses that lead to professional qualifications 
and a working environment that includes the support 
of staff with significant technical abilities and industry 
experience. “People do need to be able to fit in as a 
‘personality’ with existing employees; it’s not just skills 
that we’re after. Sociability can be lacking among the 
younger-aged employees — they can even be too quiet at 
times, but I don’t know how you teach these kind of skills.”

TRAININg AND DEvELOPMENT

The annual cycle of employee job reviews can reveal 
individual knowledge and skills gaps. To address these, 
training interventions can be planned by reference to the 
company’s skills matrix that sets out what is required for 
different roles. In addition to developing new skills, there 
is a requirement for established employees periodically 
(at three to five-year intervals) to renew certification 
(for example, as part of CSCS) in order to demonstrate 
that statutory standards are being met. Training is either 
provided internally through the company’s training 
department or arranged with external suppliers, such as 
the CITB, EPIC (the National Training Organisation for 
the Extractive and Mineral Processing Industries) and 
Proskills (the sector skills council for the process and 
manufacturing sector). “In the past, many skills were 
not formally qualified. Now, to maintain standards, most 
have qualifications attached to them so that it’s possible 
to prove the competence of employees and provide 
a skills audit trail if it’s ever needed.”

As part of an induction process, new employees working 
in the quarries are required to obtain general plant 
qualifications. This entails keeping a logbook to record 
the hours worked on a piece of machinery and having 
performance signed-off by one of the company’s assessors. 
Although this is an internal arrangement, the system is 
a similar one to that used in NVQ assessments and it can 
include assessment for externally validated accreditation.
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At the East Midlands site visited and among the road-
laying gangs that operate in the Midlands and the north 
of England, these were lesser concerns due to the greater 
availability of candidates who speak English as their first 
language.

Many of the processes that are carried out by the company 
require audited records to be kept. Should an incident 
occur that require subsequent investigation, it is essential 
that employees are able to write a record of what has 
occurred. For example, at the end of each day’s work, 
gangs are required to complete site vacancy sheets that 
record information such as the overnight security of 
vehicles, plant and the site. If this information is not 
recorded and an incident occurs, liability issues could 
arise for the company. In addition, for contractual reasons, 
supervisors, foremen and operatives in road-laying gangs 
need to provide written records of what has been carried 
out as part of documented quality assurance evidence.

Employees who are responsible for machinery are 
required to make visual checks on a daily basis and 
to record their observations on ‘tick sheets’. If there 
are defects in equipment, employees are also required 
to make written comments about faults on the sheets 
in order to alert maintenance staff. In the event of an 
accident occurring, employees need sufficient literacy 
skills to prepare written statements on the nature and 
circumstances of the incident. (If a literacy deficiency 
is identified at such times, this can be a trigger for the 
company’s training department to plan support and 
development for an individual.)

PRIORITIES ON FuNCTIONAL LITERACY

To carry out jobs efficiently and to the appropriate 
standard, the firm requires employees to have a minimum 
ability to read monthly newsletters, pay slips, and health  
and safety information and signs. In addition, it anticipates 
sufficient IT awareness to carry out on-screen health and 
safety tests. The company anticipates a growing need for 
IT skills in all areas of its operations, proof of employees’ 
competence and growth in record keeping for auditing 
and quality assurance purposes.
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The site has a workforce of about 600 people, with approx-
imately 320 of them employed in production. Operations 
are continuous and are based on a 12-hour shift pattern.  
Although staff turnover is less than 2%, the firm has 
recruited more than 170 people in the past three years  
as part of a production expansion for an additional brand 
of toothpaste.

Employees in production fall into two main groups: 
technicians (mechanical fitters) and line operators. 
The entry standard for these groups of employees is 
described as ‘a basic secondary education’. However, 
few new recruits join straight from school at either 16 
or 18 years of age — most are in their 30s with previous 
experience in production of fast-moving consumer 
goods. In view of its location in the Thames Valley, the 
company experiences difficulties in recruiting employees 
for operative vacancies. These posts are considered to 
be ‘manual jobs’, carrying an element of stigma. It also 
experiences shortages of trained engineers.

RECRuITMENT PROCESS

The firm now requires all job applications to be made 
online. This is believed to cause some difficulties among 
older applicants who lack computer skills, but it acts 
as a primary recruitment filter. Once applications are 
submitted, an HR officer and the recruiting manager 
carry out a pre-selection sift by reviewing applications 
against the core competencies specified for the job. 
This results in about 40% of candidates being rejected.

The next stage of selection involves an initial interview. 
For those candidates who pass this, a second round of 
interviews is arranged that also include numeracy and 
literacy tests. In addition to taking part in interviews 
and sitting the tests, applicants for team leader posts are 

The subject of this case study is a high-
volume consumer healthcare firm based in  
the Thames valley. The firm is part of a major  
uk-based international pharmaceutical 
company and the site focuses on providing 
‘clinically effective’ oral healthcare products 
to 34 different countries. The site is the 
European manufacturing centre for oral 
healthcare products such as toothpaste and 
mouthwash, produced using high-speed 
automated systems. The interview was 
conducted with the HR director.

A consumer healthcare firm

case study thirteen 
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TESTINg ExISTINg EMPLOYEES

As part of an initiative begun in 2005 to upgrade the 
capabilities of the workforce, the company decided 
to ensure that all employees achieved a qualification 
equivalent to at least NVQ level 2. In order to provide 
a baseline for the training programme, the company 
arranged for its production workforce to undertake 
the same basic numeracy and literacy tests used in 
recruitment. The resulting scores were analysed using 
the national standard entry level 1 to 3 and level 1 
classifications. The following table sets out the breakdown 
of employees’ results achieved at the different levels, 
showing a high proportion of production workers at or 
below entry level 3, the level expected of an 11 year-old:

Commenting on the results, the HR director said,  
“Many employees who took the tests have been with us 
for 15 to 20 years. In that time, the nature of the business 
has changed from a predominantly consumer packing 
operation to a healthcare site — with a specific requirement 
to meet the USA’s Federal Drug Administration standards 
later this year. This is why it’s particularly important that 
we raise the bar of literacy and numeracy skills to ensure 
compliance and that we meet quality standards”.

THE IDEAL EMPLOYEE

The firm has a people model to express the characteristics  
it seeks in employees and which it describes with the 
phrase, ‘Head, heart and legs’. The head represents the  
thinking process — it seeks people who can think analyti-
cally and structure their thoughts. The heart represents 
the empathy of individuals and the relationships that 
they build in the workplace. The legs represent employ-
ees’ motivation, energy and drive. As the company comes 
under increasing scrutiny from a number of industry 
agencies to bring it in line with the global pharmaceutical 

asked to make oral presentations to demonstrate their 
communication skills.

“We view recruitment as a ‘80/20-type rule’ — 20% being 
the hard skills and 80% the soft skills, so we are looking 
more for an individual’s desire, determination, motiva-
tion and attitude,” said the HR director. “For the 20%, we 
need people who can pick up and read a job specification 
and know what’s required.”

BASIC NuMERACY AND LITERACY TESTS

The company uses two batteries of both literacy 
and numeracy tests that are commercially available. 
A member of the HR team is a trained administrator 
for the tests and facilitates them during interviews.

The ‘critical reasoning tests’ in literacy require candidates 
to read short statements and then to choose and mark 
appropriate responses from two or three options. The 
test’s questions are in three parts, including ‘analysis’, 
‘evaluation’ and ‘assumptions’. The equivalent numerical 
test requires candidates to analyse data provided in, for 
example, histograms, pie charts and other diagrams. 
They then make any necessary calculations and respond 
by marking their choice from one of five alternative 
answers given for each of the questions.

In the ‘skillscape’ literacy test, candidates are asked to 
read a fictitious local newspaper and then to answer 
comprehension questions drawn from this, providing 
written responses to a set of 20 questions. In the 
equivalent numeracy test, candidates work their way 
through 20 questions in three sections: ‘calculations’, 
‘approximations’ and ‘problems’. After carrying out 
any necessary work in rough, they choose and mark 
one of six possible responses to each question. The test 
includes addition, subtraction, multiplication, division 
and calculations that involve fractions, percentages and 
approximations.

Despite initial filtering of applications, a fairly high 
percentage of candidates for operative roles — around 
50% — fail these basic numeracy and literacy tests, 
achieving scores below the levels required by the 
company’s selection criteria.

 Below E1 E1 E2 E3 L1 Total

Numeracy 0.0% 1.8% 6.4% 26.7% 64.4% 99.3%

      

Literacy 0.4% 0.7% 6.3% 27.8% 64.8% 100.0%
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the amount produced against the planned figure and 
any trends in downtime due to mechanical faults or for 
any other reason. Statistics are entered on computers 
via a keyboard or written up manually. Records are 
formally handed over at the beginning of the next 
shift. There is a need for statistical information to be 
accurate and, when written by hand, sufficiently legible 
for other employees to read. “In terms of KPIs, we want 
to eliminate waste, reduce downtime and improve line 
efficiency. Employees need to understand and be able 
to carry out basic calculations otherwise there could 
be an adverse impact on performance. This applies to 
operatives, team leaders and supervisors.”

Team leaders (usually people promoted from the shop 
floor) record absence records and calculate ‘Bradford 
factor’ scores to identify individuals with serious patterns 
of absence. These calculations require an ability to square 
numbers, use multiplication and division and understand 
how to manipulate a simple arithmetic formula.

TRAININg SuPPORT

Employees who have numeracy and literacy difficulties 
are provided with development support through an 
external training provider, funded through Oxford 
College. Employees are withdrawn from the workplace 
to attend training sessions during working hours held 
in the company’s training facilities on site. Sessions are 
compulsory and, on a shift-basis, up to 35 employees 
attend the classes. Individual coaching takes place as 
a follow-up for the training.

“A key aspect of any of the roles on our site is that 
employees are involved in their own self-improvement 
initiatives. Unless they can read and write to a certain 
level, it would be difficult for individuals to engage in 
personal development. This is why we’ve embarked on 
the NVQ programme for everybody and, on top of this, 
we have introduced leadership management qualification 
(Institute of Leadership and Management) for team 
leaders and also health and safety qualifications  
(Institute of Occupational Safety and Health).” 

industry, the requirement is for a capable workforce that 
can read, write and make calculations to the appropriate 
level for the roles they perform.

uSE OF FuNCTIONAL SkILLS

As the company seeks to achieve wider international 
penetration of its products and as advances are made in 
production automation, its dependence on employees 
with limited numeracy and literacy skills is reducing, 
in favour of those who have recognised qualifications. 
“Employees in production should be able to understand 
standard operating procedures. So, for example, they 
don’t open guards on a machine and they know what 
to do in the event of fire or evacuation,” said the HR 
director. “They also need to be able to read coding 
revisions when products are changed and demonstrate 
that they’ve applied any revisions. Although operating 
procedures are in print, we make as many of them as 
visual as possible, such as photographs of dress codes 
and safety instructions.”

Accident and near-miss reports are completed in writing.  
Where individuals have literacy difficulties, line managers  
interview them and prepare documentation on their 
behalf. Employees are also required to prepare written 
self-assessment statements in preparation for discussions 
during annual appraisals with their line manager. 
Individual performance merit ratings are determined 
during this process. In view of the spectrum of literacy 
standards among employees, some self-assessment 
statements can be lengthy while others are extremely brief.

In a survey carried out by HR a few years ago, it was 
found that about 5% of self-assessment statements were 
not completed to “…the standard that you would expect”. 
If employees receive help from others to prepare their 
self-assessment, the statements have to be justified to the 
line manager during appraisal. If there are difficulties 
in accomplishing this it highlights the need for literacy 
support and development.

Numeracy skills are needed as each production line 
has a set of key performance indicators (KPIs) that 
necessitate employees making calculations at the end 
of each shift. They do this to determine, for example, 
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Ultimately, if individuals do not match up to the role 
they are expected to carry out, their position will be re-
evaluated (although at the time of the research no such 
decisions had been made). 

REQuIREMENT FOR FuNCTIONAL LITERACY

The company believes employees should have GCSE 
English at a minimum of grade C in order to be able to 
comprehend and complete forms, communicate openly in 
writing as well as verbally, and to understand and absorb 
basic instructions and requirements of the job role — for 
example, following standard operating procedures.

New employees need to understand their basic offer 
of employment, which may run to six pages of text 
detailing terms and conditions. In addition, employees 
receive supplementary brochures detailing topics such 
as pension provision and share-save schemes. Following 
induction of new employees, there is a requirement for 
individuals to sign an induction form that signifies their 
understanding of issues relating to, for example, safety, 
dress codes and quality.

Although quarterly business communications are given 
orally, the company requires employees to read notice-
boards and emails covering day-to-day announcements. 
It also expects the workforce to be able to read corporate 
brochures that are issued and annual benefit statements 
detailing pension entitlements. To help support the latter,  
it arranges independent financial awareness sessions 
for employees. 

REQuIREMENT FOR FuNCTIONAL NuMERACY

The company requires employees to be able to carry out 
basic arithmetic calculations, such as those needed to 
determine personal holiday entitlement. They are also 
expected to interpret and understand statistics that are 
prepared in the form of tables, graphs and bar/pie charts. 
These present data on topics such as quantities produced, 
actual production against plan, and the site-based bonus 
scheme that includes four key components: costs, safety, 
customer service and quality.

In addition, employees need to understand numerical 
information about performance against ‘lost-time’ acci-
dents, progress against ‘right-first-time’ targets and the 
progress the company is making towards planned cus-
tomer service targets. Employees are expected to be able 
to read this type of numerical information and interpret 
it against the reality of their workplace experience, for 
example bar charts may be prepared relating to overtime 
and attendance records. (The company makes consider-
able use of displays of all types of numerical information 
around the company on the shop floor, in briefing rooms, 
corridors and refreshment areas.)

FuTuRE DEvELOPMENTS

The company anticipates that the size of the workforce is 
unlikely to be reduced from its present size as worldwide 
penetration of its products increases. However, as 
employees with modest literacy and numeracy skills 
reach retirement age or take early retirement, more 
highly qualified younger employees will replace them. 
Reductions have already been made in the number 
of employees on each line at the site as increased 
automation has been introduced. This trend will 
continue and will require employees to have greater 
technical capabilities than previously so that they can 
become involved in maintenance activities, problem 
solving and continuous improvement initiatives.

A ‘career path’ has recently been put in place detailing 
the core competencies that the company has specified 
at each level. This enables someone who joins the com-
pany in an operative’s role to map out the possible career 
progression through team leader, first line manager, shift 
manager to business centre manager. These career ‘lad-
ders’ are considered to be more appealing to better-quali-
fied employees than those who in the past were content 
to remain in an operative’s role for all their working life.
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RECRuITMENT AND SELECTION

To select employees, the company uses application forms, 
scenario tests and interviews. Formal qualifications are 
not required, although grade C passes in maths and 
English GCSE are considered desirable. Basic skills are 
not assessed as part of the process, though the firm is 
considering doing so in future. The company is more 
interested in looking for other competencies — the ability 
to work in a team, to interact positively with customers 
and a passion for food. Literacy is tested through the 
application form and the scenario tests, where candidates 
have to understand different scenarios and indicate 
what they would do in a particular situation, picking 
from multiple-choice answers. These also test applicants’ 
approach to teamworking and customer service. 
Numeracy is not tested.

Completed applications, which can be submitted either 
in hard-copy form or online, are graded: AA, A, BB, B 
and C. Some Cs are rejected out of hand if, for example, 
there is a long gap in an individual’s employment history 
or they do not seem enthusiastic about the job. Other 
lower graded applications are considered for hard-to-fill 
roles that involve unsocial hours working, such as night 
shifts. The next stage is the scenario test and, if this is 
passed, applicants are interviewed. The interview tests 
presentation and communications skills. The company 
says these need testing since some applicants turn up 
to their interview in “…scruffy track suit bottoms and 
trainers, and grunt”. 

Potential bakery workers are the only job applicants who 
undergo a further assessment. They work a trial shift in 
a bakery, but this is as much to ensure that applicants 
understand the nature of the job — which is hard and 
physical, with shifts often starting as early as 4am — as 
to assess their performance. For all selected staff there 

This major food retailer employs 150,000 
staff in over 700 stores, which vary in size 
from hypermarkets to small local shops. 
The workforce is predominantly low skilled, 
with 70% working in jobs such as cashier or 
replenisher. About 40% of staff work part-
time, including many female returners and 
university students. Stores and warehouses 
operate night shifts, which can be hard to 
staff. Labour turnover for non-graduate jobs 
is 31%, in line with the rest of the industry, 
and about 35,000 new staff are recruited 
each year — 23,000 of these are school-
leavers and young adults.

A food retailer

case study fourteen 
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communication to their audience. Many cannot confi-
dently do mental arithmetic and the company believes 
that GCEs and ‘old-style’ GCSEs were better. If, for  
example, a cashier is offered a £10 note for a bill of 
£5.17, and then given the 17 pence once the £10 has 
been entered into the till, they find it hard to cope and 
do not immediately grasp that all they have to do is give 
£5 change. The company attributes these problems as 
much to a lack of confidence as any actual inability to 
do arithmetic. As the qualifications manager points out, 
this problem is exacerbated by a constant reliance on tills 
which “…stop you using your brain”. The fundamental 
problem is perceived as being that “…maths is taught as 
a foreign language that only really clever people know”. 

Apart from basic skills gaps, the other issue that arises with 
younger people is their attitude to the job. Many appear 
to do the bare minimum, seeing the job only as a stopgap 
until they move on to better things. In the company’s 
experience they do not want to be part of a team and 
are frequently late or absent. Many young store staff fail 
to come in to work the weekend after payday, ringing 
in sick. The calibre of the senior management team at a 
store can make a big difference and can encourage young 
staff to take their responsibilities seriously.

There are also basic skills gaps among employees for 
whom English is a second language. Such individuals, 
who comprise around 10% of the low-skilled group, 
are desirable employees in many ways, and their 
numbers have increased since the EU was enlarged to 
accommodate Eastern European countries. Unlike many 
of those born in the UK, migrant workers are often more 
prepared to work unsocial hours at the bottom of the 
ladder, because they want a career in retailing and are 
more motivated by the prospect of the job they might 
progress to in five years’ time. They work hard and have 
a good attitude, the company says. But their command 
of English can be poor, so the company is having to 
organise special training events, since it is vital that they 
understand health and safety and food hygiene rules.

Gaps in numeracy are undermining the effectiveness of 
the organisation’s new computerised stock system. This 
is potentially very fast but, in practice, “…only as good 
as the information it is given”. Laborious counting, and 
an inability to use multiplication (rather than addition) 
to calculate, say, that five boxes of tinned tomatoes, each 

is then a 12-week induction period, after which the 
appointment is confirmed.

The firm is examining the feasibility of bringing an 
assessment of basic skills into the recruitment process. 
There are two reasons for this. The first is that, prompted 
by the widespread closure of bakery colleges throughout 
the UK, the company is currently conducting a trial 
apprenticeship scheme for bakers in the north east. For 
this it needs to assess basic skills, which form part of the 
apprenticeship framework. The apprenticeships will last 
for 18 months, as against 12 months for standard retail 
apprenticeships. Although anyone who has obtained 
grade C in maths and English in the last five years is 
exempted from the basic skills requirements of an 
apprenticeship, the company is not convinced that this 
means that they have the necessary skills. Secondly, the 
company no longer feels clear what skills young people 
acquire from GCSEs: “We don’t feel that the current 
GCSEs, especially in maths, equip young adults with  
day-to-day skills in using numbers and problem-solving”. 

kEY FuNCTIONAL SkILLS NEEDED BY 
THE BuSINESS

Staff on the shopfloor need to be able to read aisle 
headings and shelf-edge labels so that they can direct or 
find products for customers, and they need to be able to 
read out details on product packages to customers who 
cannot themselves read. They might also need to take 
a list to the warehouse and collect items, or to make a 
list of items needed. In terms of numeracy, employees 
need: to be able to count and to do simple multiplication, 
which is important for stock checks; to handle money 
and hand out change; to be familiar with weights and 
measures; to be able to tell the time; and to understand 
cooking times — both when cooking items, as in the 
bakery, or to advise customers.

SkILLS gAPS

There are no formal mechanisms to identify skills gaps,  
although the company observes that “…young adults 
don’t have the skills they need to get through the working 
day”. Their communication skills are perceived as often  
poor, and they do not always seem able to tailor their 
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released for basic skills training. In addition, it is consid-
ering buying in basic skills testing. There are currently 
some pilots involving trade union learning representa-
tives in progress. Staff can volunteer to take basic skills 
tests and then decide, together with their manager, what 
they want to do about any gaps. Union learning represen-
tatives are more active in the company’s supply-chain, 
as these organisations are more heavily unionised.

Basic skills deficiencies are not uncommon in this 
organisation, and there is a commitment that all training 
is accessible to everyone. There is no stigma attached 
to asking for help, although support for individuals is 
provided discreetly. Anyone with a basic skills problem 
will be helped — transcripts of training courses are 
provided and people with dyslexia, for example, can 
record oral answers in tests. Trainees can also make 
notes in their own language, if that suits them better. 
The company says that it needs to do this to treat people 
fairly, but it has had to battle with awarding bodies over 
the issue. 

Staff are not rejected for promotion on the grounds of 
gaps in basic skills. Attitude and aptitude are considered 
more important than a particular standard of literacy and 
numeracy, and the company will always help talented 
individuals to progress. It will provide whatever training 
is necessary to bring them up to the necessary standards 
in basic skills.

FuTuRE SkILLS NEEDS

English for speakers of other languages will be a major 
issue for this organisation in the future as it is happy to 
continue to recruit from this group. It also wants the 
education system to bring literacy and numeracy skills 
alive for young people, so that they understand what 
those skills are for.

The business defines functional literacy as “…the ability  
to understand instructions through written and verbal 
communication” and the one aspect of functional literacy  
that it would really like to see improved is verbal commu-
nication. Its definition of functional numeracy is “…the  
ability to problem solve when numbers are involved —  
and the confidence to use numbers in everyday life”. Above  
all, it is this confidence using numbers that it would most 
like to see improved. 

holding 12 tins, contains 60 tins overall, holds the system 
up. There is also a problem with the use of weights and 
measures on counters.

Lack of communication skills have an impact on the 
Mystery Customer Monitor (MCM). Mystery customers 
visit each store 13 times a year to assess the level of 
service, with staff receiving a bonus based on the store’s 
MCM scores. If the mystery customer receives poor 
service when they speak to someone with poor literacy 
or communication skills, that could have an impact on 
the pay of everyone in the store.

The company makes a point of dealing with literacy and 
numeracy problems as and when they arise, working 
around them or offering support. But it knows that much  
of the problem may be hidden and that efficiency is 
bound to improve if everyone is brought up to an appro-
priate standard. It is looking to address the issue in two 
ways — first by testing basic skills during the recruitment  
process in future and, secondly, by putting in some 
mechanisms which will allow local managers to deal with 
the problem themselves, rather than having to refer to 
the centre. 

TRAININg AND DEvELOPMENT

The basic skills training initiatives provided by govern-
ment, such as ‘Skills for life’ or ‘Train to gain’ programme,  
are not used by this company, though it does use the free 
training provided by local colleges. To date, it has cost 
the organisation relatively little to remedy the skills gaps 
it uncovers. If an individual or a group of staff have  
problems, their line manager gets in touch with the qual-
ifications manager who may then suggest an appropriate 
college course or other training provider and will make 
the necessary arrangements. For example, one store in 
Wales has a night shift staffed predominantly by East 
Europeans, and the company is working with the Welsh 
Basic Skills Agency to provide basic skills training, since 
staff must be trained in heath and safety and in food 
safety. Other initiatives have involved attaching an inter-
preter to standard training programmes.

The firm would like to provide a mechanism that line 
managers can access directly, and hopes to put a network 
of approved colleges in place. It will also need to agree a 
‘labour allowance’ so that cover can be provided for staff 
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The company operates in nearly every business market, 
providing services ranging from facilities management 
through assurance services to highly technical ICT 
solutions. Its skills requirements are therefore many 
and varied. The number and skills profile of employees 
working on one particular contract can vary considerably 
compared to the next one. The majority of the company’s 
workforce are employed in non-graduate roles, for 
example, in maintenance or retail jobs or as drivers or 
station concourse staff. While the proportion of non-
graduates fluctuates from contract to contract, there will 
typically be very few graduate employees based on one 
site. For example, at one RAF base, out of 50 employees 
only three or four are graduates. At other sites, it is quite 
possible that only the contract manager is a graduate. 

THE BASIC SkILLS gAP

As the company’s business model is so devolved and its 
resourcing needs so localised, it is difficult to generalise 
on the specific functional literacy and numeracy skills 
required on its contracts and where the gaps occur. 
Because of its varied recruitment needs, the company 
does not administer basic literacy and numeracy tests at 
selection, so there is no base line of ability at the entry 
stage. Customer service is the core requirement for most 
roles, so the company selects for attitude first. 

Nonetheless, it is possible to analyse any particular role  
to determine the level of functional literacy and numeracy  
needed to perform it effectively. For example, a cleaner 
needs to read and understand health and safety rules 
and follow the measurement and ratio instructions on 
cleaning fluids. Meanwhile, in the event of a passenger 
complaint arising, a station concourse employee needs 
to be confident in communicating with the passenger 
in a pressurised environment. Some functional literacy 

This services company operates globally 
and employs around 29,000 people in the 
uk. It provides operational, management 
and consulting expertise across a broad 
spectrum of sectors, including aerospace, 
defence, health, local government, science 
and transport. Each of its 600-plus contracts 
is managed like a business in its own right 
in order to encourage a customer-centred, 
entrepreneurial management style. 

A large services company

case study fifteen 
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funding from ‘Skills for life’. There is also investment at 
a local level, with contract managers encouraged to be 
flexible and to give employees paid time off to participate 
in the learning.

Part of the challenge in devising the company’s pro-
gramme was to overcome the complexity of the ‘Skills for 
life’ programme in order to make it straightforward for 
managers to deliver, as they wanted. So far, the company 
has targeted four or five divisions in each business unit. 
Initially, a toolkit was sent out to each contract manager 
with a contact telephone number but the head of people 
development says that this approach did not work. There 
were a number of reasons for this, but the company now 
recognises the prime importance of a face-to-face meeting 
in order to gain buy-in from line managers. The company’s 
long-term goal is to incorporate access to the ‘Skills for 
life’ programme into its induction programme on order to 
further embed the scheme across its many businesses.

TRAININg SHOuLD BE PERSONAL 
AND RELEvANT

According to the head of people development, who  
was formerly a head teacher, the ‘how’ of learning is just 
as important as its content. She says that an individual’s 
shortfall in basic literacy and numeracy can act as  
“…an unconscious blocker” on their career aspirations, 
can cause low esteem and affect their motivation to learn. 
Any functional skills programme needs to address this 
barrier to learning.

From the outset, the company has been clear that 
participation in the basic literacy and numeracy training 
should be voluntary. Delivery of the programme is also 
driven very much by a holistic ethos. “The training is 
not about a business skills gain: we want to encourage 
people back into learning and you do that by making 
it personal,” the head of people development advises. 
“As much as we want people to be able to write a cogent 
letter, we want them to be able to book a holiday online. 
Functional skills are about their application in life and 
in work.” So, for example, the course content is made 
relevant to people’s day-to-day experiences and includes 
areas such as ‘understanding your pay cheque’ and ‘how 
to write a business letter and CV’.

requirements apply to many different roles, such as the 
ability to write letters and reports.

The head of people development is confident that 
a significant basic skills gap does exist within the 
company’s workforce. In her reckoning, “I estimate that 
as many as a quarter of our employees are operating 
below an acceptable standard of literacy and numeracy. 
While many may be highly technically skilled, such as 
engineers, this does not mean that they are functionally 
literate or numerate. Working centrally can give us a false 
representation — the reality out there is stark”. 

THE ‘SkILLS FOR YOu’ PROgRAMME

The company has embraced the government’s ‘Skills for 
life’ programme. The firm’s strategy to give staff access 
to learning and development opportunities is driven by 
top-level commitment: its chairman is passionate about 
raising the basic skills level of the workforce. Eighteen 
months ago, the company launched a programme to offer 
employees essential skills training alongside work-based 
learning, for which it has since won a national ‘Skills for 
life’ award. 

The impetus for the initiative was twofold: first, Business 
in the Community, with which the company has always 
worked closely, raised the ‘Skills for life’ agenda. Secondly, 
two of the company’s overseas operations had put in place 
basic skills training, with impressive results. In South 
Africa, more than 1,500 people, most of whom were illiter-
ate, took part in the training and the improvement in their 
functional literacy and numeracy had a tangible impact on 
the success of the contracts. “The two drivers dovetailed 
together so we could appreciate the need for, and benefits 
of, improving the basic skills level across the business 
simultaneously,” the head of people development says.

The company’s ‘Skills for you’ programme gives staff 
access to learning and development in ways that suit 
employees and managers. The company has rolled-out 
the basic skills training in stages and ultimately aims 
to cover all 600 contracts. So far, over 1,800 employees 
have been assessed for the basic literacy and numeracy 
training. The company has invested a significant amount 
of its own money into the venture, as well as receiving 
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The company’s approach of ensuring that the training 
is relevant, accessible and practical has paid off, 
encouraging a high participation rate: it averages over 
20% across all contracts taking part in the scheme. For 
example, at one marine services contract, 25 out of 110 
employees came forward to be assessed. Of these, 17 were 
eligible for the training and some of these employees 
were assessed at just level 1 in the national qualifications 
framework. The company is creative in how it reaches 
out to people and makes a considerable effort to meet 
them on their terms. Local training providers have been 
encouraged to do the same, using roadshows or mobile 
computing facilities to promote enrolment. For example, 
on the marine services contract, local college staff went 
out on the tug boats and asked people what they would 
like to learn, immediately breaking down a barrier by 
making the extra effort. It is also considered vital that the 
training is provided on-site, rather than at a college.

REALISINg THE SHORTFALL IN LITERACY 
AND NuMERACY

The number of employees having a shortfall in functional 
literacy and numeracy has come as ‘a shock’ to many 
of the contract managers who have so far signed up to 
the programme. For example, on one site employing 
300 people, the contract manager estimated that two 
or three would need training, but 51 came forward for 
assessment. Given that participation is voluntary, the 
head of people development surmises that the proportion 
of people needing training could be even higher than the 
one sixth that volunteered at the outset. According to 
her, there is an assumption on the part of many managers 
that people can read. For example, one manager sent 
out a memo to staff and, as a result of the ‘Skills for you’ 
programme, later realised that some of the people she 
had sent the memo to probably could not read it. In 
relation to functional numeracy, there is the example of 
some marine services employees who cannot calculate 
distance over time when taking naval boats out to sea, 
instead relying on their experience to estimate travel over 
distance times. 

Part of the reason for the assumption about people’s 
literacy levels relates to the success with which many 
people hide any basic skills shortfall. “People become 

very adept at hiding their lack of literacy and numeracy,” 
the head of people development points out. “For instance, 
one employee used to ask his wife to write his reports for 
him in the evenings. Another (very capable) employee 
hid his dyslexia very effectively but it came to light when 
he refused to apply for promotion. After two hours of 
discussion the employee finally said that he could not 
write — the same individual now has a masters degree and 
is a champion for the ‘Skills for you’ training.”

The nature of people’s shortfalls in basic literacy and 
numeracy are varied. For literacy, common problems 
include the inability to write a clear business report or 
letter, understand written material or, in some cases, 
being unable to “…string a sentence together”. Nor is 
the gap in basic skills necessarily restricted to the non-
graduate population: one graduate recruit, for example, 
did not have the oral communication skills to answer the 
telephone to a customer in a polite and caring manner.

It has come as a surprise that two employees have so far  
been assessed as completely illiterate, not even reaching 
‘entry level’. This represents a serious snag for the company 
as there is no external funding available for those individ-
uals who do not meet this criterion. The head of people 
development is also disappointed that there is no funding 
available to use ICT as a means of delivering basic skills 
training. She has noted that many older staff are most keen  
to learn ICT skills they feel they have previously missed out  
on, now that their children are coming through with those  
skills. “If we had IT as a way of bringing up peoples’ liter-
acy and numeracy, interest would have absolutely soared.”

THE INDIvIDuAL AND ORgANISATIONAL 
IMPACT

Since the essential skills programme has been launched, 
there are numerous examples of the impact that the 
training has had on individual employees. For example, 
there is the employee who can now write a birthday card 
to his wife, and many more who are able read to their 
children and grandchildren. Both literacy and numeracy 
have emerged as areas where employees need essential 
skills training: some employees are undergoing training 
in both subjects to level 2 in the NQF, either concurrently 
or consecutively.
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The marketing phase that precedes roll-out of the 
programme within a contract is a joint initiative between 
the company, the trade union and the training provider. 
The publicity strategy can take a variety of forms, but 
never involves written publicity as this would be a self-
defeating communications channel. Once the training is 
up and running on a contract, the HR team steps back 
and hands responsibility over to a dedicated person onsite.

BRIDgINg THE gAP BETWEEN EDuCATION 
AND WORk

Having previously been the head teacher of two different 
secondary schools before working in a corporate 
environment, the head of people development has an 
in-depth understanding of how education can better fit 
the needs of employers. In her view, learning in schools 
should be made more relevant in order to engage 
children. Similarly, teachers should be made more aware 
of the skills needed in the workplace in order to make 
their teaching more appropriate to employers’ needs. 

“A degree of creativity has been lost in secondary edu-
cation, and with it the relevancy of learning that should 
prepare pupils for life,” the head of people development 
comments. “Schools should take into account the breadth 
of skills needed by school-leavers and make learning 
practical and relevant to their everyday situation. For 
example, pupils should be taught functional literacy and 
numeracy skills so that they can book a holiday, calculate 
10% off a sale item, or work out their pension contribu-
tion as a percentage of their salary.”

kEY FuNCTIONAL SkILLS NEEDED BY 
THE BuSINESS

The main aspects of functional literacy in school-leaver  
recruits that the head of people development would like  
to see improved relate to all types of written communica-
tion including email, letter, memo and report writing.  
In the case of functional numeracy, it would be for all 
school-leavers to have a good grounding in mental arith-
metic, such as multiplication tables, percentages and ratios.

 

There has also been a positive impact on the business. 
Where a contract is involved in the ‘Skills for you’ 
programme, the benefits have been tangible. This 
has been underlined in a formal impact assessment 
conducted by the company. For example, at one NHS 
trust site that has a workforce with a high level of 
ethnicity, 16 people have undergone basic literacy, 
numeracy and English as a Second Language (ESL) 
training. The results have been “…very successful”, and 
have “…changed the whole feeling on the contract”. 

The head of people development reports that, typically, 
employees’ confidence levels rise as a result of essential 
skills training. That in turn increases their openness to 
new learning opportunities. The company has witnessed 
a sharp increase in the number of people volunteering 
for other development interventions such as health and 
safety training. This new-found confidence, together with 
the increased partnership working with the trade unions, 
has even, in some cases, been a key influence on the 
business winning successful re-bids.

The ‘Skills for you’ training has also had a longer-term 
beneficial impact in relation to building the skills of the 
company’s future workforce. “Because a lot of our skilled 
employees have a mature age profile, we are now looking 
to extend the number of apprenticeships within the 
company,” says the head of people development. Having 
completed functional literacy and numeracy training, 
existing staff now have “…a real openness” toward 
apprentices, often taking them under their wing and 
creating a climate for work-based learning.

PARTNERSHIP DELIvERY

The support and involvement of trade union representa-
tives have been instrumental in gaining the workforce’s 
buy-in for the basic skills programme. Finding the right 
training provider is also pivotal to the scheme’s effective-
ness. The head of people development was clear about 
the criteria for its chosen providers at the outset, for 
example, they need to be willing to provide the learning 
on-site, they have to be flexible about the timing of the 
training delivery, and they should be prepared to build 
a long-term partnership with the company. 



worki ng on the three rs:  e mploye rs’ prioritie s for fu nctional skills i n maths and english ��

RECRuITMENT AND SELECTION

Individuals applying for customer adviser roles do not 
require any formal qualifications. Instead, they take an  
on-line or hard-copy psychometric ‘talent screen’ test, 
which has been proven to predict performance in the 
role. It consists of a series of questions with multiple-
choice answers relating to personal standards of 
behaviour and attitudes to customers and business. The  
talent screen tests literacy as well as attitudes in so far as  
candidates must be able read and understand the test —  
though there is no guarantee that all job applicants have 
completed the test themselves. Of those who complete 
the form, around half will eventually be appointed. Many 
migrant workers — 25% of the workforce in London 
stores — are recruited at customer adviser level. The 
talent screen does not always work well as a selection tool 
for this group. These are well-motivated staff with the 
right attitudes, but their language skills may be deficient 
as far as the company is concerned. 

In the past year, the next stage of the selection process 
has been changed. Instead of a conventional interview, 
those who pass the talent screen are still invited for 
an ‘interview’, but this actually takes the form of a 15-
minute role-playing exercise. The candidate is given a 
written brief, for example that a customer comes into 
the store wanting help with planning and buying food 
for a dinner party, and information about a number 
of products. The interviewer then plays the role of 
customer and the candidate must try to help, giving 
appropriate advice and maximising sales. The learning 
and development manager comments that conventional 
interviews can be one-dimensional. Role-play tests are 
seen as a better predictor of performance in the job than 
either the talent screen or the previous type of interview, 
because they test what people do in practice rather than 
what they say they would do.

Around 69,000 people are employed in 
more than 400 uk stores by this clothing, 
food and household goods retailer. Staff are 
predominantly aged either under 25 or over 
45. Nearly two thirds (65%) work part-time, 
one third are full-timers, and three quarters 
are female. Some 25,000 school-leavers  
and young adults were recruited in 2005,  
out of a total of 45,000 new appointees.  
Of these, nearly half were recruited on fixed-
term contracts to cover the busy October-
January trading period. Most staff — about 
60,000 — are customer advisers working 
in the stores, and the staff turnover among 
this group runs at about 30% a year. 

A high street retailer

case study sixteen 
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coaches and a two-day performance coaching course for 
section managers. All training is done in-house and is 
primarily attitudinal; basic skills training does not feature. 

As part of the career path initiative, the company has 
set up development groups for customer advisers. The 
best staff are identified and given training to encourage 
them to put themselves forward for promotion. They 
are also given development opportunities, such as work 
shadowing or acting as relief section manager. There is 
special training too for line managers in how to coach 
and motivate shopfloor staff. They obtain 360-degree 
feedback from peers, staff who report to them and their 
manager to help them improve their own performance.

kEY FuNCTIONAL SkILLS NEEDED BY 
THE BuSINESS

The skills to deal with customers in a friendly and 
persuasive manner are considered more important than 
reading, writing and numeracy. Handheld computers are 
used to order stock, for example, so orders don’t have to 
be typed or written out. For this company handwriting 
is unimportant for customer advisers as only section 
managers write reports. But use of English, in the broad 
sense of being able to communicate appropriately with 
customers, is vital. The company wants its staff to have an 
acceptable level of oral communication and to be able to 
establish rapport with customers and colleagues. People 
who lack confidence sometimes cannot even say hello 
to a customer. The ability to comprehend a situation, 
systematically work out what to do, take the initiative, 
and communicate in an appropriate manner are the skills 
needed for shopfloor jobs. The company also wants its 
staff to be positive, determined and respectful, and to 
take ownership and responsibility for their transactions 
with customers. So, if a customer has a problem, staff 
should help the customer to solve it while maximising 
sales. Eye contact is important, and sometimes missing.

Staff should also be able to work with money and over-
seas currencies, such as the euro, and be able to count 
accurately for the twice-yearly stock check. They should 
also understand how to arrange goods on shelves, to 
ensure for example that top selling items are given more 
shelf space than slower selling items. Error spotting is 

Before the one-to-one role-playing exercise was intro-
duced, the company trialled group discussions. It found 
many school-leavers were confounded by the need to 
exchange ideas with people of all ages and both sexes. 
This approach was expensive to run, however, and was 
no better at predicting performance than the role plays, 
so it was abandoned.

About two-thirds of those who do the role-play exercise 
are offered jobs. Those who fail at this stage can be 
intimidated by the breadth of information about products 
they are expected to cope with, and/or by the need to 
engage on a one-to-one basis with the customers.

TRAININg AND DEvELOPMENT

Once customer advisers have been appointed, they have 
two days’ induction training, followed by two weeks of 
intensive training by a shopfloor coach. It then takes 
them around three months to become qualified, at which 
point staff can choose to specialise in an area such as food 
stock management. Progression is by means of career 
paths, which are now in place for everyone, with the aim 
of helping employees progress to a line management role. 
There used to be just one step, from customer adviser to 
section manager, but this was found to be too much of 
a jump. Instead, two intermediate steps have been created 
to prepare staff better for the section manager role. One 
role supports the acquisition of people skills and the 
second involves planning and co-ordination. 

The first step is to the role of shopfloor coach, which a 
good school-leaver can reach after a couple of years. This 
new job was introduced in August 2005, and since then 
15% of customer advisers have been appointed as coaches. 
Most of those who applied initially for the role were 
appointed. The next step is section co-ordinator, which 
is more about managing resources. Promotion to section 
manager can come next. It is likely to take a good school-
leaver about four years to progress to section manager 
level. The company is intending to put some more steps 
into the section manager role, so there may, for example, 
be a trainee section manager and a section manager coach.

Appointment to all these jobs involves tests and training, 
although the training is fairly short — a day for shopfloor 
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important: if, for example, 20 items are put through the 
till and the bill comes to £4.50, they should recognise 
that something has gone wrong with the calculation.

Section managers — first line managers in this organisa-
tion — need to be able to write appraisals that are mean-
ingful and constructive and also to coach staff, which 
requires the ability to communicate verbally.

SkILLS gAP

Functional skills gaps are present but do not always pose 
a problem at customer adviser level. This organisation 
is not greatly concerned about its customer advisers’ 
ability to read, write and calculate, largely because the job 
does not regularly require these skills. Company results, 
for example, are presented both graphically and also in 
different colours — green for ‘We’re doing well’, red for 
‘We’re doing badly’ and blue for ‘Could do better’. This 
approach acknowledges the inability or unwillingness 
of staff to interpret figures. 

But the fact that staff often lack the confidence, commu-
nication skills and initiative they need to deal with  
customers and solve problems in the workplace does 
cause difficulties. There are also issues about their ‘work 
readiness’ and personal discipline. “Young adults find it 
hard to understand that a place of work isn’t the same as 
a place of education”, the company finds. Being account-
able, coming in on time, and dressing appropriately can 
all be problematic.

At section manager level — first line managers — the 
importance of functional skills increases, and the impact 
of gaps is more pronounced. Section managers, for 
example, need to be able to write appraisals, but that is 
a skill which is often missing, both among people who 
have worked their way up from customer advisor and 
among those recruited directly to the section manager 
role. Such individuals can be excellent executors of policy 
on the shopfloor but it is a challenge “…to get them 
to string a sentence together that makes sense, never 
mind being grammatically correct”. It also seems to be 
difficult for them to speak to their subordinates clearly 
and logically, and to present relevant information. As a 
result, the appraisal process has been changed so there 

is more ticking of boxes and less need for words, but 
some writing is still required. There is a problem too 
with the style of communication; section managers can 
find it hard to distinguish between casual conversation 
and a business exchange. Although a small part of the 
job, it is an important one, and about 40% of the section 
manager population are seen as lacking these skills. 
The problem is worse in stores in the south than in 
the north — a consequence, perhaps, of higher labour 
turnover in the South of the country. 

The company says that the calibre of its store manage-
ment “…is not where we would like it to be”, although this 
is not just because of a lack of functional skills. It wants 
to recruit from within to section manager posts, not least 
because those who come up through this route are loyal, 
committed and culturally aligned. It is for this reason that 
it has introduced role plays into the recruitment process 
to help ensure that new staff do not have the same diffi-
culties that many existing staff have with verbal commu-
nication. The results so far have been encouraging. 

Lack of confidence and weaknesses in communication 
also mean that good people are not putting themselves 
forward for promotion. As a consequence, the company 
is missing out on valuable talent. So, if it could improve 
just one aspect of school-leavers’ functional skills, it would  
be that they were confident and able to communicate 
with anyone. 

The company comments that historically it has paid well, 
which enabled it to recruit the best retail staff. Pay then 
fell behind relatively, with a consequent effect on the 
calibre of recruits. It is now determined to recruit better-
skilled people, both through improved recruitment 
processes and by raising pay.

FuTuRE SkILLS NEEDS

In the main, automation is expected to decrease the 
company’s skill requirements. However, the company 
believes there will be an increasing requirement to 
handle different currencies. The main changes are going 
to arise from “…the cut-throat competition” in the retail 
sector. Only the best staff will be good enough, and “…
people who haven’t got the right attitude, or are poor at 
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relationship building will be dealt with more severely”. 
Staff will be helped to improve their performance, but 
they must co-operate. The relationship between staff and 
management will be ‘adult to adult’ rather than ‘parent to 
child’, and there will be less spoon-feeding of staff. 

Schools should be creating an environment where young 
people have the opportunity to articulate their thoughts, 
the learning and development manager believes, in 
discussion groups and debates, for example. They should 
teach children how to think and how to organise their 
thoughts — not just write things down — and to have the 
skills to engage actively with another person. This means 
being able to be persuasive, influential and motivating.

DEFINITION OF FuNCTIONAL SkILLS

Functional literacy means being able to communicate 
effectively with customers, colleagues and managers 
and having the confidence to establish relationships 
with them, the company believes. It involves being able 
to understand a situation and deal with it. Functional 
numeracy means being able to count accurately and 
handle money, either sterling or other currencies.
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RECRuITMENT TO HOuRLY-PAID ROLES

Because the company’s key concern is a positive attitude 
towards customers, it has no formal entry criteria for 
literacy and numeracy and does not test candidates in  
these areas during selection. Furthermore, as an equal  
opportunities employer operating in a sector that typically  
attracts people from diverse ethnic backgrounds, English 
is not necessarily every candidate’s first language. This 
can obviously have an impact on an individual’s standard 
of functional literacy, but the company is keen not to 
exclude candidates on this basis. 

Nonetheless, gaps in applicants’ literacy skills often come 
to the fore during the hiring process. The first stage of 
recruitment for crew members is an application form 
that must be completed by hand: a significant proportion 
of forms contain poor handwriting or errors in spelling, 
punctuation and sentence construction. “If the quality 
is very low, some applications will be screened out by 
restaurant managers at this initial stage,” the national 
training manager says. 

According to the training officer, on some occasions it  
is obvious that the same person, presumably a Jobcentre-
Plus employee, has filled in a batch of application forms.  
As he says: “We can only guess why someone has com-
pleted the form on the applicant’s behalf. In some cases, it 
may be because English is the applicant’s second language, 
but in other cases I suspect it is because the individual has 
problems with writing”. One particular trend is the use of 
text language and abbreviated words in the section of the 
form that asks for details of previous experience.

Literacy and numeracy abilities do not feature prominently  
during the selection process because crew members do  
not routinely need to use a wide range of these basic 
skills when carrying out their duties. According to the  

This global company employs 70,000 people  
across more than 1,200 quick service 
restaurants in the uk. The catering sector 
is not known for its high staff retention 
rates, but labour turnover at this company 
is below the industry average. Appointment 
decisions are based primarily on attitude, 
with customer service orientation being the 
key selection criterion. Since introducing 
a new recruitment and selection process 
that assesses candidates’ performance in 
a work-related situation, staff attrition has 
fallen significantly.

The overwhelming majority of employees —  
around 90% — are non-graduates. Many of 
these work as hourly-paid ‘crew members’ 
in the restaurants. Only managers are 
employed in salaried roles. 

A fast-food chain
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The majority of staff who apply for more senior positions 
do not demonstrate significant literacy and numeracy 
difficulties. Sometimes, however, a shortfall in these 
skills becomes evident during the selection tests that 
candidates are expected to undertake. For example, 
the training officer finds that an increasing number of 
employees are disclosing that they have dyslexia. It is 
suspected that some individuals may be doing so in 
order to cover for any literacy shortfall when required 
to undertake a written test, in the belief that there is less 
stigma attached to being dyslexic. 

The company makes a concerted effort to work around 
any shortfall in literacy and numeracy in order that an 
individual’s promotional prospects are not hampered 
solely on this basis. “We work around any potential 
barrier if the employee is suitable for a more responsible 
role, for example, by giving people the option of sitting 
a verbal rather than a written test,” the training officer 
says. There is an assumption that managers will support 
any newly promoted employee if they have difficulties 
in carrying out any task that requires a certain level of 
literacy or numeracy. 

THE SHORTFALL IN FuNCTIONAL NuMERACY 
AND LITERACY

“It is at the point of first level management that we some-
times discover big chinks in people’s literacy and numer-
acy, where the education system has failed them,” the 
national training manager says. In his view and that of 
the training officer, the average standard of employees’ 
functional skills is worse than it was ten years ago.

Gaps in basic numeracy skills are slightly more in evidence 
among the workforce than a lack of literacy. This could 
be because there are some routine tasks that require a 
certain level of ability in this area. For example, a first-tier 
manager must produce a daily figure sheet that requires 
basic mathematical calculations, such as working out 
that day’s total cash revenue and comparing current sales 
figures to past sales performance. This involves working 
out percentages as well as having a working knowledge 
of basic maths such as subtraction and multiplication. 
According to the national training manager, it is on these 
occasions that he has encountered people struggling 

national training manager, the core part of the role 
involves producing food and serving customers. These 
duties do not typically require written communication 
skills, for example, although effective oral communica-
tion skills — when interacting with customers and fellow 
employees — are a fundamental requirement for the role. 
“Because we do not want to be biased towards those who 
are academically qualified, we have a very systemised 
approach to support people on a day-to-day basis,” the 
national training manager says.

After six to eight months, crew members receive classroom  
instruction to reinforce the on-the-job training they 
will already have undertaken. At the end of the training 
session, they sit a short written test to assess their job 
knowledge. But even this test involves only questions that 
are either multiple-choice or require short answers, so 
the training officer does not believe that a lack of literacy 
would necessarily come to the fore at this time. 

There are no obvious numeracy skills required of people 
in these entry level roles: crew members can be fully 
competent to operate the tills without having attained 
a significant level of numeracy. Occasionally, however, 
a problem in this area does come to light — for example, 
if the employee inputs too many noughts by mistake.  
“On the odd occasion, I have seen crew members 
completely thrown if a customer hands over a one 
pound for a 99p item and the employee rings up £10 by 
mistake,” the training officer says. “When the till shows 
that £9.01 change is due, I have even seen that amount 
handed over, the crew member not realising that there 
is anything amiss.” 

INTERNAL PROMOTION

There is a strong focus on providing a career path for  
employees within this company. Around 60% of manage-
ment vacancies are filled internally, the remainder being 
filled by external graduates. For a crew member, the 
first step up the career ladder is a crew trainer position. 
Someone in this role is expected to write basic reports. 
As an employee progresses upwards through the supervi-
sory and management hierarchy, the demands for func-
tional literacy and numeracy skills increase. 
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to complete the sheet — and understand what the data 
means. Percentages, in particular, are “…a big problem”. 
The training officer has also encountered employees who 
lack confidence about where to place the decimal point, or 
how many noughts to use, in numerical calculations.

Again, the company’s systemised approach to its opera-
tions means that, to a point, staff are able to memorise a 
formula in order to carry out the required calculations, 
almost “…in parrot fashion”. As the national training 
manager says, “…everything is designed to make it as 
easy as possible for people”. The result can be a “…paper-
ing over the cracks” of any functional skills shortfall. This 
approach means that the individual does not necessar-
ily understand the reasoning behind the figures, or what 
the results mean. The training officer cites the example 
of a manager who, when presented with two sets of sales 
figures, could not understand whether the difference 
between the two meant that there had been an increase 
or a decrease in sales. In another case an employee was 
able to calculate the percentage change, but could not say 
whether the answer that showed up on the calculator  
was positive or negative.

There is a similar story to tell in terms of the shortfall 
in functional literacy. The training officer can think of 
“…numerous examples” where shift managers have com-
pleted the required manager’s diary (to hand over to the 
next shift manager) and he has been “…shocked” at the 
poor standards of literacy and handwriting. As he points 
out: “Someone may have worked here for years without 
having to write anything because the main emphasis is 
on verbal communications or ticking the boxes in tests, 
so it can challenge some people’s confidence when they 
have to put pen to paper”. 

Another fairly common literacy shortfall is not using 
an appropriate writing style in a business situation. Text 
language, block capitals and an absence of punctuation 
are familiar errors, and particularly evident in e-com-
munications. “I have seen two fantastic managers put up 
posters in their restaurants with spelling mistakes that 
they are not aware of,” the training officer says. “It is hard 
to deal with but we have to correct them.” In the region 
where he worked, the company produced standard forms 
and notices that staff could print off in order to avoid 
these difficulties.

Because customer service is so crucial to the company’s 
operations, employees’ interaction skills are now tested 
as part of the selection process that appoints primarily 
for attitude. Newly-hired crew members are therefore 
likely to have good oral communication skills such as 
listening and understanding instructions and working 
collaboratively as part of a team. But the training 
officer can recall occasions where a crew member has 
misinterpreted a basic oral instruction and cooked the 
wrong order.

BRIDgINg THE gAP IN FuNCTIONAL SkILLS

The national training manager does not believe that any 
lack of functional literacy and numeracy on the part of 
an employee has served as a significant barrier to their 
career development. In the majority of cases, any shortfall 
is dealt with on an individual basis. In a minority of cases 
where an employee is not deemed to be management 
material, it is not usually attributable to a functional skills 
gap alone, but to a combination of factors.

Aware that there are gaps in functional literacy and 
numeracy across the workforce, but also mindful of its 
aim to become an employer of choice, the company has 
received funding from the Learning and Skills Council 
to launch an e-learning tool for basic skills. The website, 
targeted primarily at crew members, will be accessible 
externally and is based on a self-development learning 
approach. Individuals will be able to follow literacy and 
numeracy e-learning packages up to level 2 standard, 
supported by a self-testing framework. 

Making use of the functional skills training is voluntary, 
although the national training manager hopes that 
the anonymous nature of e-learning will encourage 
a healthy participation rate. If an employee would prefer 
to undertake the training in a face-to-face setting, the 
company will arrange the funding for them to attend 
a local college.
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kEY FuNCTIONAL SkILLS NEEDED BY 
THE BuSINESS

The national training manager is familiar with the term 
‘functional skills’ and views these as the basic literacy and 
numeracy skills needed for day-to-day life. For example, 
in terms of literacy, it means being able to communicate 
effectively as well as read and write, while a grasp of 
numbers is essential for functional numeracy. Crucially, 
it is being able to apply these basic skills in real situations. 

The core aspect of written literacy skills that the national 
training manager would like to see improved in school-
leaver recruits concerns the proper use of grammar, 
punctuation and spelling. In relation to functional 
numeracy, a better understanding of basic mathematical 
calculations, such as percentages and fractions, would be 
desirable. It would also be a big step forward if employees 
understood what the data means, rather than simply 
learning how to carry out calculations by rote.
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The company has more than 60,000 employees in the 
UK, of whom over 25,000 are employed in a network of 
high-street banking outlets (the focus of this case study). 
The outlets employ approximately 12,000 cashiers, 3,500 
personal bankers (who provide a more personalised sales 
service) and 10,500 managers at a number of different 
levels of seniority. Historically, a significant proportion of 
employees recruited at lower levels have been promoted 
in due course to managerial roles. Currently, however, 
there is a steady shift to external recruitment to broaden 
experience among the workforce. Annual staff turnover 
rates vary according to the role, typically running at 
around 15% for managerial roles but in the 20% to 30% 
range for cashiers and personal bankers. These rates 
have increased in recent years, but are not considered 
to be excessive when compared with other retail 
operations — some of the increase is attributed to closer 
monitoring of personal performance.

The age range of most new recruits appointed to cashier 
and personal banker roles is from late teens to late 20s. 
The overall age profile of established staff in these roles 
tends to be relatively young in London and the south 
east, with greater competition in the labour market and 
higher staff turnover, but older in other parts of the 
country, notably Wales and the south west of England. 
In these regions a minority of employees remain in post 
until retirement age. 

ATTRACTINg THE RIgHT CANDIDATES

On a national basis, employment opportunities are 
advertised in printed media and simultaneously on 
the organisation’s website. Local advertising also takes 
place in the press and is handled on a regional basis. The 
company makes active use of a ‘refer a friend’ scheme, 
encouraging existing staff to introduce potential recruits 

This uk-based financial services group  
has branches on most of Britain’s high 
streets, as well as a large international 
presence in Europe, the uSA, Africa and 
Asia. It is a long-established company, 
engaged primarily in providing banking, 
investment banking and investment 
management services.

A financial services group

case study eighteen 
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manager and training manager who are supported by 
teams of recruitment and training officers. Operationally, 
the recruitment officers are responsible for assessing local 
job applicants. 

As not all applicants have been in a position to attain 
GCSE qualifications due to their age or the country 
of origin in which they were educated, the numerical 
ability of all recruits is validated through a maths test, 
undertaken as part of initial screening. Applicants are 
required to call the organisation’s recruitment telephone 
line and undertake a structured interview. This includes 
an oral test designed to provide an instant assessment of 
basic arithmetic ability. It is estimated that up to half of 
all applicants fail this maths test and their applications 
are taken no further.

Applicants who are found to have suitable qualifications 
and experience and who make it through the telephone 
interview are invited to an assessment event when 
suitable local vacancies arise. These events involve several 
forms of assessment, including further tests in the type of 
calculations and processes that are required in day-to-day 
banking operations, such as the addition and subtraction 
of sums of money in current accounts and checking 
the accuracy of written details on cheques. Only those 
candidates who achieve a prescribed score in the tests 
move on to the next stage of selection (35% of candidates 
drop out of the selection process at this stage).

Remaining candidates move on to group exercises. These 
involve comprehension of written scenarios and some 
writing. Based on their understanding of what is required 
and their absorption of information within a given time 
limit, candidates take part in role-play exercises that 
focus on, for example, customer service issues or the sale 
of products. There are also personal interviews at branch 
level. Final selection decisions are made based on input 
from all the forms of assessment carried out.

INDuCTION PROgRAMME

The organisation has recently introduced a comprehensive  
16-week induction programme that mainly takes place  
in the branches, but which also includes some classroom 
input. Programmes are intended to ensure that employees  

to the business. Providing an appointment is made and 
the new recruit stays in post for six months, the employee 
making the recommendation receives a cash bonus.

Recruiters attend school and college career events to 
encourage recruitment to entry-level cashier jobs and, 
following a break in the approach, the bank has returned 
to attending national career events at higher education 
level in order to attract graduates to personal banker roles. 

In-branch advertising of employment opportunities 
is another important element of the organisation’s 
recruitment strategy. This approach usually involves 
members of the public attending open evenings at a 
branch. In 2005, 37% of personal bankers were recruited 
through this mechanism. Recruitment officers, branch 
managers and area directors also talent spot people in 
their local business community, targeting those who 
are ‘giving good service’. Such people are contacted 
and invited to make an application to the bank. The 
organisation aims to recruit 11% of its cashiers in the 
next few years through this approach, as it is seen to  
yield high-calibre recruits who are already demonstrating 
excellent customer service.

The bank’s key priority is to recruit people who are 
friendly and customer-service orientated and who can 
respond positively to the level of results that are expected 
of individuals once in post, for example quantity of sales 
and how tightly these are measured. The bank also has an 
expectation that those employees who join as cashiers will 
progress to personal bankers within 12 months, which 
requires applicants to have personal drive and ambition. 
In terms of formal qualifications, the criteria for cashiers 
and personal bankers are that candidates should have 
at least six months of ‘customer facing’ experience 
(such as work as a retail sales assistant) and, preferably, 
a minimum qualification of grade C or above in GCSE 
mathematics and English. Candidates for personal banker 
roles are also expected to have a minimum of six months’ 
experience in target-driven sales.

TESTINg DuRINg THE RECRuITMENT PROCESS

Recruitment is managed on a regional basis. Each of 
the organisation’s nine regions has its own recruitment 
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receive the basic knowledge required for their roles and 
can effectively carry out their designated tasks, such as 
ability to balance their till and knowing how to handle 
cheques. On the rare occasions a new employee is found 
to have repeated difficulties in, for example, carrying 
out arithmetical calculations, line managers take steps 
to provide individual remedial training, coaching or 
‘buddying up’ with a more experienced colleague. Should 
there be no improvement, then the end of the induction 
or probationary period is an opportunity for managers 
to terminate employment of those people who are not 
making the grade.

uSE OF FuNCTIONAL SkILLS

Cashiers and personal bankers use their literacy skills 
when checking details in the paperwork that they handle, 
particularly any completed and provided by customers. 
Verbal communication skills (and interpersonal skills) are 
required by the staff who spend much of their time with 
customers. Employees also require an ability to listen to 
and understand the potential needs of customers in order 
to generate leads for other products and services offered 
by the bank. Literature about new products, changes 
in services and security issues needs to be read and 
understood by employees, for example, in such important 
areas as combating fraud. Personal bankers require 
literacy skills to help in the opening of new accounts, 
agreeing loans and ensuring the compliance of processes. 

Most of the calculations required to be carried out by 
cashiers involve addition and subtraction, but personal 
bankers also need to be able to calculate and explain 
percentages when dealing with mortgages, investments 
and loan advice. During team briefings employees 
receive details of financial and other results and branch 
performance. Use is made of a system called ‘dashboard’ 
that breaks down performance into four areas: ‘values’ —  
financial targets and business generation; ‘customer 
service’ — levels and quality; ‘people’ — staffing statistics; 
and ‘operations’ — elements of risk and rigour. Many 
of the performance indicators are represented in red, 
amber and green. The system helps employees to 
understand the difference between ‘core’ business and 
‘conquest’ business. The latter entails the generation of 
wholly new business, rather than the replacement of 

one form of existing core business by another. Financial 
understanding is required to appreciate the implications 
of business replacement as opposed to newly created 
business — financial complexity of any equivalent order 
is not found in other retail operations that only involve 
the sale of specific products.

FuNCTIONAL NuMERACY REQuIREMENTS

The bank expects employees to be able to carry out 
basic arithmetical calculations in addition, subtraction, 
multiplication and division without being ‘prompted’ 
or needing always to use a calculator. Senior managers 
consider it important for staff to be able to carry out 
calculations without a calculator, as cashiers in particular 
can be faced with pressurised situations with customers 
at the counter. Employees need “…a level of confidence” 
to make calculations quickly without recourse to 
calculators, keyboards or other tools in order to maintain 
credibility. It has been found that many young people 
who have been brought up using calculators struggle 
with this requirement.

Additional numerical requirements of employees are that 
they can accurately transfer number details to forms that 
have to be completed for various banking procedures; 
have an ability to spot inconsistencies in financial details; 
and, a primary responsibility for cashiers, are capable of 
balancing their tills correctly at the end of the working day.

Progressing from the role of cashier to a personal banker 
over a period of six to 12 months provides an opportunity 
for employees to enhance their computational skills 
and to become familiar with the basics of banking and 
operations in a financial environment, particularly if they 
have no previous work experience in the finance sector. 
Starting as a cashier is seen as the preferable route for 
recruitment rather than joining at personal banker level, 
as this requires much greater background knowledge 
about finance and a better understanding of banking 
processes. The bank sells more than 70 financial products 
in total. It takes time to acquire familiarity with these, and 
working as a cashier initially provides employees with an 
opportunity to gain knowledge and understanding before 
progressing to the responsibilities of a personal banker.
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THE WIDER PICTuRE ON REQuIREMENTS 
FROM EMPLOYEES

The bank seeks employees who are genuinely warm 
and friendly, who want to interact with people, who are 
confident and have a passionate interest in providing 
good customer service. These qualities are seen as 
important as numeracy and literacy abilities. The bank 
is looking to hone these characteristics in new recruits 
by identifying what it is that makes existing employees 
successful at their jobs.

Employees need to have, or develop, organisational skills 
as there are many responsibilities and issues that have  
to be taken into account if employees are to progress to  
more senior roles. For example, to do their jobs effectively,  
personal bankers need to be sufficiently organised to ensure  
that they work through the full range of products, maintain 
their databases and follow up on all customer leads.

 

FuNCTIONAL LITERACY REQuIREMENTS

The principal requirement for employees in terms of lit-
eracy is that they can converse with customers effectively 
and provide good customer service. This entails employ-
ees being able to read information about the bank’s 
expectations, understand what it means in terms of their 
own personal behaviours and implement a number of 
service ‘must dos’ when dealing with customers. Exam-
ples include smiling at customers, using customers’ 
names and communicating in a professional way that 
is acceptable to the bank.

Reading, understanding and absorbing information is an 
essential requirement for employees, but so is an ability 
to greet customers in the banking halls, assist them with 
their needs and direct them appropriately to services that 
are provided. Talking to strangers is not something that 
all new recruits find easy to carry out or feel comfortable 
with doing, but cashiers and personal bankers need to 
have communication skills of this kind in order to be 
successful in their roles.

As part of its performance management processes, the 
bank has an annual appraisal scheme. This does not 
require cashiers and personal bankers to write self-
evaluation statements about their past performance 
and development, but they are expected to be able to 
articulate their thoughts on these issues with their line 
managers during appraisals. The majority of writing that 
has to be undertaken in these roles is the completion of 
standardised forms. There is little requirement for letter 
writing as most correspondence is generated in standard 
formats as a follow-up to conversations that have been 
held with customers.
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The nature of the work demands good basic numeracy  
and literacy skills. Therefore, although the business 
does not regularly encounter skill gaps at the moment, 
the managing director is concerned about how future 
vacancies will be filled. As well as the inevitable cloud of 
impending retirements among substantial sections of the 
workforce, prospects are further complicated by signifi-
cant anticipated increases in the levels of skill needed to 
operate the next generation of printing technology.

RECRuITMENT OF YOuNg PEOPLE

As a small employer, this firm’s experience of recruiting 
young people is clearly limited. Over the past year, one 
apprentice has been taken on and a second is about to 
start at the time of writing. While drawing conclusions 
about the general ability of school-leavers from this 
sample is impossible, the company did have some 
interesting observations. 

First, the company noted the difficulty of attracting 
school-leavers into its industry. It took nearly six months 
from contacting job centres and industry-relevant circles 
for applicants to emerge — even then there were only 
a handful to choose from. Moreover, when the firm 
contacted Proskills (the sector skills council covering 
the print industry) in the hope of being referred to 
a good recruitment source, it was told this support was 
not available. The managing director partly attributes 
this difficulty in finding recruits to a poor image and 
perception of the industry. In many ways “…printing is 
an old-fashioned industry”. Management hopes Proskills 
can do more to come to the aid of the British Print 
Industries Federation (BPIF) in working to correct this 
negative image. 

Founded at the end of the 19th century, 
this family-owned printing firm employs just 
35 people. By focusing on a distinct and 
specialist market niche, it has remained 
afloat in a sea of larger competitors. The 
company faced severe financial pressures 
a couple of years ago, but it reversed this 
downturn and is now looking for further 
improvement with the help of an efficiency 
programme and a forthcoming merger with 
another company serving related markets.

In common with much of the uk printing 
industry, the workforce in this firm is 
highly skilled but ageing. given that a large 
proportion of staff are in their 60s, it is 
unsurprising that many staff have worked 
for the company for at least a decade and 
some for several decades. This combined 
expertise gives the firm a strong skills 
base, yet managers are keenly aware that 
there will not always be over 1,000 years 
of combined printing experience on the 
shopfloor. 

A small printing company

case study nineteen 
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organisations, we need to give a world-class impression of  
what we are. If we use text [message] layout in our emails 
to clients, I’m struggling with that. It’s not the impression  
we want to give”. And in addition to concerns about some 
staff not knowing how to set out a business email, he finds 
that younger employees in his experience elsewhere strug-
gle with spelling and the use of punctuation.

The need for literacy and communication skills internally 
among staff has also been highlighted by the adoption of 
24-hour operating. With as many as 15 staff working on 
a single print job over the space of multiple consecutive 
shifts, effective communication between staff on different 
shifts is essential. The company now runs briefings and  
de-briefings at shift changeovers, supplemented by written  
records of progress and job instructions that staff produce  
and pass on.

Asked how important numeracy skills are, the managing 
director acknowledges that they are of importance. 
However, in this sector, it has long been presumed that 
every printer is numerate: “We take it as read that people 
who work in this industry need to be numerate as they are 
working with quantities, sizes and numbers all the time”.

SkILLS NEEDED TO DRIvE FORWARD 
PRODuCTIvITY

So far the business has been fortunate in having a work-
force with the basic skills necessary to take on more 
complex, varied and self-supervising tasks, which recent 
changes in the industry have necessitated. Future genera-
tions of printers will need an even broader range of skills 
if they are to succeed. Central to these future skill needs 
will be good, solid numeracy and literacy skills. 

Nowhere has the need for good basic skills across work-
force been more forcefully demonstrated than when 
looking at this company’s recent past. Poor financial  
results two years ago have today been turned round —  
and staff at all levels of the business have played a funda-
mental role in this. To tackle the problems it was clear  
to the new managing director that a major change pro-
gramme — and continuous improvement thereafter —  
were needed. Aware that the shopfloor staff were most 
in touch with the printing process, a team was assem-

A second point of interest was that, despite the obvious 
technical and skilled nature of the work, the company 
was assessing recruits more on the basis of attitude than 
skills and formal qualifications. The managing director  
was adamant about this approach, stating that they 
“…would take anyone with the right attitude”. For him, 
enthusiasm with less talent was a better combination 
than talent with less enthusiasm. One reason for this 
conviction was that, given the huge amount of technical  
knowledge that must be learnt by a new recruit, enthusi-
asm — and ultimately loyalty — to the business is essential  
if the resources devoted to developing recruits are not 
to be wasted. Consequently, the recruit most recently 
selected had impressed his future employer by self-fund-
ing himself through an industry-relevant course, as well 
as by displaying “…a good work ethos” and “…some 
common sense”.

CHANgINg SkILL NEEDS IN THE INDuSTRY

Whereas in years past a defined division of labour gave  
each print operative a distinct, specialised and narrow 
role, the modern printing house is a much more stream-
lined business. The consequence has been a need to up-
skill and multi-skill staff — and advances in the industry 
are set to push these changes even further.

According to the managing director, the most noticeable 
change in the print industry over the past decade has 
been increased multi-tasking for the whole workforce. 
Production controllers for example, who ten years ago 
were expected solely to mastermind the method and 
resourcing of a print job through each process, now also 
find themselves in a customer-facing role. They must work 
with the client through pre-print design, the printing 
itself, and right up to post-print delivery, all in addition to 
their traditional duties. As the managing director explains 
“Roles that previously had no interface with the outside 
world are now the public face of the business”.

As the range of duties for many staff has broadened, so 
too has the necessary set of basic skills. The managing 
director has become concerned about some aspects of lit-
eracy. With the new client focus for production control-
lers, for example, comes the need to communicate clearly 
with clients: “Because we are dealing with world-class 
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bled from all parts of the company to investigate where 
improvements could be achieved. The team, consisting  
of staff who were not used to taking a strategic overview,  
were asked to analyse operations and to apply Kaizen-
type efficiency improvements. The exercise involved 
aspects from understanding the company’s finances to 
measuring operating processes and identifying priority 
areas for improvement. 

Since continuous improvements to quality and efficiency 
of output are effected on the shopfloor, it is here that 
responsibility lies primarily for putting the team’s ideas 
into practice and developing them further. Therefore, 
operatives must now keep records of their own print 
jobs, logging figures such as paper and ink wastage, 
spoilage and ‘down-time’ (ie the time when a machine 
is being set-up or re-set, as opposed to printing a job). 
This data is written down or entered into a computer, 
and staff are often expected to calculate percentage 
expressions of these efficiency indicators. 

The drive for efficiency and self-improvement has also 
increased the demands on the literacy skills of the 
entire workforce. Each print job is now accompanied 
by a job docket, which, as well as data, contains hand 
written material such as what went wrong, what caused 
spoilage or downtime, and how these mistakes or delays 
can be averted in future. Only when a shortcoming 
in operations is correctly identified can it be rectified. 
Consequently, the success of the process of continuous 
improvement relies on correct data, its interpretation 
and coherent, efficient written communication. 

FuTuRE SkILL REQuIREMENTS

Looking to the future, the managing director anticipates 
further upward trends in terms of the company’s basic 
skill requirements. The most significant change on the 
horizon is technological advance in production control. 
New systems will make for greater micro-management 
of production — but the system will only be as good as 
the data inputted. This in turn will lead to increased IT 
and numerical skill needs for staff, who will be expected 
to analyse, understand and act on the data produced. 

Asked to define the terms functional numeracy and 
literacy, the managing director was hesitant to volunteer 
specific numeracy and literacy competencies. Instead, 
he believes the issue of being functional at work is 
about “Being a good employee”. A functionally skilled 
member of staff, then, is a member of staff who is able 
to understand their role within the business, willing to 
adopt a common methodology and best practice, relates 
to colleagues, follows instructions and procedures, and 
can see the bigger picture.

Primarily, therefore, functionality for this business is 
about attitude. In terms of numeracy (broadly defined), 
this included employees “…understanding their financial 
role within the business and contributing toward these 
financial objectives”. In terms of use of English, this means 
appropriateness of communication and language, but also 
softer skills of “…honesty, openness and integrity”.
 



worki ng on the three rs:  e mploye rs’ prioritie s for fu nctional skills i n maths and english9�



worki ng on the three rs:  e mploye rs’ prioritie s for fu nctional skills i n maths and english 99

excellent analysis of what these results mean relative to 
other measures of basic skills, see 3).
 

The survey showed that poor levels of literacy and 
numeracy tended to go hand in hand with other 
disadvantage. For example, a higher proportion of 
those men in the lower literacy groups reported being 
unemployed or sick at the time of the survey. Among 
women too, those with relatively low levels of literacy 
were less likely than other women to be active in the 
labour market. Even among those in work, poor literacy 
skills were associated with lack of progress: by the age of 
37, two thirds of men and three quarters of women with 
very low literacy skills had never been promoted, far 
below the levels of promotion experienced by those with 
higher levels of literacy. Poor literacy and numeracy were 
also associated with relatively low levels of earnings.4 

While the NCDS results pointed to the existence of 
significant problems of both numeracy and literacy 

There is a general consensus in Britain that there is a 
worrying shortfall in basic skills of literacy and numeracy 
among the population of working age. 

The results of the research conducted for this report 
certainly provide further evidence of this. But how has it 
come about that there should be such a consensus on this 
shortfall, when consensus seems so lacking on most other 
aspects of national life? The purpose of this section of the 
report is to look briefly at the picture that has emerged 
from previous studies in this field to see what has given 
rise to this widespread view that a serious shortfall exists. 
We go on to look at those findings that relate to the needs 
of employers and the consequences of the skills gap. 

THE EMERgINg EvIDENCE OF PROBLEMS

Research into the area of basic or functional skills in 
Britain has been described as “A skyscraper rather 
than a palace of research activities”.1* The foundations 
of this lofty edifice are made up of three key surveys, 
conducted over the period since the mid-1990s.

The first of these surveys emerged from the National 
Child Development Study (NCDS), conducted in 1995.2 
Despite the name of this study, the survey in reality 
consisted of research among a group of 37 year-olds 
(the title comes from the fact that the study is a so-
called longitudinal one, following the lives of a group 
of people born at one particular point in time). The 
1995 phase of research with the group focused on their 
basic skills. The results showed that just under 20% of 
the UK-born participants had literacy skills that were 
classified as ‘low’ or ‘very low’. The results for numeracy 
were even worse, with almost half the group having their 
level of attainment classified as ‘low’ or ‘very low’ (for an 

5:  Basic functional skills —  
what do we already know?

 Very low Low Average Good

Literacy % % % %

All 6 13 38 43

Men 5 11 37 47

Women 7 16 39 39

Numeracy    

All 23 25 25 27

Men 19 23 24 34

Women 27 28 25 21

Source: National Child Development Study

exhibit: 18

National Child Development Study findings

* Please see references on page 106.
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The IALS results gave rise to widespread public debate. 
As so often, the media simplified the results, with 
headlines to the effect that “…one adult in five can’t 
read”.6 The findings are not, of course, quite as simple as 
this ‘pass’ or ‘fail’ approach would imply. Literacy and 
numeracy are better viewed as continuums, with people 
distributed unevenly along them. What research such 
as the IALS does is to carve up those continuums into 
zones and then measure what proportions of the adult 
population fall in each zone.

THE LANDMARk MOSER REPORT

In response to the IALS findings, the government to set 
up a major national enquiry. Chaired by Lord Moser, 
this set about assessing the scale of the problem and 
considering how basic skills provision for adults could 
most effectively be improved. The Moser report 7 and 
the subsequent strategy document ‘Skills for life’ 8 drew 
on the IALS data to quantify the problem. On this basis 
they concluded, for example, that around seven million 
adults are functionally illiterate, that they “…may read 
slowly with little understanding” and have reading levels 
below the levels set for 11 year-olds. As Lord Moser put 
it vividly in his foreword to the report:

“We have found that people are staggered when one 
confronts them with the basic facts about literacy and 
numeracy, and rightly so. It is staggering that over the 
years millions of children have been leaving school 
hardly able to read and write, and that today millions 
of adults have the same problems. Of course, one can 
argue about definitions, but the stark facts are all too 
clear. Roughly 20% of adults — that is perhaps as many 
as seven million people — have more or less severe prob-
lems with basic skills, in particular with what is gener-
ally called ‘functional literacy’ and ‘functional numeracy’: 
the ability to read, write and speak in English, and to use 
mathematics at a level necessary to function at work and 
in society in general”.

The benchmarks used in the Moser report to set the 
threshold for functional literacy and numeracy were 
broadly equivalent to what is currently defined as level 1 
for literacy and entry level 3 for numeracy (some basic 
explanation of these concepts is given in the Annexe). 

in the working population, the extent of those were 
both confirmed and given a much higher profile 
by a second research report. This second study, the 
International Adult Literacy Survey (IALS),5 was of 
particular importance because it placed Britain’s literacy 
and numeracy difficulties in an international context. 
The British leg of the survey was carried out in 1996. 
It measured a group of adults in terms of their basic 
literacy skills in relation to prose, documents and what 
was termed ‘quantitative literacy’.

The results showed that over 20% of the UK population 
were in the lowest of five categories of attainment on 
all three skill areas. The quantitative literacy element 
has been criticised as a rather inadequate measure of 
numeracy, but what is of greater significance are the 
overall results and the fact that they showed Britain 
lagging behind other major economies in terms of these 
basic skills. In essence, the research showed that one in 
five adults had a reading level lower than that which we 
now expect 11 year-olds to reach by the time they finish 
primary school. 

 Level 1  Level 2 Level 3  Level 4/5 

Prose % % % %

All 22 30 31 17

Men  21 30 32 17

Women 22 31 30 16

Document    

All 23 27 31 19

Men  20 25 31 24

Women 27 29 30 15

Quantitative    

All 23 28 30 19

Men  18 27 30 25

Women 29 29 30 12

Source: The Benefits to Employers of Raising Workforce Basic Skills Levels: 
A Literature Review

exhibit: 19

International Adult Literacy Survey findings
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Language was a barrier to those whose first language 
was not English (7% of the total) — only one in four of 
these people achieved level 2 or above in the literacy 
assessment. Among those speaking English as their first 
language, there were mostly only minor differences in 
skills levels between the various ethnic groups. 

Whether consciously or unconsciously wishing to disguise  
their difficulties, very few of the adults surveyed regarded 
their reading, writing or maths skills as below average, 
even among those with the lowest level of ability. Only a 
tiny proportion (2%) felt their weak skills had hindered 
their job prospects or led to mistakes at work. The 
majority of respondents at each level of literacy claimed 
to read every day, with the exception of entry 1 or lower 
level literacy. One in four of these respondents said 
they never read but, even among this group, four in ten 
claimed to read every day. The frequency of writing was 
more closely associated with literacy level. Only one in 
five of those with entry 1 or lower level literacy, and only 
one in three of those with entry level 2 literacy said they 
wrote every day.

THE CONSEQuENCES FOR INDIvIDuALS

Whatever the precise extent of literacy and numeracy 
difficulties among the working age population, this 
accumulation of evidence leaves little room for doubt on 
the existence of a problem. The adverse consequences for 
the individuals concerned are equally widely accepted. 

The ‘Skills for life’ strategy adopted by the government 
widened the focus, aiming to give adults skills not solely 
at a functional level but at higher levels that would equip 
them to progress to higher levels of learning.9

2003 — MEASuRINg THE PROgRESS

With the ‘Skills for life’ strategy up and running, a further  
snapshot of the state of adult literacy and numeracy was  
published in 2003.10 This time the research used the newly  
developed national standards of literacy and numeracy.  
The ‘Skills for life’ survey was commissioned by the 
Department for Education and Skills. Between June 2002 
and May 2003, nearly 9,000 randomly selected adults 
aged 16 to 65 in England were interviewed. The survey 
was divided into two parts, with a sample of adults from 
the first interview taking part in the second. The first 
interview included assessments for literacy and numer-
acy while the second interview included two ICT tests. 

The results showed that around one in six respondents 
(16%, equivalent to 5.2 million 16 to 65 year-olds in the  
population of England) were classified as having lower 
level literacy skills — at entry level 3 or below in the literacy 
test, the standard expected of 11 year-olds finishing their 
time at primary school. The results on numeracy indicated 
an even greater scale of problem. Nearly half of the adults 
taking part in the research had an attainment level of 
entry level 3 or below, equivalent to some 15 million 
adults in the 16 to 65 age group in England. 
 
 

 Literacy Literacy Numeracy Numeracy 

 % of 16-65 number of 16-65 % of 16-65 number of 16-65 

Level year olds year olds year olds year olds

Entry level 1 or below  3% 1.1 m 5% 1.7m

Entry level 2 2% 0.6 m 16% 5.1m

Entry level 3 11% 3.5 m 25% 8.1m

(All entry level 3 or below) (16%) (5.2 m) (47%) (15.0m)

Level 1 40% 12.6 m 28% 8.8m

Level 2 or above 44% 14.1 m 25% 8.1m

Source: The ‘Skills for life’ survey

exhibit: 20

‘Skills for life’ survey findings
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THE EMPLOYER PERSPECTIvE

Successive CBI surveys have pointed to widespread con-
cern among employers over standards of literacy and  
numeracy in the workforce. The CBI Employment Trends  
Survey 2005,12 for example, found 42% of respondent  
companies dissatisfied with the basic literacy and numer-
acy skills of school-leavers. Employers increasingly need  
employees with the ability to read, write and handle 
numerical and other data at a reasonable level. People  
with poor literacy and numeracy are less productive 
at work.13

The survey results and case studies in earlier sections of 
this report have given further evidence of the concerns 
of employers. They have also endeavoured to pinpoint 
more precisely the ways in which literacy and numeracy 
are used day to day in less skilled jobs. Perhaps surpris-
ingly, this is an area on which little research has been 
conducted in the past. 

A landmark study is the survey conducted in 1992 by 
the then Adult Literacy and Basic Skills Unit (ALBSU) 
in an attempt to estimate the cost to business of poor 
basic skills.14 The 400 participant employers were asked 
to rate the reading, writing, oral communication and 
numeracy skills of their employees. The results, set out in 
Exhibit 21, showed that employers believed around one 
in seven operatives to have problems with reading and 
one in six to have difficulties communicating orally. The 
proportions felt to have poor skills were still higher when 
employers were asked to assess numeracy and writing 
skills. This is a finding of importance, since the research 
conducted by the CBI certainly indicates that the ability 
to compose a piece of writing seems much more of 
a challenge for many employees than the ability to read 
a document to a reasonable level. All too often these two 
aspects of literacy are rolled together without distinction 
and testing tends to focus primarily on reading. 

When asked about the impact of poor basic skills on how 
well staff undertook the duties expected of them, the 
proportion of employers reporting problems jumped to 
around one in four for all manual groups and to one in 
five for clerical, secretarial and sales staff. Of particular 
concern to employers, some 70% of firms agreed that 
those employees with basic skill problems were afraid 

Low levels of literacy and numeracy are associated with 
poorer health, higher unemployment, lower earnings and 
poorer promotion prospects for those who are in work. 
As so often, it is difficult to establish a precise cause 
and effect linkage between shortcomings in basic skills 
and these outcomes in adult life, but the strength of the 
association is beyond doubt.

A summary of the findings from one recent research 
report by the National Research and Development 
Centre for adult literacy and numeracy (NRDC) 
illustrates the point.11 Analysing data on a group of  
30-year-olds, the report found:

 Men and women with poor literacy and poor 
numeracy had the lowest levels of full-time 
employment in their age group

 Men and women with poor numeracy were more 
than twice as likely to be unemployed as those with 
competent numeracy

 Seventy percent of men with poor literacy and/or 
numeracy were in manual jobs, compared with 50% 
of those who were competent in both

 Men who were poor in both skills were more likely 
to be in semi-skilled and unskilled jobs, to have had 
fewer work-related training courses, to have lower 
weekly wages and poorer promotion opportunities

 Forty percent of women with low skills were in 
manual work, a much higher proportion than for 
all women of this age; and

 Men with poor numeracy had the lowest hourly 
rates of pay.

The report goes on to point out: “It is worth emphasising 
that, both for men and for women, numeracy skills will 
decline if they are not used and practised in employment. 
This creates a vicious circle: poor numeracy leads to  
limited employment, which leads to declining numeracy, 
which makes it harder to obtain and stay in employment. 
Poor numeracy skills make it difficult to function effec-
tively in all areas of modern life, particularly for women”.
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a competent employee with good functional skills would 
make use of their literacy skills day to day.

One important research project that sought to identify 
specific types of functional skills has been conducted in 
relation to mathematics 16. The study examined changes 
in the nature and level of mathematical skills required 
in seven sectors, ranging from electronic engineering 
to tourism. Although the detail varied by sector and 
company, some significant common strands emerged, 
including the importance of:

 Calculating and estimating (quickly and mentally)
 Proportional reasoning
 Calculating and understanding percentages
 Multi-step problem solving
 A sense of complex modelling, including 

understanding thresholds and constraints
 Use of extrapolation
 Recognising anomalous effects and erroneous answers
 Ability to perform mental and paper-and-pencil 

calculations as well as using a calculator
 Communicating and interpreting mathematics 

to others
 An ability to cope with the unexpected
 Ability to create a formula (using a spreadsheet 

if necessary)
 Integrated maths and IT skills.

There are many items of mathematical literacy on this 
list that are echoed in the survey results and case studies 
reported in earlier sections. The final item, the integration 
of maths and IT skills, also merits special mention, since 
this is of growing importance for the future.

THE FuTuRE DEMAND FOR BASIC 
FuNCTIONAL SkILLS

A striking result from the study of the use of maths in  
the workplace cited above is that, in every sector, the aver-
age level of mathematical skills required has increased  
in recent years. While some individual roles have been 
downskilled in their use of maths, the overall outturn is 
one of a need to work with maths being extended down 
the employment hierarchy. The study paints a picture of 
“…increasing numbers of people involved in mathemat-

to take on new work procedures and lacked flexibility. 
Other effects reported included errors and mistakes, 
lack of efficiency, lack of professionalism and inability 
to get on with the job. Companies, predictably, had great 
difficulty putting specific figures on the cost of basic 
skill problems. Only 15% of the participant employers 
were able to answer each of a series of questions on cost 
consequences, so there must be serious reservations 
about the results. For what it is worth, however, the 
report claimed that, on average, the cost of poor basic 
skills for a company employing 51 or more employees 
a year amounted to £166,000 a year at 1993 prices.

While the ALBSU study identified broad areas of basic  
skills that employers felt needed to be improved among 
many employees, it did not seek to differentiate between 
particular types of knowledge or skill within these areas.  
A rare instance of research of this kind was a survey con-
ducted in Scotland in 2001.15 This asked adult employees 
about the ways in which they used reading and writing  
skills in their work. The survey tried to identify the 
types of applications, such as reading manuals or refer-
ence books, interpreting diagrams, writing letters and so 
on. The results suggested that many employees felt that 
they rarely or never used reading or writing skills of the 
types outlined. Such results should, however, be treated 
with considerable caution. In particular, their employers 
might take a rather different view of the extent to which 

% Rated ‘poor’ or ‘very poor’

    Oral

 Reading Writing Numeracy comms

Blue collar 

Operatives 14 28 21 16

Skilled technicians/

craft workers 2 7 2 8

Supervisory staff 1 5 1 5

White collar    

Clerical or secretarial 0 1 3 3

Sales staff 1 3 2 1

Source: Adult Literacy and Basic Skills unit survey

exhibit: 21

Adult Literacy and Basic Skills Unit findings
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“In the case of English this means that:

 Each individual is confident and capable when using 
the skills of speaking, listening, reading and writing 
and is able to communicate effectively, adapting to 
a range of audiences and contexts. This will include 
being able to explain information clearly and 
succinctly in speech and writing, expressing a point 
of view reasonably and persuasively and using ICT 
to communicate effectively.

 In life and work each individual will be able to read 
and understand information and instructions, then 
use this understanding to act appropriately and to 
analyse how ideas and information are presented, 
evaluating their usefulness, for example in solving 
a problem. They will be able to make an oral 
presentation or report, contribute to discussions and 
use speech to work collaboratively in teams to agree 
actions and conclusions.”

“In the case of maths this means that:

 Each individual has sufficient understanding of 
a range of mathematical concepts and is able to know 
how and when to use them. For example, they will 
have the confidence and capability to use maths to 
solve problems embedded in increasingly complex 
settings and to use a range of tools, including ICT 
as appropriate.

 In life and work, each individual will develop the 
analytical and reasoning skills to draw conclusions, 
justify how they are reached and identify errors or 
inconsistencies. They will also be able to validate and 
interpret results, to judge the limits of their validity 
and use them effectively and efficiently.”

Very few adults can be described as ‘illiterate’ — most  
will have some level of reading or writing skills, and 
strengths or weaknesses in certain areas. In particular, 
it seems writing is a more common source of difficulty 
than reading. As already mentioned, the Moser report  
set the threshold for functional literacy and numeracy  
at levels roughly equivalent to what is currently defined 
as level 1 for literacy and entry level 3 for numeracy.

ics-related work, with such work involving increasingly 
sophisticated mathematical activities”.

In brief, the conclusion that emerges is of more people 
needing maths skills and of the level of those skills 
tending to increase. This applies to other skills too. As a 
DTI white paper put it in 1998: “In a fast moving world 
economy, skills must be continually upgraded or our 
competitiveness will decline … The UK has too many 
people with no or low level qualifications”.17 A review 
of skills headed by Lord Leitch has recently looked at 
these issues in more detail.18 It concluded that while 
demand for people to fill what are termed ‘elementary 
occupations’ will decline over the coming years, there 
will be growing demand for people to fill skilled jobs and 
other higher level work. Most jobs increasingly require 
basic literacy, numeracy and IT skills, and the need for 
teamworking and communication skills is also rising. 
Employees with a sound grasp of basic skills are better 
positioned to gain additional skills and to make better 
use of new investment. Conversely, a workforce with 
relatively poor skills may mean that businesses have 
to divert investment into equipment that enables such 
employees to undertake basic tasks more easily.

As a recent government paper commented: “Different 
types of skills have different impacts on productivity, at 
the most fundamental level basic numeracy and literacy 
are skills that have a positive impact on productivity. 
A recent study found that increasing the literacy score  
of a country by 1% leads to a 2.5% rise in labour produc-
tivity and 1.5% cent increase in GDP per head”.19

WHAT DOES FuNCTIONAL MATHEMATICS AND 
LITERACY INvOLvE?

While the terms ‘basic’ and ‘functional’ are widely used, 
pinning down what these involve in relation to literacy 
and numeracy is a more difficult matter — hence this 
report. The generic definitions of functional skills used  
in the Implementation Plan 20 for the recent white paper 
are in these terms:
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A recent review of thinking on maths in the wake of the 
Smith and Tomlinson reports, the 14-19 white paper and 
the skills white paper comments that “…none of these 
documents defines in detail what is meant by functional 
mathematics”.21 It goes on to point out that the latter two 
white papers seem to equate functionality with level 2, 
far higher than the standard used in the Moser report. 
It may well be that, given the need for ever higher skill 
levels across the workforce in the years ahead, level 2 
is a better standard to take as representing functional 
literacy and numeracy. Even if functional skills are 
defined as neatly equivalent to some particular level from 
the national standards framework, however, it has to be 
recognised that a person with an overall level of skill may 
have higher or lower levels of ability in different aspects 
of that skill. In other words individuals tend to have what 
has been described as an uneven or ‘spiky’ profile. 

THE PAuCITY OF INTERNATIONAL INFORMATION

The UK is not alone in having a lot of discussion of 
functional skills but little in the way of precise, practical 
detail as to what these constitute. For example, in the 
USA the Workforce Investment Act of 1998 defines 
literacy as “An individual’s ability to read, write, speak 
in English, compute and solve problems at levels of 
proficiency necessary to function on the job, in the 
family of the individual and in society”. This is essentially 
tautological: literacy is in effect the ability to do those 
things requiring literacy.

In a rather similar vein, a recent report from the US 
Department of Education and others 22 describes 
functional literacy as the actual literacy tasks that 
individuals must perform in their daily lives. To be fair, 
the report contains a lot of useful illustrative material 
and definitions of levels of proficiency in terms of coping 
with prose, documents and quantitative information, 
but this is not the same as a precise shopping list of those 
items that can be said to constitute functional skills.
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These levels descriptors are taken from ‘The Skills for Life 
Survey: a National Needs and Impact Survey of Literacy, 
Numeracy and ICT Skills’, published by the Department 
for Education and Skills in 2003. For a full account of the 
standards see: ‘National Standards for Adult Literacy and 
Numeracy’, published in 2000 by the Qualifications and 
Curriculum Authority.

The Skills for Life adult basic skills strategy, launched by 
the government in 2001, developed national standards 
for literacy, numeracy and ICT. Each framework outlines 
what an adult should be able to achieve at entry level 
(divided into three sub-levels), level 1 and level 2 or above. 
The frameworks recognise that an adult may be classified 
at an overall level of skill but have higher or lower levels 
of ability in different aspects of that skill. The frameworks 
for literacy and numeracy are outlined below. It should 
be noted that skills levels and tests for adult literacy refer 
primarily to reading skills, rather than writing.

Annexe: Outline of the levels concept

Level Literacy (reading)
 An adult classified at this level... Equivalent to...

Entry level 1 understands short texts with repeated language patterns  National curriculum level 1

 on familiar topics  

 Can obtain information from commons signs and symbols

Entry level 2 understands short straightforward texts on familiar topics Level expected of a seven-year- 

 Can obtain information from short documents, familiar sources old (national curriculum level 2) 

 and signs and symbols 

Entry level 3 understands short straightforward texts on familiar topics Level expected of an 11-year-old

 accurately and independently  (national curriculum levels 3-4) 

 Can obtain information from everyday sources

Level 1 understands short straightforward texts of varying length  gCSE grades D-g 

 on a variety of topics accurately and independently (national curriculum level 5)

 Can obtain information from different sources

Level 2 understands a range of texts of varying complexity accurately  gCSE grades A*-C 

 and independently (national curriculum levels 6-8)

 Can obtain information of varying length and detail  

 from different sources
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Level Numeracy
 An adult classified at this level... Equivalent to...

Entry level 1 understands information given by numbers and symbols in simple National curriculum level 1 

 graphical, numerical and written material   

 

Entry level 2 understands information given by numbers, symbols, simple diagrams Level expected of a seven-year- 

 and charts in graphical, numerical and written material old (national curriculum level 2) 

  

Entry level 3 understands information given by numbers, symbols, diagrams Level expected of an 11-year-old 

 and charts used for different purposes and in different ways  (national curriculum levels 3-4) 

 in graphical, numerical and written material

  

Level 1 understands straightforward mathematical information used  gCSE grades D-g 

 for different purposes and can independently select relevant  (national curriculum level 5) 

 information from given graphical, numerical and written material   

 

Level 2 understands mathematical information used for different purposes gCSE grades A*-C 

 and can independently select and compare relevant information (national curriculum levels 6-8) 

 from a variety of graphical, numerical and written material   
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3 You have to order 100 cheeses from France.  
Each cheese costs €2.35.  
The exchange rate is €1 = 0.70 gB pounds.  
How much will the order cost in gB pounds?

4 Fill in the blanks in the following calculations:

 5 + ___ = 5 55 + 15 –5 = ___
 

5 Sarah buys a computer for £1,200.  
She uses 50% of the money in her bank account 
to buy the computer.  
How much was in her account to start with?

6 using data from the table below, answer the following 
questions:

Number of sales made
 Store 1 Store 2 Store 3 Store 4 Total
January 235 258 451 124 1068
February 562 346 657 563 2128
March 586 945 246 456 2233
April 486 245 735 789 2255
May 155 376 546 235 1312
June 465 245 435 454 1599

 
 a Which month had the highest total of sales?

 b In which month did Store 1 make the most sales?

 c Which store had the highest sales in June?

As the survey and case studies show, testing of applicants 
for English and maths is widespread across businesses. 
During the course of the research we have collected 
a large volume of test materials used in the recruitment 
process for non-graduate appointments. In order to 
provide a feel for current practice, this section contains 
a short selection of test questions being used by employers 
to assess functional skills among potential recruits.

It should be emphasised that we have not undertaken any 
systematic analysis of the test materials. Nor have we put 
together the following examples of test questions in any 
structured way. They are simply illustrations, drawn from  
diverse sources, to provide a feel for the range of questions  
potential recruits may find themselves facing during 
the selection process. The tests have been developed by 
employers and specialist providers to assess some of the 
maths and English skills required in a range of work 
settings. As such, these sample questions extracted from 
many different tests may be useful as a guide to what is 
expected. These are of course written tests, so they do not 
include anything relating to oral skills. 

Sample questions for numeracy

1 You have sold two 70p adult tickets and one half-price 
child ticket.  
How much money should you ask for?

2 You are asked to pack 32 boxes in 4 hours.  
How many will you have to pack per hour?

6: Examples of test questions



worki ng on the three rs:  e mploye rs’ prioritie s for fu nctional skills i n maths and english110

17 We have a pallet of 198 dozen bottles and another of 
184 dozen bottles.  
If each bottle is to have one label put on it, how many 
labels will we need?

18 You are given 11 reels of labels, which should hold 
approximately 2,000 labels each. You are asked to 
issue 21,500 labels.

 On completion of counting 10 reels you find an actual 
total of 20,020 labels. How many labels are required 
from the last reel to complete the job?

 How many labels will you then have left to return  
to stock, assuming the last reel contains exactly  
2,000 labels?

19 When totally full, a barrel contains 75 litres of oil.  
How many litres will remain if 40% us used up?

20 How much will the following round of drinks cost:
 1 pint best bitter  £1.30
 half a pint of lager  £0.75
 orange juice   £1.00

 If the customer gives you £10 to pay for this, how 
much change should you give?

21 The tank of a car holds 12 gallons of petrol.  
There are 4.55 litres in a gallon.  
How many litres does the tank hold?

22 A piece of steel has been cut into two lengths in 
the ratio 7:2.  
If the original piece of steel was 828cm long, how long 
is the larger of the cut lengths?

23 30% of a person’s pay is deducted for income tax and 
NI contributions.  
If the deductions total £29.40, what is the total pay?

7 A passenger asks for three 90p tickets and hands 
you a five pound note.  
How much change will you need to give the 
passenger?

8 Which number comes next in this series of numbers?

 70 60 51 43 36

9 Convert 12.5% into a fraction.

10 We have stock held in 5 boxes.  
Box 1 contains 125 components,  
Boxes 2 and 3 each contain 100 components and 
Boxes 4 and 5 each contain 117 components.  
What is our stock of components?

11 If 200 components weigh 15 kilos and a supplier 
delivers 90 kilos, how many components have 
we received?

12 Fill in the blank. 8 is to 10 as 10 is to ___

13 A sofa is normally priced at £300, but we are cutting 
its price by 20% for a sale.  
What will the sale price be?

14 A packing machine turns out 5 packs a minute.  
How many packs will be produced in 8 hours if the 
same rate is maintained?

15 The temperature on Sunday was 3°C.  
The next day it went down 5 degrees.  
What temperature was it on Monday?

16 You are on a bus that is due to arrive in the city 
centre at 0914, but due to heavy traffic it is running 
17 minutes late.  
What time will it arrive in the city centre?
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Advice
 Advise

 I ______ you most strongly not to accept ______ from 
unqualified people

 Criteria
 Criterion

 The ________ for success is physical fitness.
 

5 Read the following notice carefully and answer the 
questions which follow:

Road diveRsion on Route 37
Would all drivers please note that there will 

be a route diversion on the 37 service to 
Durlaston village.

 Due to gas mains replacement on Main Street,  
the 37 service will operate via victoria Street and 
Chapel Lane, from Chapel Lane then pick up normal 
service route.

 The diversion will come into operation on Sunday 18 
December, and will be for one day only. Please follow 
the diversion route signs while operating this service.

 Please be aware of passengers using the temporary 
bus stops placed along the diversion route. If you 
have any problems on the day, please contact the 
Duty Manager who will assist with any difficulties.

 I would like to thank you in advance for your  
co-operation with this matter.

 POSTED DATE 15 DEC 2002

  a Why is the diversion taking place?

  b  What must drivers follow on the day in 
question?

  c  What do drivers need to be aware of along the 
diversion route?

 

24 If we sell 2237 tickets at 20p each, how much money 
should be in the till if the float we started with 
was £250?

25 A room measures 5m by 6m.  
What is the area of the room?  
And what is the perimeter?

26 You start work at 0700 and work through until 1630. 
If you work 4 days in the first week and 2 days in the 
second week, what will your average weekly working 
time have been in that period?

Sample questions for literacy and use of English

1 Choose the word that best completes the following 
sentence:

 “All of the exposed pipes will have to be ___________ 
to protect them from freezing.”

 a  regulated b  insulated c  connected 
d  incorporated  e  hot

2 Which one word of four letters can be added to the 
front of all the following words to create other English 
words?

 CARD BOx CODE  
BAg HASTE

3 One word in the following sentence is spelled 
incorrectly. Write the correct spelling beneath.

 The computer manual was not very usefull. 

4 The following pairs of words sound the same or look 
similar. However, they have different meanings.  
Put the correct word in the space in each sentence:
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8 If a chemical substance indicates on the bottle that 
it is to be diluted, in your own words, what does 
this mean?

9 One word in each of the following sentences is spelled 
incorrectly. Write the correct spelling at the end of 
the line.

 a There is a night porter on duty usully.

 b He is doing peice work on the afternoon shift.

 c Be careful, the kettel is boiling hot.

10 Make a word by rearranging the following groups of 
letters, using all the letters each time:

 ATNPL OERSC

11 Circle the letter of the three-letter sequence that is 
different from the others:

 a   WxY  b   RST  c  STu  d   ONP

12 Which of the following words is closest in meaning 
to vertical:

 horizontal parallel straight 
perpendicular flat

13 Handwriting exercise: In no more than 200 words, 
use this sheet to describe why you have applied for 
this job today and how you came to learn about the 
vacant position.

 d  Who must drivers contact if they have a problem?

 e  What date was the notice put on the noticeboard?

6 Read the passage below and answer the questions 
that follow:

 The Customer Service department is open from 
07.00hrs to 23.00hrs. During this time all calls will 
be answered by Service Agents. Outside these hours 
all calls will be taken by the answering machine. 
The following day a Service Supervisor will check 
the answer machine and return any calls as required. 
Service Agents report to Service Supervisors. 
Service Supervisors report to the Service Manager.

 
a Who reports to the Service Supervisors?

 b  What time does the Customer Service department 
close?

 c  When the department is closed, how are calls 
answered?

7 
 
 “ It shall be the duty of every employee while at work 

to take reasonable care for the health and safety of 
him/herself and other persons… and to co-operate 
with his/her employer to comply with duties and 
requirements.”

 Section 7 of the HASAW Act (1974) referring to 
employees’ responsibilities.

 
 Write down a few sentences about what this law 

means to you at work.






