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The case for improving the skills of the Welsh workforce has been made convincingly over recent years.

Evidence from a multitude of sources tells us quite simply that we need better-skilled people at all levels who can do jobs that support sophisticated and innovative businesses capable of earning more for our economy.

Despite substantial employment creation over the past decade, the type of jobs we’re doing, particularly in the service sector, are still at the lower end of the value chain – averaging about 79% of UK Gross Value Added per job and only 60% of the US level. 

Moreover we face a growing trend for such jobs to migrate to lower wage, but increasingly skilled, economies, such as those in Eastern Europe, India, the Far East and Latin America.

Wide-ranging strategies to meet this challenge are set out in two newly-published documents - the Assembly Government’s Skills and Employment Action Plan and ELWa’s Review of Learning in the Workplace. 

These blueprints map out how Wales should boost a whole host of skills, ranging from basic literacy and numeracy to hi-tech engineering and software design, in order to drive forward businesses that will keep us in the higher divisions of world prosperity.

However, to translate such strategies into real and lasting wealth for the population, we need to place a powerful emphasis on one particular group within the workforce – our 180,000 or so leaders and managers.

Their knowledge, skill and ultimately their performance will determine whether the rest of the workforce can deliver what is needed to make businesses both sustainable and profitable in the medium and long term.

Arguably the skills demands placed upon a manager are among the most complex and varied of all disciplines in industry, covering everything from people management and financial control to resource utilization, business development or networking.

The huge breadth of knowledge and understanding required was underlined by recent research from Cardiff Business School which discovered that there are now around 1,600 providers of management training in Wales, offering no fewer than 17,000 different ways to help those running teams, departments or whole businesses to improve their professional skills.

The extent of the challenge was well described by Massachusetts Institute of Technology academics Jonathan Gosling and Henry Mintzberg lately when they wrote: “Management is neither a science, a profession nor a function. Management is a practice that needs to be appreciated through experience, in context.”

Their conclusion reminds us that, neither measuring the volume of management training in Wales, nor indeed counting the number of MBAs or other qualifications achieved, gives any real indication of how effective we are at preparing our managers and leaders for the daunting tasks ahead.

A recent Wales Management Council survey of 1,576 employers found that the average Welsh manager receives 6.5 days training a year. This masks the fact that one in three organizations don’t train their managers at all. The ones opting out are most likely to be smaller businesses who may well need these skills most.

One very revealing aspect of the survey was the result which showed that a big proportion of employers are clamoring for a style of management and leadership training that more closely matches to their practical needs and is easier for them to access without losing key people for days on end.

The delivery of management and leadership training needs to be shaped by real demand in the marketplace and, like the role of management itself, it needs to be both dynamic and flexible.

The problems and issues facing managers are changing constantly, the training provided must equip them to deal with that.

It must be delivered in practical ways that enable managers to put what they learn into action quickly in the workplace.

Additionally we need more opportunities for managers to learn from each other’s experiences. Successive studies have found this to be among the most effective forms of management education. 

Wales Management Council's recent survey showed Welsh managers received a total of half a million formal training days last year. 

No doubt this resulted in significant benefits to the businesses concerned. But it is arguable that the many less formal contacts between managers, including those made through business clubs, networks and mentoring programmes, could potentially yield just as much, if not more, value to industry in the long run.

As we approach the enormous task of upskilling our workforce at all levels we need to focus strongly on the particular learning needs of managers and leaders.

These skills may be complex, wide ranging and therefore difficult to deliver. But we must redouble our efforts because success in this task is absolutely 

crucial to the future progress of Wales.
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