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Foreword 
To be added 

Mayor’s foreword to be provided by Mayor’s team 

IES Portfolio Lead Foreword to be provided by ???? 

Suggest including the following wording in the Foreword, to set the tone of the strategy upfront: 

This is a strategy for the whole of the North East; a positive call to action to all organisations and 
employers to join together in a shared regional endeavour to deliver the employment and skills improvements 
our residents, businesses and economy need to thrive. It will provide a focal point for joint action and 
investment by all partners in an ambitious plan to transform North East employment and skills for a 
generation. 

Working together, we will be bold and positive in addressing the employment and skills opportunities and 
challenges facing our region
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Our vision for North East 
employment and skills 
The North East will be a fairer, successful region, where 
residents of all ages and from all backgrounds and 
communities have opportunities and support to 
develop their skills, find good quality, fairly paid work, 
make progress in a job with good prospects, and lead 
healthy, fulfilling lives. 

Our economy will thrive as employers recruit more of 
the skilled staff they need, and we invest in the 
workforce skills that will drive growth in our key 
sectors, now and in the future. 

With good quality, sustainable jobs, more of our 
residents, families and children will fulfil their 
potential and enjoy a better quality of life in 
prosperous, healthier neighbourhoods. 

 Our Six Priorities 

P1 
 

 
Getting into and 
getting on at work 

Ambition: Everyone in the North East has the opportunity, skills and 
support they need to get a secure and fairly paid job, to progress in the 
workplace, and to improve their income and quality of life. 

    

P2  Positive futures for 
young people 

Ambition: All of our young people have the skills, confidence and 
aspiration to progress into a job and lead fulfilling working lives. 

    

P3 
 

 

Healthier lives 
through work and 
skills 

Ambition: All of our residents with long-term or temporary health 
conditions and disabilities have the opportunity to develop their skills, do 
rewarding work and lead productive, healthy and independent lives. 

    

P4 

 
 

 
Employer-led skills 
for growth 

Ambition: All of our residents have access to basic, technical and higher-
level skills training, providing the workforce our businesses and economy 
need to grow. Employers of all sizes are able to fill job vacancies and 
benefit from a stable, productive, skilled workforce by offering good 
quality jobs with opportunities for progression to people from all 
backgrounds.  

    

P5 

 

 
Accessible services 
to reduce inequality 
and poverty 

Ambition: Residents from all backgrounds and communities have access 
to the basic services and conditions they need to participate in education 
and training and to get and keep a rewarding job, including affordable 
childcare / social care, reliable public transport, and fair wages and 
secure employment terms. 

    

P6 

 

 

Supporting the 
employment and 
skills sector to 
deliver 

Ambition: Building on existing strengths and successes, our employment 
support and skills sector is reformed and improved so that residents and 
employers benefit from the same high-quality, comprehensive, and 
reliable service, wherever they are in the region. 

 

  
Our Four Big Changes 
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1 Introduction 
1.1 About the North East 

North East England is uniquely placed to become the home of real opportunity 

The North East is England’s second largest Mayoral Combined Authority region by area, with a population 
of 2 million people, a £40.7bn economy, and a proud industrial history which has helped shape the global 
economy. Our region covers a vast and diverse economic geography, with three cities, many vibrant 
towns, extensive rural and coastal communities, and 60 miles of shared border with Scotland. 

Our economic resources and assets include 1.2m people of working age, around 55,000 businesses 
including UK and global leading firms in our key sectors, deep water ports, an international airport, a 
wealth of cultural assets, and four universities and nine FE colleges. 

Our region has huge potential to boost growth, prosperity and opportunity, creating thousands of new 
jobs, eradicating child poverty, improving household incomes, enhancing health and wellbeing, and 
delivering a better quality of life for all our people and communities. 

Through our Local Growth Plan (Creating Real Opportunity) the North East Combined Authority will 
invest in our businesses, key sectors, and workforce skills, in partnership with government, the private 
sector and other stakeholders, to create a thriving North East economy with opportunities that all our 
residents can contribute to and benefit from. 

Through the New Deal for North East Workers we will improve skills and qualifications and reduce 
inactivity, supporting growth and expanding opportunity in the region. 

Investing in job creation, good work1, and a skilled regional workforce lie at the heart of the North East 
Mayor’s manifesto commitments, including: 

• Creating thousands of new jobs to make the North East the home of real opportunity 

• Removing the complex barriers that unemployed and economically inactive residents face and supporting 
them to secure and progress in good jobs 

• Developing local accessible hubs in towns and villages for people to access integrated local support, and 
providing a single ‘front door’ approach making it easy for residents to get the support they need 

• Creating a simplified employment support and skills system 

 
Through our Devolution Deal and Deeper Devolution Deal with government we have secured more 
resources to invest in boosting skills and employment, alongside additional powers to influence skills, 
careers, and employment support policy. 

This is giving our local decision-makers more freedom and flexibility to support people to develop their 
skills, find good work, and progress in employment, and help our businesses to develop, recruit and retain 
the skilled workforce they need to thrive. 

  

 
1 ‘Good work’ means a secure job with decent pay and opportunities for development and career progression 
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Our key employment and skills devolution deal commitments and powers include: 

• Establishing a Labour Market and Skills Board to oversee strategic planning of skills and employment 
provision in the North East. 

• Taking responsibility for the devolved Adult Education Budget from academic year 2024/25. 

• Developing Local Skills Improvement Plans setting out the current and future skills needs of employers 
and the changes needed to local education and skills provision.  

• Creating integrated pathways and curricula to support accelerated growth in our key sectors.  

• Developing targeted programmes of employment support in partnership with DWP and Jobcentre Plus to 
support more unemployed and economically inactive people into good jobs. 

• Working with DWP and DHSC to support people with disabilities and health conditions (including mental 
health) to get and sustain work. Including developing a joint framework with DWP to plan and 
commission employment support services. 

• Promoting local employment by using the public sector social value duty to encourage contractors to 
create jobs and apprenticeships for local people. 

• Taking a region-wide approach to health and social care, with a focus on skills and career pathways, 
collaborative recruitment and retention. 

 
From 2026/27, through an Integrated Settlement with Government, the North East Combined Authority 
will secure greater local control of resources and programmes to boost skills, jobs and growth. 

We are ambitious to achieve more and we will continue to seek further powers and resources from 
Government to give us more of the tools we need to transform employment and skills in the North East. 

1.2 Our Local Growth Plan 
Our Local Growth Plan (Creating Real Opportunity) sets out how we will invest, alongside our partners, in 
driving economic growth and individual opportunity in the North East, creating new jobs, and boosting 
skills, productivity and output in a virtuous cycle, delivering opportunity and prosperity for our businesses, 
people and communities. 

The Local Growth Plan will lead the way in delivering the five missions set out in our Corporate Plan2, 

• Home of real opportunity 

• A North East we are proud to call home 

• Home to a growing and vibrant economy for all 

• Home of the green energy revolution 

• A welcoming home to global trade 

 
 
  

 
2 North East Combined Authority Corporate Plan 2024-28 
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The North East is leading the way in green energy, advanced manufacturing, life sciences, and digital 
industries. Our cultural and creative sector, and our visitor economy, are growing faster than almost any 
other UK region, while our foundational economy is the bedrock of North East employment and business 
activity, providing jobs for hundreds of thousands of our residents and incomes for thousands of 
businesses. 

Building on our economic and industrial opportunities and strengths, through our Local Growth Plan 
we will focus investment in the following areas of our economy to drive growth and opportunity3: 

Economic Opportunities 

Energy, offshore wind 
and renewables 

Capitalising on our position as the UK’s most advanced offshore wind cluster with 350 
companies, key deepwater offshore projects in the pipeline, and potential for 20,000 jobs 
supporting green energy delivery. 

Automotive and electric 
vehicles 

The North East is the largest vehicle manufacturing region in the UK, supported by renewed 
anchor investment by Nissan in our NE Investment Zone. The region is leading EV and battery 
technologies, and is home to Europe’s first global EV manufacturing hub. 

Life sciences The North East accounts for 10% of UK Pharma GVA, with strengths in spin-outs, medtech, and 
engineering biology. 

National security and 
space economy 

A growing regional space technology cluster in the North East, supporting 1,300 high value 
jobs. 

Culture, creative, and 
visitor economy 

Nationally significant cultural, creative, heritage and natural assets attracting millions of visitors 
each year, supporting 60,000+ good jobs in the North East visitor economy. 

Foundational economy Backbone of the North East economy, providing hundreds of thousands of jobs (in healthcare, 
construction, education, housing, transport), and bolstering rural and coastal communities. 

Professional services and 
digital 

The North East is home to Sage, one of the UK’s leading software companies, at the heart of a 
nationally significant services cluster. 

 
Alongside direct investment in economic growth, we are also enhancing our transport infrastructure, 
including new and improved local rail and bus services, connecting our residents with jobs and our 
businesses with growth opportunities. 

To propel the region forward, a number of economic challenges must also be addressed, including 
lagging per capita GVA, insufficient business dynamism, and low average wages, all of which hinder 
regional prosperity. Increasing innovation, raising export potential, and attracting more foreign direct 
investment will help combat many of these challenges. 

Focusing investment on workforce skills, and supporting more of our residents into good work, will 
also be key to unlocking growth and putting the region on a path to a more prosperous future. 

While many of our businesses are succeeding, supported by high performing skilled workers, the region’s 
labour market overall is not functioning as efficiently as it could. Our region has some of the highest rates 
of economic inactivity and youth unemployment in the UK, inactivity due to health conditions and 
disabilities has risen sharply since the pandemic, and too many of our residents are working in low paid, 
insecure jobs. 

Growing inactivity, an ageing workforce, and skills shortages mean the region’s active workforce is 
shrinking and many businesses can’t recruit the skilled staff they need to grow, while skills gaps and low 
skills among the current workforce are constraining growth for many businesses. 

  

 
3 North East Local Growth Plan 
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An average of 25,000 job vacancies are advertised each month in the North East, and more than 50,000 
unemployed and economically inactive people say they want to work, but there are still tens of thousands 
of unfilled vacancies in the regional economy, indicating a skills and employment terms mismatch 
between residents and employers. 

This North East Employment and Skills Strategy will address these opportunities and challenges, 
playing a vital role in building the sound employment and skills foundations the region needs to achieve 
our Local Growth Plan ambitions and the Mayor’s Manifesto commitments. It will position the region to 
capitalise on good quality new jobs and skills opportunities in our growing sectors, at the same time as 
tackling the challenges facing our labour market. It will play a crucial role in achieving our ambitions to 
deliver a more prosperous, greener, inclusive economy, providing good work for all our residents and the 
right conditions for our businesses to thrive - the home of real opportunity. 

1.3 UK employment and skills policy 
This North East Employment and Skills strategy will be delivered in the context of UK government 
prioritising economic growth as its core defining mission, enabled by investment in a skilled 
workforce and supporting more economically inactive and unemployed people into productive work. 

Employment policy 
The ‘Get Britain Working’ White Paper4 sets out the UK Government’s plans to tackle high levels of 
economic inactivity and unemployment, and to raise skills and productivity. Addressing these challenges 
is key to the Government’s plans to boost economic growth and living standards, tackle poverty and 
inequality, and improve the health of the nation. Central to this mission is the long-term ambition to 
achieve an 80% employment rate in the UK, which would mean over 2 million more people in work.  

This ambition is built on three pillars:  

§ The UK’s Modern Industrial Strategy5, and Local Growth Plans, which aim to create more good jobs in 
every part of the UK. 

§ Improving the quality and security of work through the ‘Make Work Pay Plan’6 which aims to tackle low 
pay, poor working conditions and poor job security. 

§ Significant reforms to employment support, including integrating skills and health services to get more 
people into work and to progress in work. 

‘Get Britain Working’ focuses on the third pillar: reforming employment support to ensure everyone in the 
country has the opportunity for secure, rewarding and fulfilling work. Key reforms include: 

§ Scaling up and deepening the contribution of the NHS and wider health system to improve 
employment outcomes, including reducing NHS waiting times, increasing access to mental health 
services, and an increased focus on prevention to stop people from becoming ill.  

§ Backing local areas to deliver effective work, health and skills support for local people, with mayoral 
authorities leading the way. Eight place-based trailblazers, including the North East, will trial new 
interventions to reduce economic inactivity among people with health conditions and disabilities. 
This will include aligning Shared Prosperity Fund resources, WorkWell pilots, NHS-led employment 
support, and local authority and VCSE services. The new Connect to Work programme will help 
people with health conditions and those facing complex barriers to find sustainable work. 

 
4 Get Britain Working White Paper - GOV.UK 
5 https://www.gov.uk/government/consultations/invest-2035-the-uks-modern-industrial-strategy/invest-2035-the-
uks-modern-industrial-strategy 
6 https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/make-work-pay 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/get-britain-working-white-paper
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§ Delivering a Youth Guarantee so that all 18 to 21-year-olds in England have access to education, 
training or help to find a job or an apprenticeship, preventing young people from becoming excluded 
from work at a young age.  

§ Creating a new National Jobs and Careers Service, merging Jobcentre Plus and the National Careers 
Service to create a new service aimed at getting more people into work and supporting people to find 
better paid work.  

§ Launching an independent review into the role of employers in promoting healthy, inclusive 
workplaces, with the aim of increasing recruitment and retention of people with long-term health 
conditions and disabilities, as well as preventing people from becoming unwell at work. 

Other key investments to support people into employment include the expansion of government-funded 
childcare, helping more parents, particularly women, to stay in and return to work; and the rollout of free 
breakfast clubs to thousands of schools, to help working parents.  

Skills policy 
The Government is also reforming and investing in the nation’s education and skills system, equipping it 
to deliver the skilled workforce businesses need to grow, and providing people of all ages and 
backgrounds with the skills they need for rewarding careers.  

Skills England will lead and plan skills delivery, ensuring the nation has the highly-trained workforce 
needed to deliver economic growth. It will play a critical part in the Government’s mission to drive growth 
across the country, supporting people to get better jobs and improve their standard of living. Skills 
England will: assess current and future national and regional skills needs; ensure there is a comprehensive 
suite of apprenticeships, training and technical qualifications aligned with skills gaps and employer needs; 
and work with Combined Authorities to ensure the skills needs of key industries are addressed, delivering 
on Local Growth Plans and the UK’s Modern Industrial Strategy. 

Working with the education and skills sector, Skills England will lead the way in addressing the challenges 
that are preventing the current skills system from being the driver of economic growth and individual 
opportunity that the country needs. This includes: 

§ Addressing fragmentation to ensure different parts of the skills system are more coherent and unified, 
with better flow and sharing of data, and higher & further education systems brought closer together. 

§ Greater responsiveness and flexibility in government-funded training products to ensure the system is 
quick to respond to new opportunities. 

§ Addressing complexity in the system, which makes it difficult to navigate for individuals & businesses. 

§ Supporting and encouraging employers to invest in training to increase opportunities for upskilling, 
retraining and productivity growth. 

The Skills England Report ‘Driving growth and widening opportunities’7 outlines its intention to 
consult employers in key sectors of the economy on what priority training should be accessible through 
the new Growth and Skills Levy, a successor to the Apprenticeship Levy which will enable employers to 
use 50% of their levy contributions to fund training through routes other than apprenticeships. 

The DfE Education and Skills Strategy White Paper will set out the long-term plans and policy 
framework for the skills system. The Government has set out a high-level mission to create: ‘A new culture 
in post-16 education and skills, with clear responsibilities for all involved and local frameworks for co-
operation, where people are supported to thrive in life and work and where learning is lifelong’. The 
Government has outlined three areas of change that will be key to achieving its long-term skills vision: 

 
7 Driving growth and widening opportunities (September 2024) 
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§ Sidelined to supported: Improving access, participation, achievement and outcomes in FE and HE, 
particularly for those facing the biggest barriers to opportunity. 

§ Fragmented to coherent: Improving the links between education and training pathways and 
clarifying how they support progression into further study or a job. 

§ Competition to coordination: Incentivising greater collaboration in a more co-ordinated skills 
system, with partners working together to meet skills needs. 

 
Employment and Skills Devolution 
The English Devolution White Paper8, published in December 2024, sets out proposals for further 
devolution of employment and skills responsibilities to local areas and Combined Authorities. Under a 
new ‘Integrated Settlement’ the North East is one of several Mayoral Combined Authorities that will 
receive a consolidated budget from 2026/27 covering skills and employment support, alongside housing, 
retrofit, regeneration, local growth, and local transport. 
 
The White Paper proposes further devolution of skills and employment support responsibilities to 
Mayoral Combined Authorities, including: joint ownership of Local Skills Improvement Plans and strategic 
skills planning (alongside Employer Representative Bodies); greater control of more of the Adult Skills 
Fund budget; devolution of supported employment funding; a strategic role in ensuring there are clear 
progression pathways from education into further education, higher education and employment for 16-19 
year olds linked to the Youth Guarantee; and a substantive role in co-designing any future non-Jobcentre 
Plus employment support. 
 

Taken together these new policies will mean significant reform, with major impacts on how skills 
and employment support are delivered in the region. The North East Employment and Skills 
Strategy has been designed to align with these new policy developments, ensuring our residents, 
businesses and economy gain maximum benefit, and we play a full part in delivering the UK’s 
growth ambitions. 

  

 
8 English Devolution White Paper, MHCLG (December 2024) 
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1.4 About the North East Employment and Skills Strategy 
Capitalising on the new freedoms and flexibilities that devolution brings, this strategy will lead the way in 
delivering an integrated, innovative regional employment and skills system equipped to accelerate 
inclusive economic growth and deliver better outcomes for all residents and businesses. 

However, we can’t achieve this alone. We share the responsibility to transform skills and employment with 
many other organisations and sectors including: large businesses; SMEs; public and third sector 
employers; universities, colleges and training providers; the health sector; the voluntary, community & 
social enterprise sector; and government and its agencies. 

This is a strategy for the whole of the North East; a positive call to action to all organisations and 
employers9 to join together in a shared regional endeavour delivering the employment and skills 
improvements our residents, businesses and economy need to thrive. It will provide a focal point for joint 
action and investment by all partners in an ambitious plan to transform North East employment and skills 
for a generation. 

1.4.1 Purpose 

The purpose of the strategy is to: 

• Be an enabler for the delivery of the Mayor’s Manifesto, the Local Growth Plan, and the North East 
Combined Authority’s Corporate Plan, making the North East the home of real opportunity.  

• Establish clear strategic regional priorities to improve workforce skills, reduce unemployment and 
economic inactivity, and tackle child poverty across the region, removing the barriers that prevent 
people and families from succeeding. 

• Provide a shared framework to focus and prioritise the planning, commissioning, funding and delivery 
of skills and employment support services, based on evidence and a clear understanding of the key 
challenges and opportunities facing the region.  

• Provide a mechanism to strategically align mainstream funding, business investment and local 
devolved funding, ensuring maximum impact and added value, designed around the needs of the 
people and businesses of the North East.  

• Drive greater collaboration, innovation and coordination between commissioners, providers and 
employers within a more integrated employment and skills system, providing the conditions to deliver 
our New Deal for North East Workers.  

• Support the delivery of other regional and national policies prioritising growth and opportunity, 
including the North East Transport Plan, Get Britain Working, and Skills England priorities.  

• Ensure the North East skills base is equipped to support growth in the region’s established key sectors 
as well as our emerging areas of strength and opportunity. 

 
1.4.2 Partnership and collaboration 

Collaboration and partnership is at the heart of this work, reflected in the consultative approach to 
developing the strategy. Over a period of six months we have engaged all stakeholder groups with a role 
and interest in employment and skills in the North East, in a conversation about the opportunities and 
challenges we face, and our shared ambitions for the future. Through this collaborative approach we have 
shaped the priorities and actions in the North East Employment and Skills Strategy. The consultation work 
has included: 

 
9 Including SMEs, large businesses, and public and third sector employers  
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• Skills-focused consultation workshops and discussions with FE colleges, training providers, universities, 
schools, local authorities, sector bodies, employers, and LSIP Employer Representative Bodies. We ran 
X events and meetings with a total of Y partners attending. 

• A ‘skills sprint’ innovation workshop exploring new and different ways to tackle the current and future 
skills and workforce development issues facing the North East, attended by X partners. 

• Employment-focused consultation workshops with employment support providers, health sector, 
voluntary, community sector & social enterprise sector, social housing, young people’s organisations, 
local authorities, government agencies, and training providers and colleges. More than 100 partners 
from across the North East attended across three separate events. 

• Consultations with a cross-section of North East employers, including online events with members of 
the Federation of Small Businesses and NE Chamber of Commerce. 

• Online survey consultations with X local residents telling us about their employment and skills 
priorities, the support they need to develop their skills and progress in work, and the changes they’d 
like to see to skills and employment support in the North East. 

The development of the strategy has been guided by an Employment and Skills Strategy Advisory 
Group, a cross-sector forum with representatives from local authorities, DWP, the FE sector, employer 
membership groups, LSIP Employer Representative Bodies, the voluntary, community & social enterprise 
sector, the health sector (including mental health), and social housing. The Advisory Group met eight 
times through the process of developing the strategy and provided ideas, feedback and constructive 
challenge as the strategy evolved. 

1.4.3 Guiding principles 

Working with partners we have collectively identified the key principles that underpin this Employment 
and Skills Strategy: 

• Be bold and brave in our approach to employment and skills; it’s time to do things differently to 
achieve better results for our residents and businesses. 

• Prioritise partnership and collaboration between commissioners, providers and employers, where we 
all share the responsibility and rewards. 

• Provide a universal employment and skills service that is available to every resident and employer in 
the North East, supplemented with additional targeted support for those who need it most. 

• Deliver consistent employment and skills support across all areas and communities in the North 
East that is simple to understand and easy to navigate for residents and employers. 

• Create stability and security through long-term investment in the employment and skills system.  

• Encourage and promote dignity in work where people are paid well and feel valued. 

• Promote a positive narrative about work, its benefits and why it’s important. 

• Encourage lifelong learning, with residents and employers taking responsibility for skills 
development, and receiving the support they need. 

• Start support from school onwards - early intervention is essential to ensure every person can fulfil 
their potential. 
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1.4.4 Residents and employers at the heart of the system 

Our consultations with partners highlighted the importance of putting residents and employers at the 
heart of employment and skills in the North East. If the system is designed to address the individual needs 
of people and businesses, successful results will follow. Working with partners, we have identified what 
the system must offer to residents and to employers to meet their needs. 

Making the system work for residents 

Our employment and skills system will: 

§ Offer universal employment and skills support, accessible to everyone in the North East who needs it. 
§ Target additional support on the largest priority groups of economically inactive people (those with 

long-term health conditions & disabilities; young people; carers). 
§ Provide additional specialist support for those facing complex or multiple barriers. 
§ Deliver a whole system approach, with each individual getting the help they need to tackle the full 

range of challenges holding back their progress. 
§ Provide a comprehensive choice of skills training programmes for residents and workers, covering 

basic, vocational, technical, and higher-level skills. 
§ Be available through locally accessible ‘North East Careers Hubs’ in towns and villages, in our urban, 

rural and coastal communities. 
 

Simple and easy to 
access support  

Support to develop the 
essential basic skills 

needed for work 
 

Building core skills e.g. 
resilience and 
adaptability 

 
Access to jobs in the 

local area / foundational 
economy 

       

Support that is tailored 
to meet all needs e.g. 
health and disability, 

confidence, skills 

 
Stability and continuity 

of employment and 
skills services 

 No stigma to seeking 
support  

Employers to make job 
entry requirements 

more flexible, focus on 
what people can do 

       
Structural changes that 
make work possible e.g. 

affordable public 
transport and childcare 

 Seeing positive change 
in the local community  

 

 Willing employers who 
can be flexible 

       

Work experience and 
volunteering 
opportunities 

 Financial support to de-
risk transition into work  

Opportunities to 
undertake basic, 

technical, and higher 
level skills training 

 
In-work support to 

build skills and improve 
income 
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Making the system work for employers  

Employment support 
and skills services that 
are easy to find and 

work with 

 

High profile campaign 
to engage employers in 
a joint regional effort to 

boost skills and 
employment - one 

voice for the North East 

 

Advice and support on 
how to simplify 

requirements for people 
applying for jobs 

 

Financial incentives to de-
risk taking on new staff 

(especially for small 
employers) e.g. work 
trials, part-funding 

towards initial wage costs 

       

Simplification of current 
fragmented system, 
making it easier for 
employers to access 

 

 

 

Advice and help to 
maximise the talents of 

employees with 
additional needs e.g. 

health, neurodivergent 

 

Social value clauses in 
procurement, 

encouraging employers 
to provide job 
opportunities 

       

Good Work Pledge and 
CSR  

Individuals with strong 
management and 
leadership skills 

 

Investment in workforce 
skills development 

(basic, technical, higher-
level skills) 

 
Candidates who have the 
essential basic skills for 

work 

       

In-work support and 
training to maximise 
employee retention 

 
Individuals with some 
practical workplace 

experience 
 Opportunity to learn 

from other employers  Individuals with good 
core work skills / attitudes 

 
1.4.5 Evidence-based approach 

This evidence-based strategy has been informed by a comprehensive programme of research examining 
the region’s key employment and skills opportunities and challenges. The evidence has been used, 
alongside stakeholder consultations, to inform the priorities and actions in the strategy. This has included: 

• Assessing job opportunities and skills in the North East, including the skills needed by our growing 
sectors and foundational economy. 

• Identifying skills shortages, unfilled vacancies and skills gaps that are holding businesses back. 

• Understanding how educational attainment and skills impact employment and career progress. 

• Understanding the scale and nature of economic inactivity and unemployment, and the people and 
places that are most affected, to help prioritise support on those who need it most. 

• Identifying the barriers that stop people from getting into and getting on at work, and the barriers 
employers face in recruiting and retaining a skilled workforce. 

• Examining low pay and insecure employment in the region. 

• Considering how employment and skills impact on other socio-economic indicators, such as 
household incomes, child poverty, health inequalities, and deprivation. 

• Understanding skills and employment support programmes and services in the region, what is working 
well, and where changes are needed to improve outcomes for residents and businesses. 

 
A summary of key messages from the research and evidence base is provided in Appendix 1. 
 
The development of the North East Employment and Skills Strategy is an important step in building 
a strategic, long-term, collaborative approach to achieving the region’s ambitions and delivering 
on the commitments of the Devolution Deal and the Mayor’s Manifesto. 
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2 Our Strategy 
2.1 Our vision for North East employment and skills 

The North East will be a fairer, successful region, where residents of all ages and from all 

backgrounds and communities have opportunities and support to develop their skills, find 

good quality, fairly paid work, make progress in a job with good prospects, and lead healthy, 

fulfilling lives. 

Our economy will thrive as employers recruit more of the skilled staff they need, and we 

invest in the workforce skills that will drive growth in our key sectors, now and in the future. 

With good quality, sustainable jobs, more of our residents, families and children will fulfil 

their potential and enjoy a better quality of life in prosperous, healthier neighbourhoods. 

 
§ We will invest in developing basic, vocational, technical and higher-level skills, allowing employers 

in our foundational economy and key growth sectors to build and retain the skilled workforce they 
need to thrive. 

§ We will decisively tackle the region’s inactivity and unemployment challenge by providing 
person-centred support for residents excluded from work (with a focus on people with health 
conditions and disabilities, young people, and carers) to overcome the barriers preventing them from 
getting and keeping a job. 

§ We will support people in low paid, insecure work to boost their skills and overcome other barriers 
so they can earn higher wages and build a better quality of life 

§ Employers will be at the heart of our strategy, backing an ambitious regional campaign to co-invest 
with the public sector in building workforce skills and productivity, and opening-up more job vacancies 
to a wider range of people, receiving the support and advice they need to successfully bring more 
unemployed and economically inactive residents into the workforce. 

§ We will reform and improve our employment and skills system so that residents and employers 
benefit from the same high-quality, comprehensive, reliable service, when they need it and wherever 
they are in the region, and the barriers residents and businesses face to improving skills and 
employability are removed.  
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2.2 Our Priorities 
We will achieve our vision by focusing our collective efforts and resources on addressing six priorities.  

These are the areas in which we can make the biggest difference by focusing on developing skills in key 
sectors and areas of our economy, by supporting the region’s largest groups of unemployed, 
economically inactive, and underemployed people to get good jobs and progress in their careers, and by 
ensuring that skills and employment support providers are equipped to deliver the support our 
businesses and residents need to thrive. 

Our strategy is based on a clear rationale carefully designed to address the issues, opportunities and 
challenges highlighted by our research and consultations, and summarised in our evidence base report 
(Appendix 1). 

Priorities 

P1 
 

 
Getting into and 
getting on at work 

Ambition: Everyone in the North East has the opportunity, skills and 
support they need to get a secure and fairly paid job, to progress in the 
workplace, and to improve their income and quality of life. 

    

P2  Positive futures for 
young people 

Ambition: All of our young people have the skills, confidence and aspiration 
to progress into a job and lead fulfilling working lives. 

    

P3 
 

 

Healthier lives 
through work and 
skills 

Ambition: All of our residents with long-term or temporary health 
conditions and disabilities have the opportunity to develop their skills, do 
rewarding work and lead productive, healthy and independent lives. 

    

P4 

 
 

 

Employer-led skills 
for growth 

Ambition: All of our residents have access to basic, technical and higher-
level skills training, providing the workforce our businesses and economy 
need to grow. Employers of all sizes are able to fill job vacancies and 
benefit from a stable, productive, skilled workforce by offering good quality 
jobs with opportunities for progression to people from all backgrounds.  

    

P5 

 

 
Accessible services 
to reduce inequality 
and poverty 

Ambition: Residents from all backgrounds and communities have access to 
the basic services and conditions they need to participate in education and 
training and to get and keep a rewarding job, including affordable 
childcare / social care, reliable public transport, and fair wages and secure 
employment terms. 

    

P6 

 

 

Supporting the 
employment and 
skills sector to 
deliver 

Ambition: Building on existing strengths and successes, our employment 
support and skills sector is reformed and improved so that residents and 
employers benefit from the same high-quality, comprehensive, and reliable 
service, wherever they are in the region. 
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 Getting into and getting on at work  

Ambition: Everyone in the North East has the opportunity, skills and support they need to get a secure and fairly paid job, to progress in the 
workplace, and to improve their income and quality of life. 

 

Why this is important 

There are too many people in our region who are not working at all or are struggling to stay 
in work. The North East CA area has a consistently higher economic inactivity rate than the 
national average - currently one quarter of working age people in the North East CA area 
are economically inactive. Excluding students this is 247,900 people. The largest groups of 
unemployed and economically inactive people need help to get jobs and keep them, 
including people with health conditions and disabilities; caring responsibilities; or facing other 
barriers (e.g. homelessness, ex-offenders, language barriers). 

There are also too many people who do not have the skills for work that employers need, 
which significantly limits their chances of getting a job. In the North East CA area 8.6% of the 
working age population has no qualifications, compared with a national average of 6.2%. 
We also have many residents in low skilled, low paid jobs without the skills needed to 
progress into higher earnings. Only 40% of working age people in the region have a 
qualification at Level 4 or above, compared with a national rate of 46.7%. In addition, many 
people are digitally excluded, with around 40% of residents considered to have low or very 
low digital capability, which makes it harder to find, apply for, secure and sustain 
employment.  

While many people need extra help to develop their skills and tackle the barriers they face to 
getting and keeping a job, the current system of support is complex and can be difficult to 
navigate. Simplifying the system and creating more opportunities for people to develop and 
improve their skills will enable them to progress at work and enhance their long-term 
prospects. As well as improving quality of life and wellbeing for individuals, getting more 
people into secure and well-paid jobs will boost regional economic growth and productivity. 

 

Relevant policies and programmes 

The following regional and national strategies and 
programmes will guide and support our work. 

§ North East Local Growth Plan 

§ North East Transport Plan 

§ Get Britain Working White Paper 

§ National Jobs and Careers Service 

§ Skills England: Driving growth and widening opportunities 

§ DfE Education and Skills Strategy 

247,900 15.6% 8.6% 

   
North East CA 
economically 

inactive people 
(excluding students) 

North East jobs 
paying below the 

living wage 

North East working 
age population with 

no qualifications 
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 Getting into and getting on at work  

The changes we want to see Strategic actions 

§ More economically inactive and unemployed people 
progressing into work. 

§ A bigger economically active workforce, with more people 
playing their part in the economy and fewer unfilled job 
vacancies. 

§ More people progressing from entry level programmes into 
Level 2 and 3 learning. 

§ More people have the digital skills needed to search for work 
and meet the needs of employers. 

§ More people accessing work experience and volunteering 
opportunities to help them develop vital workplace skills and 
develop routes into work. 

§ More people staying in their jobs, with a more stable lifestyle 
and income. 

§ More people, particularly those from disadvantaged 
backgrounds, engaging in skills development opportunities that 
will help them to progress at work and increase their income. 

§ Working with the new national Jobs and Careers Service, we will provide a visible and 
accessible ‘front door’ to universal skills and employment support for everyone in the 
North East who needs it. 

§ Provide local entry points to make sure people can access support where they live. 

§ Engage residents in their communities and encourage them to take up support. 

§ Additional intensive, targeted, person-centred support to ensure that anyone with 
multiple and complex barriers receives the support they need. 

§ Person centred approach to employment support. ‘Team around a person’ with 
multiple disciplines addressing specific issues e.g. health, housing, caring, finance. 

§ A comprehensive offer to equip people with the skills needed for work (maths, English, 
ESOL, communication skills, digital skills, job specific / vocational skills). 

§ Promoting the digital entitlement to boost digital skills among our residents. 

§ Deliver excellent careers education, information, advice and guidance (CEIAG), 
mentoring and coaching, alongside a range of enrichment opportunities. 

§ Flexible and accessible delivery of education and training that enables people to study 
alongside work, caring responsibilities, or other commitments. 

§ Trial the Mayor’s Childcare Grant for those getting back into work or skills training. 

§ Create clear progression pathways into areas of employment growth. 

§ Support people who are in work to stay in work, progress in their jobs, and achieve 
better paid, more secure employment, through skills training and in-work support. 

§ Promote self-employment as a positive route into work. 
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Positive futures for young people  

Ambition: All of our young people have the skills, confidence and aspiration to progress into a job and lead fulfilling working lives. 

 

Why this is important 

We will target investment in action to support young people to progress into jobs and lead 
fulfilling lives. A targeted approach is needed because too many young people in the North 
East are out of work and many of them are not looking for work. The North East has a youth 
unemployment rate for 16-19-year-olds of 11%, compared with a national average of 7% and 
there are 21,400 unemployed young people aged 16-24 in the North East CA area.  

Young people are one of the largest groups of economically inactive people in the region, 
and the numbers are growing. An increasing number of young people feel unable to work 
due to mental or physical health problems or disabilities, with 10,000 young people 
economically inactive due to long-term sickness in the North East CA area. 

There are too many young people in our region who are leaving education without the 
essential skills needed for work, and 14,700 16-19-year-olds in the North East CA area have 
no qualifications. In part this is a result of increasing levels of school exclusion, including self-
exclusion, resulting in more young people facing significant barriers to progressing into work. 
The full-time education participation rate for people aged 16-17 is 79.8% in the North East, 
compared with 85.7% nationally. 

The decline in new young entrants to the labour market is a key factor in rising job vacancies 
and the region needs to grow its active workforce if it is to meet current and future 
recruitment needs. Encouraging more young people into the workplace will boost the 
growth of the workforce, while significantly enhancing their future life chances by getting 
them on the important first rung of the jobs ladder. Engaging more young people aged 16-
24 in education and training will give them the skills to access these job opportunities and 
progress into higher paid jobs.  

  

Relevant policies and programmes 

The following regional and national strategies and 
programmes will guide and support our work. 

§ North East careers hubs 

§ Get Britain Working White Paper 

§ Youth Guarantee 

§ Growth and Skills Levy 

§ Skills England: Driving growth and widening opportunities 

§ DfE Education and Skills Strategy 

21,400 10,000 14,700 
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Positive futures for young people  

The changes we want to see Strategic actions 

§ More young people leaving education with work focused skills and good 
qualifications. 

§ Young people have a better understanding of job opportunities in the 
region and the skills and qualifications they need. 

§ More young people participating in education and training to develop the 
skills needed for the region’s growth sectors and occupations. 

§ More opportunities for young people to experience the world of work as 
part of their education so they are ready to make a successful transition 
into work. 

§ Our young people have the skills, attitudes and confidence to succeed at 
work. 

§ Early intervention from school-age onwards to ensure positive progression 
into further education, work or training and significantly reduce the 
number of young people in the North East who are NEET. 

§ Work with statutory education providers to ensure young people are leaving 
education equipped with the foundational skills, confidence and knowledge 
needed by employers so they can make a successful transition into work. 

§ Provide targeted programmes offering positive vocational pathways for 
young people at risk of not making a successful transition into work (e.g. 14- 
to 16-year-olds that are not engaging with school; care leavers). 

§ Provide support to help young people overcome barriers that are 
preventing them from working e.g. mental health, disability, neurodiversity, 
homelessness, offending. 

§ Engage young people in their communities and encourage them to take up 
support. 

§ Work with partners across the region to engage with young people and 
maximise their participation in support. 

§ Deliver a comprehensive careers education, information, advice and 
guidance (CEIAG) service from school-age onwards so young people know 
what opportunities are available to them. 

§ Work with employers and education providers to launch an ambitious 
regional work experience programme, providing high quality opportunities 
for every young person in the North East to experience the world of work 
while they are in education. 

§ Provide clear progression pathways and support into further learning and 
work including through Higher Education, Technical Education and 
Apprenticeships. 

§ Reinvigorate the North East as the home of Apprenticeships  

§ Provide free travel for young people in education and training and those 
leaving care. 
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Healthier lives through work and skills  

Ambition: All of our residents with long-term or temporary health conditions and disabilities have the opportunity to develop their skills, do rewarding 
work and lead productive, healthy and independent lives. 

 

Why this is important 

Health inequality is a significant and entrenched challenge in the North East. Healthy life 
expectancy in the region for males is 60.4 years of age compared to a national average of 
64.1; and 61.9 years of age for females compared to 65.5 for England. The region has a 
persistently high rate of economic inactivity among residents experiencing long-term 
sickness, health conditions, and disabilities. The number of people economically inactive due 
to poor health and disability has been growing in recent years, and there are now 107,100 
people in the North East CA area who are economically inactive due to long-term sickness. 
The rate of economic inactivity in the North East amongst people with a disability or work 
limiting health condition is 49%, almost double the rate for the overall working age 
population in the region. 

Long-term sickness is the primary reason for economic inactivity in the region and a trend 
that is significantly reducing the size of the potential workforce. People in the North East who 
are living with a disability or long-term health condition are disproportionately likely to be 
out of work and are excluded from training and education opportunities that would help 
them to develop the skills they need for work. 

Many people in the North East with disabilities or long-term health conditions can and want 
to work and could make a valuable contribution to the economy, as well as significantly 
improving their own health, wellbeing and outcomes. An estimated 25,000 people in the 
North East CA area who are economically inactive for health reasons say they want to 
work. However, targeted action is needed to address the specific barriers they face to 
accessing education, training and employment opportunities. The development of skills and 
the provision of support to access and sustain employment for people with disabilities and 
health conditions is essential to making the regional economy stronger and more inclusive. 

  

Relevant policies and programmes 

The following regional and national strategies and 
programmes will guide and support our work. 

§ Get Britain Working White Paper 

§ Economic Inactivity Trailblazer 

§ Connect to Work programme 

107,000 49% 25,000 
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Healthier lives through work and skills  

The changes we want to see Strategic actions 

§ More people with health conditions and disabilities joining the 
workforce. 

§ More people with health conditions and disabilities sustaining 
employment and progressing at work. 

§ More people with health conditions and disabilities want to work and 
understand what they can offer to an employer, based on their 
strengths and capabilities. 

§ More people with disabilities and health conditions accessing flexible 
training and education provision that will equip them with the skills 
needed to secure and progress in employment. 

§ More employers understand the potential of people with health 
conditions and disabilities and actively open-up their vacancies to this 
group. 

§ Coordinate our planning and delivery of health, employment and skills 
services. 

§ Work with partners and networks in the VCSE and health sectors to engage 
people in their local communities and ensure support is visible and accessible. 

§ Provide tailored, person-centred support packages to ensure that people with 
disabilities and health conditions can gain and sustain employment. 

§ Provide mental health support workers and support with physical health in 
locally accessible hubs. 

§ Provide flexible and accessible delivery throughout the adult skills offer to 
ensure provision meets the needs of people with disabilities and health 
conditions. 

§ Create opportunities for people with disabilities and health conditions to 
access work experience opportunities. 

§ Provide a region-wide pre-employment programme with specific supported 
pathways for people with disabilities and health conditions. 

§ Provide advice and support to employers, making it easier for them to recruit 
and retain people with disabilities and health conditions. 

§ Partner with the ICB (Integrated Care Board) to maximise the impact of their 
work on supporting people with mental health conditions and 
musculoskeletal conditions to secure and / or sustain employment. 
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Employer-led skills for growth  

Ambition: All of our residents have access to basic, technical and higher-level skills training, providing the workforce our businesses and economy 
need to grow. Employers of all sizes are able to fill job vacancies and benefit from a stable, productive, skilled workforce by offering good quality 
jobs with opportunities for progression to people from all backgrounds. 

 

Why this is important 

A high proportion of North East residents have no qualifications compared to national 
averages and a lower proportion have qualifications at Level 4+. There are low levels of 
functional numeracy and literacy skills in the region and low levels of digital capability. In 
some parts of the region, one quarter of residents have low literacy and/or numeracy skills. 

This lack of skills impacts people’s ability to secure jobs or progress into more highly skilled, 
better paid jobs, while those with higher-level skills and qualifications are more likely to be 
employed and earn more. 23% of unemployed people in the North East have no 
qualifications compared with only 10% of those who are in employment. 

Many employers in the region’s key sectors are finding it difficult to recruit people with the 
skills needed to do the jobs that are available, and many residents lack the higher level or 
technical skills and qualifications needed by employers in growth sectors and occupations. 
Last year more than 46,500 employees in the North East were judged by their employers to 
have a skills gap, meaning they were considered to be not fully proficient for their role, and 
8% of employers in the region had at least one skills shortage vacancy. The region’s SMEs 
are particularly badly affected by skills shortages and unfilled vacancies. 

We need to invest in developing workforce skills so that the region’s key growth areas and 
opportunity sectors10, as highlighted in the Local Growth Plan, can thrive. Over the next 
decade the demand for higher level and technical skills is expected to increase in the North 
East, with more jobs requiring skills and qualifications at RFQ 3 and 4 and above. Higher-
level skills and qualifications are essential to increasing productivity, attracting inward 
investment and making the North East an attractive place to do business. 

 
10 Foundational economy; Energy, offshore wind and renewables; Automotive and electric vehicles; Life sciences;  
National security and space economy; Culture, creative industries and visitor economy; Professional services and digital. 

Relevant policies and programmes 

The following regional and national strategies and programmes 
will guide and support our work. 

§ North East Local Skills Improvement Plans 

§ North East Local Growth Plan 

§ Get Britain Working White Paper 

§ Skills England: Driving growth and widening opportunities 

§ DfE Education and Skills Strategy 

23% 46,500 8% 
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Employer-led skills for growth  

The changes we want to see Strategic actions 

§ Everyone in the North East has the basic skills 
needed to get and keep a job, and to progress on 
to develop technical or higher level skills. 

§ More people in the North East accessing technical 
and higher level skills. 

§ All employers in the North East have access to the 
skilled workforce they need, when they need them, 
reducing skills shortages and unfilled vacancies. 

§ Employers in the region’s key large and growing 
sectors can recruit the people they need for a 
productive workforce. 

§ All employers receive the support and advice they 
need to successfully bring more unemployed and 
economically inactive residents into the workforce, 
and to develop the skills of their current workforce. 

§ All employers in the North East investing time and 
resources in training and workforce development. 

§ More good quality jobs with fair pay and 
opportunities for training and progression. 

§ Employers with the knowledge and confidence to 
recruit and invest in people from all backgrounds 
across the North East. 

§ Employers helping to prepare people for the world 
of work by offering work experience opportunities 
to young people and adults. 

§ Target resources on developing workforce skills in the foundational economy, the region’s growth 
sectors and in skills areas increasingly needed across multiple sectors e.g. digital, low carbon, AI. 

§ Work with our education providers to create a green energy super academy. 

§ Focus on addressing the priority skills gaps and shortages identified by North East employers in the 
Local Skills Improvement Plans (LSIPs). 

§ Provide an enhanced level 3+ training offer for each of the region’s key growth sectors, including clear 
pathways for residents to progress to level 3+ skills (e.g. healthcare, renewable energy, digital). 

§ Develop a targeted skills offer to accelerate business growth in the North East Investment Zone and 
support the North East’s inward investment offer. 

§ Provide re-skilling training programmes for people moving between sectors, making it easier for 
businesses to fill vacancies created by employees leaving the workforce. 

§ Offer flexible and accessible delivery of technical education and higher-level skills training that enables 
people to develop their skills alongside work and other commitments. 

§ Develop a regional leadership and management training offer to develop new leaders, with a particular 
focus on people who are underrepresented in leadership roles. 

§ Maximise the new Growth and Skills Levy to stimulate greater take up of apprenticeships and other types 
of vocational and technical training, particularly among young people and SMEs.  

§ Launch a high-profile regional campaign bringing employers together in a shared endeavour to improve 
workforce skills and to offer good quality jobs to more unemployed and economically inactive people.  

§ Provide advice and support to employers to help them adopt more flexible recruitment approaches, 
making it easier to bring unemployed and economically inactive people into the workforce. To include a 
focus on supporting SMEs who face the greatest difficulties in filling vacancies and retaining staff. 

§ Provide advice and support to employees to help them invest in and develop their employees. 

§ Encourage businesses to create new jobs through social value and supply chain procurement. 
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Accessible services to reduce inequality and poverty 

Ambition: Residents from all backgrounds and communities have access to the basic services and conditions they need to participate in education and 
training and to get and keep a rewarding job, including affordable childcare / social care, reliable public transport, and fair wages and secure 
employment terms. 

 

Why this is important 

There are significant levels of inequality and poverty across the North East CA area. Almost 
one quarter (24.5%) of North East CA Local Authority LSOAs are in the IMD 10% most 
deprived nationally in terms of employment. Almost one-fifth of households in the region 
are workless, compared with 13.4% nationally, and 14.4% of the region’s children live in 
workless households compared with 9.8% nationally. 

Too many people are excluded from education, training and employment because of 
structural barriers such as lack of access to affordable transport, childcare and social care. 

In addition, low wages and insecure employment present further barriers that prevent many 
people from looking for work or remaining in the workforce. There are 85,655 Universal 
Credit claimants in the region who are in employment and claiming benefits to top-up their 
wages, and 15.6% of jobs pay below the living wage compared with a national rate of 12.8%. 
Meanwhile, the fear of losing benefits income is preventing many unemployed and 
economically inactive people from taking jobs. 

These structural barriers exacerbate inequality, restrict the supply of potential employees 
and make it even more difficult for employers to fill their vacancies. Tackling these barriers to 
work and learning would increase the workforce and reduce inequality by enabling thousands 
more people to improve their skills, financial security, quality of life, and wellbeing. 

We recognise that the agencies and organisations responsible for health, childcare, social 
care, and transport, as well as employers, will need to lead the way in addressing these 
barriers. The Combined Authority will work with all of these organisations and sectors to 
bring about the changes that are needed. 

Relevant policies and programmes 

The following regional and national strategies and 
programmes will guide and support our work. 

§ North East Local Growth Plan 

§ North East Transport Plan 

§ Get Britain Working White Paper 

§ National Jobs and Careers Service 

§ Skills England: Driving growth and widening opportunities 

§ DfE Education and Skills Strategy 

19.8% 24.5%% 15.6% 
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 Accessible services to reduce inequality and poverty 

The changes we want to see Strategic actions 

§ More people have access to affordable childcare, social 
care and public transport, enabling them to participate in 
learning and training opportunities and to return to the 
workforce. 

§ More people have access to jobs with secure 
employment terms and fair wages, incentivising them to 
look for jobs and stay in work. 

§ More unemployed and economically inactive people 
have the confidence to move off benefits into paid work 
and are less fearful of losing benefits income. 

§ Fewer people and children in the region living in poverty. 

§ More residents, families and children fulfilling their 
potential and enjoying a better quality of life. 

§ Invest in improving the provision of accessible, affordable childcare and social care so that more 
economically inactive people get the support they need to enable them to develop their skills 
and get a job. 

§ Invest in improving accessible, affordable public transport services, making it easier for people to 
go to college, get to work and take up jobs. Including free travel passes for bus and Metro for 
those getting back in to work or training. 

§ Expand workforce development and recruitment programmes in childcare, social care and 
transport, ensuring these essential sectors have the skilled staff they need to deliver good 
quality, accessible services. 

§ In partnership with DWP, deliver comprehensive benefits and financial advice to enable people 
to make a successful and lasting transition from benefits to work. 

§ Support unemployed and economically inactive people to take up jobs in the foundational 
economy, nearby the places they live. 

§ Encourage and support employers to offer more secure employment terms, development 
opportunities, and improved wages, making it more attractive for people to take up jobs and 
stay in work. 

§ Support the government in its efforts to reform the benefits system, providing a flexible safety 
net for people who are reluctant to take a job for fear of losing their benefits income. 
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Supporting the employment and skills sector to deliver 

Ambition: Building on existing strengths and successes, our employment support and skills sector is reformed and improved so that residents and 
employers benefit from the same high-quality, comprehensive, and reliable service, wherever they are in the region. 

 

Why this is important 

The North East is home to a well-established employment and skills system, including eight 
further education colleges, four universities, more than 100 vocational training and education 
providers, and hundreds of VCSE organisations offering community-based services helping 
residents to develop skills and overcome the barriers that prevent them from working. The 
region also boasts a variety of well-equipped, industry-led training facilities developing the 
skills needed by our key economic sectors. The region has strong foundations to build on and 
significant capacity to address our employment and skills opportunities and challenges. 

However, the current provision of employment and skills support is complex and 
fragmented. It is difficult for many residents and employers to understand what support is 
available to them and how and where they can access it. 

There is inconsistency in the levels of support services available across the region, with some 
places providing a significant level of service, while in other places support is very limited. In 
addition, many services are stop / start due to the short-term nature of funding available. 
This makes it difficult for service providers to build a sustained presence with users, 
undermines confidence in the services among residents and employers, and makes it difficult 
for providers to retain experienced staff who are critical to good quality service delivery. 

Meanwhile, the pace of technological change is making it more difficult for staff in education 
and employment services to keep their skills up to date. Investment is needed to ensure all 
staff delivering skills and employment support have relevant, up-to-date skills and knowledge. 

Investing in improvement and reform of the region’s employment and skills sector, through co-
ordinated regional partnership, will ensure that all residents and employers, wherever they are, 
will have access to the same high quality, flexible support, enabling more people to develop 
their skills, address barriers to employment and secure good quality, rewarding 
employment. 

Relevant policies and programmes 

The following regional and national strategies and programmes 
will guide and support our work. 

§ North East Local Growth Plan 

§ Get Britain Working White Paper 

§ National Jobs and Careers Service 

§ Skills England: Driving growth and widening opportunities 

§ DfE Education and Skills Strategy 
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Supporting the employment and skills sector to deliver 

The changes we want to see Strategic actions 

§ More residents and employers using employment and skills 
support services, helping to achieve our ambitions of more 
unemployed and economically inactive people in work, and a 
better skilled workforce. 

§ A simpler employment and skills system that is easy for 
people to access and effective in helping them overcome 
barriers to work and improve their skills. 

§ A system that is easy for employers to understand and work 
with. 

§ A consistent service across all parts of the region, with local 
access points. 

§ Specialist support to help residents facing the most difficult 
barriers. 

§ A highly skilled workforce in our skills and employment 
support system. 

§ A strong and integrated regional partnership, with 
commissioners, funders and providers working together to 
achieve common goals. 

§ A focus on innovation, with all partners seeking new, better 
and more efficient ways of working. 

§ Provide a visible and accessible ‘front door’ to a universal employment support and skills 
service for everyone in the North East who needs it.  

§ Reform and improve the system so that residents and employers benefit from the same 
high quality, comprehensive, reliable service wherever they are in the region. 

§ Create a region wide approach to communicating and navigating the employment and 
skills system to reach more people and businesses. 

§ Provide local hubs allowing people to access employment and skills support where they 
live. 

§ Provide intensive, targeted, person-centred support to those facing multiple and 
complex barriers. 

§ Provide a commissioning and funding environment that supports consistent, 
comprehensive, stable services, and incentivises innovation, including multi-year funding 
settlements for the best performing providers. 

§ Carefully plan commissioning so that local resources are focused on addressing gaps in 
nationally commissioned programmes. 

§ Invest in developing the skills and employment support workforce, ensuring their 
knowledge is up to date and aligned to the needs of key economic sectors and 
technologies (e.g. low carbon technologies in manufacturing and construction). 

§ Invest in research and foresighting, enabling commissioners, employers and providers to 
understand future skills needs, how they are being impacted by economic, social, 
environmental, and technological changes (e.g. the rapid development of AI), and invest 
in developing new programmes to meet these changing needs. 
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2.3 Employment and Skills Strategy Enablers 
Some key aspects of the region’s employment and skills system will have a particularly important role to play 
as enablers, supporting the successful delivery of this strategy: 

• Careers Education, Information, Advice and Guidance (CEIAG) - People of all ages and backgrounds, 
and at all stages in their education and working lives, need access to good quality, independent careers 
information and advice. CEIAG plays a vital role in supporting young people to make good education and 
career choices, supports unemployed people to find the right route back into the labour market, and 
empowers working people to continually improve their skills and progress their careers. Working with DWP, 
local authorities, colleges, schools, VCSE and other partners, the Combined Authority plans to establish a 
comprehensive locally-based careers and advice offer providing accessible advice and support to young 
people, those out of work, and people in employment, empowering every resident to take control of their 
learning and career development. This will play an important role in ensuring our residents have the skills to 
succeed, and our businesses can employ the skilled and motivated workforce they need to grow. 

• Progression pathways and sector skills - There are many good examples in the North East of how 
structured occupational and sector skills training pathways can offer residents a clear route into a rewarding 
job at the same time as providing employers with a pipeline of skilled labour to meet their workforce needs. 
Successful examples include Skills Bootcamps in digital and renewable energy, and pathways from Adult 
Skills Fund courses into level 3 programmes in health & social care and engineering & manufacturing. 
However, the region does not currently offer these types of progression pathways and sector skills 
programmes at the volume needed to comprehensively address the scale of the recruitment and skills 
challenges facing employers in our key economic sectors. The Combined Authority will work with 
employers and education providers to expand the scale and choice of sector skills progression pathways 
focused on addressing skills shortages and gaps in those occupations that are holding back growth in the 
key economic sectors prioritised in our Local Growth Plan. 

• Technical education - Technical education has an increasingly important role to play as we seek to equip 
more of our residents with the vocational skills that will put them on a clear pathway into a rewarding job. 
Technical education programmes, such as apprenticeships and T-levels, bring together employers, training 
providers and learners to develop a pipeline of people with the specific vocational skills employers need, 
providing a direct route for residents into the workforce and opening up a broader range of high-quality 
career opportunities, particularly for young people. The Combined Authority will work with employers and 
education providers to encourage more young people and adults to follow a technical education pathway, 
and support more businesses to adopt technical education programmes at their heart of their approach to 
recruitment and workforce development. Enhanced flexibility resulting from the introduction of the new 
Growth and Skills Levy will play an important role in stimulating greater take up of apprenticeships and 
other types of technical education, particularly among young people and SMEs. 

• Higher education - The North East’s four universities have a vital role to play in preparing graduate and 
postgraduate entrants for technical and higher-level skilled jobs in the region’s key opportunity sectors, as 
well as providing higher-level skills training for the current workforce. The Combined Authority will work 
closely with employers and the region’s universities to ensure undergraduate and postgraduate 
programmes are focused on delivering the pipeline of highly skilled workers needed to drive innovation, 
productivity and growth in the key economic sectors prioritised in our Local Growth Plan. This includes 
ensuring that businesses operating in the North East Investment Zone can access the highly skilled locally-
based talent they need to grow, in key sectors including offshore & renewable energy, electric vehicle and 
battery manufacturing, and low-carbon manufacturing, materials and research. We will also deepen 
relationships between FE colleges and universities to ensure more of our residents can progress into the 
higher-level skills programmes that will enable them to secure well paid jobs in our growth sectors. 
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3 The difference we’ll make and measuring our success 
The strategy will focus on delivering four big changes that will signal our economy, businesses, residents and communities are thriving through employment and 
skills. We will track the difference we’re making by measuring progress towards these changes, through annual monitoring, reporting and evaluation. 

  Our Big Changes Measures 

 

1 Our economy is growing and more productive, 
supported by a bigger, more skilled workforce 

• Increase in total North East GVA 
• Increase in North East employment rate 
• Increase in GVA per employee 
• Increase in % of workforce qualified at Level 4 or above 

 

2 All of our employers can recruit the skilled staff they 
need to succeed 

• Reduction in % of employers reporting skills shortages and skills gaps 
• Reduction in % of employers reporting unfilled vacancies 

 

3 More of our residents underrepresented in the labour 
market are in work (people with health conditions & 
disabilities; young people aged 16 to 24; carers) 

• Reduction in number of economically inactive and unemployed people in key target groups 
(people with health conditions & disabilities; young people aged 16 to 24; carers) 

• Reduction in number of young people NEET (not in employment, education, training) 

 

4 More of our residents enjoy a better quality of life 
through rewarding work and careers 

• Increase in % of North East workforce earning above the living wage 
• Increase in average household incomes 
• Reduction in number of children living in poverty 
• Increase in healthy life expectancy (average age) 

 
EMPLOYMENT RATE - Our strategy will contribute to the Government's long-term ambition to increase the UK employment rate to 80%. 

In June 2024, the North East employment rate was 71.3%, equivalent to 871,000 people in work (ONS, NOMIS) 

• Increasing the North East employment rate to 75% would mean an extra 45,000 people in work 

• Increasing the North East employment rate to 80% would mean an extra 106,000 people in work 
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4 Delivering the strategy 
4.1 Introduction 
Our approach to delivering the strategy includes the following elements: 

• Collaboration and partnership - Being clear about which organisations will need to support the strategy 
to make it a success, what each can contribute, and how they will benefit. 

• Management and governance - The management and governance structures that will be put in place to 
drive the strategy forward, monitor progress towards the objectives, and be accountable for its success. 

• Resources - Reinforcing and recognising that investing in skills and employment is a responsibility shared 
among a variety of organisations and sectors including businesses and public sector employers; 
universities, colleges and training providers; the health sector; the voluntary, community & social 
enterprise sector; and government and its agencies, alongside the Combined Authority and local 
authorities. 

• Action plans - Working with partners, we will develop detailed action plans for each of the six priorities 
within the strategy. Refreshed annually, these actions plans will provide the mechanism to drive forward 
delivery of the strategy. 

• Agility, effectiveness and impact - While the vision and six priorities provide a clear framework for 
action, the strategy will remain agile and flexible in response to changing opportunities and challenges, 
with regular progress reviews built in to ensure we are making progress towards our objectives and big 
changes. 

 

4.2 Collaboration and partnership 
This is a partnership strategy for the North East. A range of organisations and stakeholders have important 
roles to play to ensure the strategy succeeds and delivers the positive change we all want to see.   

Collaboration and partnership are essential, with everyone working towards the same shared vision and 
objectives. All partners will share responsibility for investing in the strategy. All partners will share the rewards 
of a bigger, better qualified active workforce, a stronger regional economy, and more prosperous, healthier 
communities. 

The contributions of, and benefits for, key partners are summarised in the following table. 
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Partners Contributions Benefits 

North East 
Combined 
Authority 

§ Providing regional leadership and raising the profile of employment and 
skills 

§ Attracting a critical mass of employers to support the strategy 
§ Provide a well-designed commissioning framework 
§ Integration of regional strategies to contribute to achievement of 

employment and skills objectives 
§ Investment of devolved resources ring-fenced for employment and skills 
§ Lobbying on behalf of the region to secure structural changes and 

additional financial resources for employment and skills 

§ Improved quality, stability and continuity of employment 
services 

§ More and better quality employer engagement 
§ More people in work 
§ Reduced poverty (including child poverty) and better living 

standards 
§ Increased regional productivity 
§ Regional economic growth 

Local Authorities 

§ Intelligence about local areas: needs, challenges and opportunities 
§ Existing employment support structures and support services 
§ Physical infrastructure and facilities to deliver employment and skills 

support 
§ Well established relationships with local providers and stakeholders 
§ Knowledge of and reach into local communities 
§ Leading the way by making Council job vacancies accessible to priority 

economically inactive and unemployed residents 
§ Creating more job opportunities for local residents through public 

procurement and social value clauses 
§ Investment in employment and skills activities 

§ More residents securing good quality jobs 
§ Reduced deprivation and poverty (including child poverty) in 

local communities, and better living standards 
§ A stronger and more productive local economy 
§ Improved quality, stability and continuity of employment 

services 
§ A more stable, longer-term funding environment 
§ A highly visible front door creating an accessible entry point – 

more people engaging with services 

Employers 

§ Investment in workforce development and training 
§ Job opportunities for unemployed / economically inactive people 
§ Rethinking approach to recruitment – what the individual can do 
§ Good quality jobs with opportunities for progression 
§ Flexibility to accommodate people’s needs (health, caring responsibilities) 
§ In-work training and development 
§ Upskilling and multi-skilling 
§ Work experience opportunities 

§ Addressing skills gaps in the current workforce 
§ Filling vacancies and addressing skills shortages 
§ Access to a wider pool of potential employees 
§ Practical help with recruitment and getting the right person for 

the job 
§ Support to retain and develop staff 
§ Opportunities to learn from other employers 
§ A stronger and more productive regional economy 
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Partners Contributions Benefits 

Employment 
support 

providers 

§ Partnership working to create a universal service, and minimise duplication 
and waste 

§ Provision tailored to the needs of the individual 
§ Referral to the best organisation to meet individual needs 
§ Access to one-to-one support / personal advisor 
§ In-work support to help people to sustain employment 
§ Additional resources to help employers recruit and retain staff 
§ Additional resources for schools and colleges to improve careers guidance 
§ Investment in delivery of support services 

§ A more stable, longer-term funding environment 
§ Reduced staff turnover / retention of skilled employment 

support staff 
§ A highly visible front door creating an accessible entry point – 

more people engaging with services 
§ More employers creating job opportunities for clients 
§ More clients achieving positive and sustainable outcomes 

Education and 
skills providers 

 
(Schools, 
colleges, 

universities, 
training 

providers) 

§ A focus on employment and careers from an early age 
§ Ensuring all young people understand and are prepared for future career 

opportunities 
§ Delivering the full range of basic, technical, and higher-level skills 

programmes aligned to the needs of employers and the region’s key 
economic sectors 

§ Physical infrastructure and facilities to deliver employment and skills 
support 

§ Helping people of all ages to develop core work behaviours 
§ Practical experience of the world of work, including visits, placements, talks 
§ Investing mainstream budgets and funding in education and training 

programmes that match the needs of residents and employers 

§ Support from specialist providers to boost capacity and 
resources to support learners 

§ Increased engagement with employers to provide work 
placements and experience 

§ More students progressing from school / college / training / 
university into a positive employment outcome 

§ More people engaging in training and skills development to 
boost their career prospects and access higher skilled, higher 
paid jobs 
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Partners Contributions Benefits 

VCSE and 
other 

specialist 
support 

providers 

§ Specialist skills, knowledge and track record in supporting people 
with specific or complex challenges, including physical or mental 
health, disability, housing, financial exclusion, substance misuse or 
caring responsibilities 

§ Tailored support to meet the specific needs and challenges of each 
individual and to remove their barriers to progress 

§ Networks, reputation and trusted relationships that will help to 
engage more people from disadvantaged and excluded groups in 
employment and skills support 

§ Ensuring community voices are heard and their views are represented 
in service development and delivery 

§ A visible front door to support and signposting, encouraging more 
people to engage with services 

§ A more stable, longer-term funding environment 
§ Increased job security and retention of skilled staff 
§ More progression opportunities for clients, into training, work 

experience and employment 

DWP 

§ Joint Strategic Employment Framework (DWP / NECA) 
§ Strategic oversight of Government policy and programmes 
§ New National Jobs and Careers Service 
§ Investing mainstream budgets and funding in employment support 

and CIAG services 

§ Opportunity to provide additional locally commissioned support to 
residents, in collaboration with North East partners 

§ Integration of employment support and health services, supporting 
more residents with health conditions and disabilities into work 

§ More benefit claimants progressing into sustainable jobs 
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4.3 Management and governance 
The management and governance structures that will be put in place to drive the strategy forward, monitor 
progress towards the objectives, and be accountable for its success are outlined below. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

• North East Combined Authority Cabinet - Responsible for key strategic decisions relating to the North 
East Employment and Skills Strategy. 

• Education, Inclusion and Skills Advisory Board - Chaired by the Portfolio Lead Member for Education, 
Inclusion and Skills, responsible for overseeing the delivery of the vision, ambitions and programmes of 
activity set out in the Corporate Plan and other strategies, relating to employment, skills and education. 

• Business and Economy Advisory Board - Chaired by the North East Mayor, responsible for overseeing 
the delivery of the Local Growth Plan and the vision, ambitions and programmes of activity relating to 
economic growth. 

• Labour Market Partnership Board - Partnership Board including representatives from key sectors and 
organisations with a stake in enhancing the region’s labour market, including employment and skills. This 
group will have specific responsibility for driving forward the North East Employment and Skills 
Strategy and monitoring progress towards the objectives. The group will report to both the Education, 
Inclusion & Skills, and Business & Economy Advisory Boards, reflecting the crucial role of the Employment 
and Skills Strategy in supporting economic growth and individual opportunity. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

NE Combined Authority 
Cabinet 

Education, Inclusion and 
Skills Advisory Board 

Business and Economy 
Advisory Board 

Labour Market     
Partnership Board                                

(Partners and Stakeholders) 
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4.4 Resources 
Investing in employment and skills in the North East is a responsibility shared among a variety of 
organisations and sectors including: businesses and public sector employers; colleges and training providers; 
universities; the health sector; the voluntary and community sector; and government and its agencies (e.g. 
DWP, DfE and DHSC), alongside the Combined Authority and local authorities. 

Our ambition is to work closely with our partners to align the funding and programmes devolved locally to 
the Combined Authority, alongside the budgets and resources controlled by other sectors (such as colleges, 
universities, employers, and UK Government departments), investing together to deliver the shared vision 
and priorities of the North East Employment and Skills Strategy. 

The North East Combined Authority has already secured devolved control of a range of skills and 
employment budgets and programmes, including Adult Skills Fund, Skills Bootcamps, Free Courses for Jobs, 
and Shared Prosperity Fund. 

Government has also handed a role to the Combined Authority in other employment and skills programmes 
including: ‘Connect to Work’ (helping people with health conditions and those facing complex barriers to find 
sustainable jobs); the ‘Economic Inactivity Trailblazer’ (trialling new interventions to reduce economic 
inactivity among people with health conditions and disabilities); and the ‘NHS Health and Growth 
Accelerator’ (testing how health interventions can help get people back into work or keep them in work). Our 
ambition is to progressively secure over time full devolved control of these and other employment and skills 
programmes. 

Government proposals to devolve further skills and employment support resources and programmes to 
Mayoral Combined Authorities in future include greater control of more skills funding, and devolution of 
supported employment funding.  

From 2026/27, the Combined Authority will receive an Integrated Settlement from government, 
incorporating all devolved funding for skills and employment support, alongside resources for housing, 
retrofit, regeneration, local growth, and local transport. These devolved resources will play an important role 
in catalysing the improvements we want to see in North East employment and skills. 

However, the scale of wider funding and investment in employment and skills by colleges, training providers, 
universities, employers, UK Government departments and others means these organisations have a huge role 
to play in achieving our collective ambitions for the region. 

By investing together towards shared goals, we will maximise the collective impact and efficiency of the 
region’s employment and skills system, delivering the benefits our businesses and residents want to see.  

That’s why a collaborative, partnership approach to planning and investing in employment and skills will be 
so important in delivering this strategy. 

As we move forward, the Combined Authority is ambitious to secure further powers and resources from 
Government, giving the region even more of the tools we need to transform employment and skills. As the 
Integrated Settlement evolves over time, we would ultimately like to secure control of more skills and 
employment programmes and budgets. 
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4.5 Action plans 
Working with partners, we will develop more detailed action plans for each of the six priorities within the 
strategy. Refreshed annually, these action plans will provide the mechanism to drive forward delivery of the 
strategy. They will set out: the specific activities and actions to be delivered in the short term (first 1 to 2 
years), and medium / longer term (years 3 to 5); the resources and inputs to be provided; the key partners to 
be involved and their roles; and the outcomes to be delivered. 
 

4.6 Agility, effectiveness and impact 
The strategy will be reviewed annually to test its continuing relevance in light of changes in the economy, 
policy and programmes, to assess effectiveness in delivering the action plans, and to review impact and 
progress towards our objectives and big changes. 

The priorities, strategic actions and target outcomes will be refreshed each year to ensure all partners are 
focused on addressing the region’s key employment and skills opportunities and challenges as they evolve. 

Annual monitoring, reporting and evaluation will ensure all partners are clear about where good progress is 
being made, as well as areas where greater focus may be needed. 

 

5 Next steps 
We will begin work immediately on delivering our strategy and vision for North East Employment and Skills. 
Our next steps are: 

• Establish the management and governance arrangements to oversee delivery of the Employment and 
Skills Strategy. 

• Prepare action plans for each of the six priorities, describing how the strategy will be delivered in practice. 

• Launch a high-profile regional campaign and support programme to engage more North East employers 
in work and skills programmes, building early momentum behind a shared regional endeavour to deliver 
the employment and skills improvements our residents, businesses and economy need to thrive. 

• Begin preparations to deliver major new devolved employment and skills programmes, including Connect 
to Work, and the Economic Inactivity Trailblazer, as well as delivering the next phase of Adult Education 
Budget and Skills Bootcamps provision. 

• Begin our collective work to transform the North East’s employment and skills system, delivering positive 
results for our residents and businesses, from 2025/26 onwards. 
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Appendix 1: Evidence Base Summary 
(attached) 
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Appendix 2: Glossary 
 

To be completed in final version 

 

Child poverty - to be added. 

Foundational economy - The sectors and jobs that provide the foundations of everyday life including: 
health, social care and child care, education, transport, construction, utilities, and retail. 

Good Work - to be added. 

In-work poverty - to be added. 

Skills gaps - when employers consider their current workforce to have either the wrong type or level of 
skills to those required to do the job. 

Skills mismatch - a disconnect between the skills sought by employers and those possessed by individuals. 

Skills shortages - when difficulties in recruiting for a given job are due to the demand for particular skills 
exceeding supply in the labour market. 
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