Interview with Peter Russian, Director of Development,  Investors in People UK.

Hi Peter, could you tell us a little bit more about yourself and outline some of the more recent work carried out at IIP in the field of Adult Basic Skills?

I'm responsible for the long-term development of the IiP Standard and for links with other workforce development approaches. 

One of our recent projects has been working with the Basic Skills Agency to publish a leaflet* called 'Investor in People and Basic Skills'. This draws out the links between IIP and basic skills and helps organisations understand the type of basic skills issues that they need to be thinking about if they are working towards Investors in People recognition.

* Available from IIP by emailing - catheriner@iipuk.co.uk.

So how can IiP encourage adult basic skills training in the workplace?

Investors in People is all about helping organisations to get the best out of their people by developing and managing them effectively. It helps organisations understand and address skills development issues for all their people, whether this be at MD, line manager or machine operator level.

Investors in People can definitely help in encouraging employers to consider the basic skills needs of their employees. Organisations need to remember that basic skills are often a prerequisite, needed to ensure that all employees can access development opportunities. It's a fundamental principal of IiP that the development needs of staff at all levels are considered. 

Research we've just done on productivity shows that 29% of employers agreed that literacy and numeracy problems among new recruits were damaging their company's productivity
. In cases where basic skills are an issue for an employer, working towards or using the IiP standard, should draw this out.

Couldn't one argue that basic skills is always going to be an issue? Developing employees basic skills is about ensuring they are able to listen to customers, to take phone messages, order the right amount of stock, are flexible and confident in their ability to learn?

This is true, but it's also the case that at the end of the day it's the employers that need to ask themselves whether their business is being held back by lack of basic skills in the organisation. 

For Investors in People to be effective in promoting basic skills the employer needs to understand the direct link between lack of basic skills and business performance. If there is no issue, and the employer’s view is that the lack of basic skills does not effect the performance of the business, it's not our role to intervene. The golden rule of Investors in People has always been that all development activity must be linked to business objectives.

Is there a need to provide training to IiP advisors or to raise their awareness of how basic skills needs may affect business performance?

IiP advisors already go through a rigorous development and approval process. This hasn't included specific basic skills training. Understanding of basic skills issues among the IiP Advisor network is already pretty strong. It's also important that IiP remains a signpost and tool for provoking employers to think about the full range of their development needs, including basic skills. 

Do you think that it's wrong therefore for basic skills specialists to be approaching employers and looking specifically at this kind of need?  

No, not at all - but you have to remember that we're trying to persuade employers of the benefits of training and development per se. Convincing employers that they have a responsibility for developing the literacy and numeracy skills of their staff is even harder.

The question about where employers' responsibilities start and end is a difficult one. Many will simply say that ensuring that their employees have basic skills just isn't their job, if it's not impacting on their business. And the workplace is only one area where the issue of basic skills can be addressed. Until there is a conclusive case as to why employers should take more responsibility for developing the basic skills of their people this activity will remain in the domain of large or altruistic employers.

Does that mean that you're finding it easier to address the basic skills agenda with employers that are already fairly heavily committed to staff development? 

The main determinant of whether employers pick up on basic skills or not, is always going to be the role that basic skills have in the jobs that their employees do. However for those employers that are committed to developing their workforce, once they have IiP and have addressed the immediate skills issues, there does tend to be a question of 'what next… where do we go from here'. Basic skills often comes onto the agenda at this point as well. 
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