
 
 
 

Ticking Over: Making the Hourglass Economy work for young people in the UK 

 

Seminar Report 

 

On Tuesday 24th March, Think Global hosted a seminar for 20 specialists on the topic of ‘How to 

make the Hourglass Economy work for young people in the UK’. The event was inspired by the 

recent Skills Commission Report ‘Still in Tune?’, which found that the UK vocational and education 

system is inadequate for the needs of contemporary workplaces and policies; and by Think Global’s 

own work on global skills and training issues, over the past several years. 

 

Guests were invited to consider and respond to a set of three specific propositions: 

 

1) The range of skills emphasised through youth training needs to accommodate more accurately 

the needs of a globalised economy: language skills, knowledge of the global landscape, and 

inter-personal and inter-cultural skills.  

 

2) Attention needs to be focused on the existing capacities of young people in these areas: a 

strengths rather than a deficits model. 

 

3) Connections need to be built between jobs and young people whose profiles may not fit 

conventional recruitment systems, but who nevertheless possess many of the skills needed in a 

globalised economy. For example, those with diverse ethnic heritage, or leaving early from 

military service. 

 

Although the discussions highlighted a range of important and complex issues, there were several 

recurring themes on which many participants agreed. Think Global’s Chief Executive, Tom Franklin, 

launched the meeting by explaining how, in the future, all jobs will be global jobs. Work roles and 

trajectories will be influenced by global information access, workforce competition, supply chains 

and timeframes. With increasing globalisation comes increasing diversity of the skills, abilities and 

competencies our young people need. 

 

Among the challenges this presents for the education and training system, as South Thames 

College’s Sue Rimmer pointed out, is the problem of fragmentation. Diverse work requires diverse 

training provision, as the growth in recent years of internships and specialist vocational training 

courses highlights. Without proper coordination, however, this diversity can quickly result in a 

patchy, ad hoc and inconsistent overall approach to training.  Many young people can then fall 

through the cracks, or get lost in the maze of provision.  Those who succeed are more likely to be 

able to do so because they start out from positions of relative privilege (in terms of finance, 

education, social access, or all three). The problems this presents for social mobility are substantial.  

She highlighted that for students at her college, the concept of the Saturday job – which used to be a 

common way for young people to be introduced to the world of work – has almost disappeared.  



 
 
Colleges need to find new ways to recreate work experiences – to create bridges across from low 

skilled-low waged employment to higher skilled-higher waged.   

 

City and Guild’s Geoff Holden took the discussion to the next level by posing some searching 

questions about what it’s like to live in a globalised world.  It is simply impossible, for example, to 

anticipate all the skills that will be needed in the workplace even five years from now. In the same 

way that administrative services like typing pools that were vital in past decades no longer exist, 

some of the jobs which will be most critical in the future haven’t been invented yet. ‘Learning to live 

with ambiguity’, ‘seeing patterns rather than chaos’ and to be ‘culturally multi-lingual’ are therefore 

key skills in themselves. 

 

This led the group to reflect on the difference between ‘hard skills’ such as knowledge of facts and 

process-ability, and ‘soft skills’ such as inter-personal and inter-cultural awareness. Participants 

agreed that in a globalised world, both types of skills are required; and that, as our propositions 

suggest, some young people who might appear not to have many ‘hard skills’ may in fact be rich in 

‘soft skills’. Finding a way to access and utilise those skills, taking a ‘strengths’ approach to training, 

is indeed important. Think Global’s Head of Programmes Monika Kruesmann explained how this can 

be understood as a ‘gold dust’ approach: identifying the valuable assets that are all around us, which 

are not always as obvious as the ‘golden nuggets’ of formal qualifications, but which nevertheless 

add up to a substantial body of social capital.   

 

However, as Demo’s Ian Wybron pointed out, interventions in this area are typically expensive, and 

hindered by lack of connection between relevant government departments and policy areas. 

Further, as the Craft Council’s Rosy Greenlees argued, there are false divides within the policy 

framework, which exacerbate fragmentation and funding disconnects. For example, studying 

medicine and studying stonemasonry are both in a sense vocational training exercises – yet they are 

treated very differently in governance and administrative frameworks. Reviewing regulatory and 

funding frameworks from a holistic perspective must be a priority if Britain’s young people are to 

succeed in a globalising economy and society.  

 

The most pressing problem, however, was finding a way to simplify and rationalise the ‘pathways’ 

that are available to young people in their training and employment choices. OCR’s Gemma 

Gathercole and Helen Davies both emphasised the hindrance which complexity in the current 

education and training system creates, not only for young people but for employers too. Establishing 

a simple, stable training system for a globalised world, with different points for re-entry and for exit, 

must be the priority for both policy-makers and practitioners in the field.   There was much 

consensus that the current provision of careers advice for young people often falls far short of what 

is needed.  Tom Burke from Y Care International stressed how difficult it was for young people to 

navigate the training and career choices environment, especially for those also struggling with basic 

needs such as food and shelter.   

 

Skills Commissioner Toni Fazaeli rounded up the discussion by drawing out and articulating several 

key conclusions. She pointed to the tensions that will need to be addressed in preparing young 

people well for global jobs. These include, for example, tensions between providing targeted or 



 
 
universal youth interventions; between preparing young people for a specific job or for a more 

general career; and between providing flexible local support or more standardised support with 

strict national accountability measures. 

Overall, there was agreement that Think Global’s three core propositions are correct, and do indeed 

point to important intervention areas. Implementing and, importantly, funding those interventions 

in an environment of complexity and austerity is difficult, however, and concerted pressure will be 

needed to bring together the different actors and policy-makers who have specific and sometimes 

incompatible programme responsibilities. As a first priority, creating a simple and straightforward 

‘roadmap’ of the training system will be a vital step in laying a firm foundation for future action. The 

group was pleased to hear from Policy Connect’s Simon Kelleher that this is Policy Connect’s next 

planned project; and will look forward to supporting and learning from this activity. 

 

We are very grateful to all those who gave their time and expertise to the seminar; and special 

thanks are extended to Ofgem for use of their excellent venue. Our plan now is to review and refine 

our thinking on these important issues, with a view to formulating a series of policy and programme 

narratives and recommendations, for further discussion and promotion.   In the meantime, we 

would welcome further input into the discussions – please contact Think Global’s Head of 

Programmes, Monika Kruesmann (monika.kruesmann@think-global.org.uk; or 020 3751 3003) with 

thoughts, comments and ideas. 
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