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Executive Summary 

Previous research conducted by the Creative Industries Policy and Evidence Centre (PEC) has 

highlighted significant challenges for the UK skills system to overcome, not least around ensuring a highly 
skilled creative workforce for the future1. In the context of the Industrial Strategy of 2017, and the 

Government supporting more local and sectoral customisation of policies to enhance outcomes, and 

strengthen the local institutional infrastructure, we were interested in learning lessons around locally driven 

skills investments and initiatives.  

Given that the PEC aims to use its research to help develop practical skills solutions, this project has 
presented an opportunity to better understand how some of these critical skills challenges identified for 

the Creative Industries are playing out locally and what can be done to resolve them. A core aim has 

therefore been to understand the practical realities, opportunities and threats, of seeking to enhance 
the responsiveness of the skills system in a local area and bring local implementation to life – in this case 

seeking to meet the industry needs of creative regional clusters. The focus on the Thames Estuary reflects 
the fact that the Creative Industries has been identified as a priority sector in the region and therefore 

offers distinct lessons for wider areas. The intention has thus been to use the Thames Estuary to provide 

practical insights and shape ‘roadmaps’ to future action elsewhere. 

 

Introduction 

Over the past decade, UK creative production 

has boomed, fuelled by generous tax credits, 

strong consumer spending and growing global 
demand. But, as demand for labour has surged, 

the pipeline of talent to the sector has failed to 
keep pace. There now exist significant skill 

deficiencies, and growing concerns that the skills 

system is failing to anticipate and deliver the skills 
Creative Industries need. In the context of Covid-

19, this has created much economic uncertainty. 
This project from the Creative Industries Policy and 

Evidence Centre (PEC) provides an opportunity to 

explore skills investments targeted at the Creative 
Economy in a local area. As such, it aims to act as 

a case study to enhance understanding about 
the realities, opportunities and challenges of 

driving future growth within regional creative 

clusters through skills. 

It has been conducted in the Thames Estuary, to 

learn lessons from the delivery of skills 

programmes, which are already being 
customised to the needs of the local economy 

and hence local creative employers. Its intention 
has been to identify and share best practice, 

 
1 For example, Carey et al (2019) Skills, Talent and Diversity in the Creative Industries: Evidence synthesis and scoping report 
2 TEPC_VISION.pdf (southeastlep.com)  
3 Thames Estuary 2050 Growth Commission report - GOV.UK (www.gov.uk) 

drawing lessons from what others have practically 

tried, as a basis for wider learning.  

The Thames Estuary Production Corridor (TEPC) 

Vision2 represents a considerable opportunity, 

capitalising on the area’s creative assets, rich 

cultural and economic heritage, strong 
established networks, and specialist expertise, 

and backed by the Government’s Cultural 
Development Fund. The Vision is driving forward 

an ambitious programme, centred around 30 

creative sites. Its goal is to enhance investment 
and customise action to meet the needs of local 

Creative Industries and provide a supportive 
infrastructure locally. In essence, this is bringing 

together, and better co-ordinating multiple 

funding and policy tools, covering planning, 
innovation, business development and enterprise, 

and most crucially for this study, skills. As part of the 
wider strategy for the Thames Estuary3, it has the 

potential to position the Estuary over the next 30 

years as a world-class centre for creative 
production, creating employment and skills 

opportunities, stimulating regeneration and 

driving inclusive growth.  

What we have done?  

https://www.southeastlep.com/app/uploads/TEPC_VISION.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/thames-estuary-2050-growth-commission-report


 

The work programme for the TEPC research study 
has involved a mixed methodology including: 

desk based research, reviewing the existing 
evidence on the TEPC; qualitative interviews with 

a broad range of stakeholders within and outside 

the region (around 40 interviews primarily within 
local authorities, LEPs, businesses, and a range of 

education providers); and quantitative analysis of 

local labour market information (LMI), capturing 
employment composition and engagement in 

different parts of the skills system. The research has 
been structured around three main stages. These 

have aimed: to explore the rationale for the TEPC 

Vision; understand the nature and distinctiveness 
of the local skills system, and how it can better 

support the needs of the Creative Economy 
needs; and  draw lessons to shape skills 

improvements, identifying priorities in future for 

more effective local skills action.  

Figure: Project goals 

 

Rationale for the TEPC Vision 

The research sought to understand the motivation 
for a dedicated Creative Industries’ Strategy in 

the region by examining the nature of the 

Creative Industries footprint within the Thames 
Estuary economy, and in turn how this has shaped 

the TEPC Vision. 

The Thames Estuary has had a relatively strong 

labour market in recent times, which has provided 

important foundations for developing the 
creative economy. Prior to the pandemic, 

economic activity rates in nearly all local authority 
areas were close to or higher than the national 

average (79%). Although there are parts of the 

Estuary in the top 30% most deprived areas 
nationally, overall, the region presented a highly 

viable workforce. 

The Creative Industries has been a success story 
nationally. Over the last decade, it grew faster 

than the economy as a whole, in employment as 
well as economic terms, and this offered much 

potential for the Estuary too. The size of the 

Creative Industries sector was on a par with the 
national position, with a total share at around 6% 

of the local economy, and it had also exhibited 

 
4 Nesta (2018) Creative Nation. 
5 Thames Estuary Production Corridor: Case for Investment. 

Hatch Regeneris, We Made That, & Tom Fleming Creative 

Consultancy 

significant recent growth – that is, business growth 

+27% and employment +11%.  

Several sub-sectors, in particular, had 
demonstrated a significant presence in the region 

and hence offered much potential for future 

growth, including the IT, Software & Computer 
Services subsector - by far the largest and most 

specialised in the Estuary - Film, TV, Video, Radio & 

Photography; Architecture; Advertising & 
Marketing; Music, performing and visual arts; 

Design; and Museums, libraries & galleries. 

The TEPC Vision has aimed to build on local 

creative assets and to unlock long term, 

transformational, culture-led improvements 
across East London, North Kent, and South Essex. 

First led by the Mayor of London and the London 
Economic Action Partnership (LEAP), the South 

East Local Enterprise Partnership (South East LEP) 

and the South East Creative Economy Network 
(SECEN), the Thames Estuary Partnership has 

sought to bring together and amplify the work of 
wider local partners: such as Kent and Essex 

County Councils; and 18 local authority areas. The 

Vision has drawn on national4 and international 
best practice5 to understand what factors shape 

the local infrastructure to create the best 

conditions for success in driving growth in creative 
regional clusters. Crucially this has included a 

focus on skills and getting the skills systems right. 
The success factors have been summarised into 

five core area: 

1. A long-term shared vision – driving an 
ambitious programme of investments, 

centred around 30 creative sites, inspired by 
research and good practice, nationally and 

internationally. 

2. An asset-based approach - supported 
through smart specialisation6, building on 

local heritage, past regional & sector 

strengths, and customs & practices. This 
reflected evidence that successful clusters 

are emergent and not created.7 

3. A cross-cutting & multi-dimensional 
framework - unlocking multiple, tiered 

investments and policy tools, customised 

sub-regionally and sub-sectorally. This 
recognised that there is no short-term silver 

bullet and that multiple actions are required 
over time to optimise how and where 

tailored services can be provided. But, 

crucially, this has required local autonomy, 
and hence, the space to direct funding to 

develop local objectives and  initiatives. 

4. Multi-stakeholder partnerships – recognising 

that the local infrastructure  will work best 

when it supports “grass roots” collaboration 
and co-creation. By co-ordinating the 

expertise of skills interest groups across the 

region, this complements and adds value to 
distinct sub-regional activities, such as in 

individual local authorities. The pooling of 

6 European Commission. ‘What is Smart Specialisation?’   
7 Brookings Institution (2017) Clusters and Innovation Districts: 

Lessons from the United States Experience. 

https://www.southeastlep.com/app/uploads/2020/07/SECEN_tepc_case_for_investment_2020-compressed.pdf


 

resources amplifies the effects to create a 

greater sum of parts.  

5. Sector-specific programmes – effective local 
customisation will need to draw upon a 

range of sector-specific projects. These 

include a blend of sub-regional activities 
supplemented with, dedicated Estuary-wide 

projects too, to meet the distinct industry 

needs of the business community in the 

whole region.  

The distinctiveness of the local creative skills 

system within the Estuary 

The research examined the post-16 education 

and skills system within the Estuary to understand 
the distinctiveness of the creative skills offer and 

regional creative specialisms, contributing to the 
TEPC and hence needs of the Creative Industries 

locally. 

Whilst there was not a dedicated pan-Estuary skills 
strategy for the creative economy at the time of 

the study, by drawing on the separate skills 
strategies locally, high-level objectives were 

evident. The overriding goal was to create a more 

responsive, and employer-led creative education 

and skills infrastructure for the region in future. 

Figure: Strategic skills objectives for the Estuary 

 

Three strategic objectives were identified, to: 

• enhance entry opportunities for young 

people and the future talent pipeline;  

• encourage in-work transitions into the sector, 
widening access and the diversity of the 

future creative workforce; and 

• support lifelong learning and progression 

routes for adults within the sector. 

In working to meet these objectives, the local skills 

system has evolved some important core features 

to optimise delivery:  

1. A recognised baseline infrastructure in post-

16 creative education operating across the 
region, providing vital steps largely via 

mainstream further and higher education 

programmes into work – largely nationally 
designed and locally supported;  

2. Established education routes – these can be 
summarised into two broad areas captured 

by academic routes on to university, and 

technical routes on to further study but 

through traditional Applied General 
Qualifications rather than Apprenticeships;   

3. An experienced local skills ecosystem, 
supporting greater specialism in a range of 

local skills institutions, including a network of 

around 120 post-16 schools, 50 further 
education colleges, 13 universities and 30 

independent training providers –clearly, vital 

to customisation and partnership working;  
4. A network of specialist creative centres of 

excellence, which have been vital in building 
the depth of creative specialist knowledge 

locally, and presenting the potential to 

extend the future scale and reach of the skills 
offer. Some are nationally driven & publicly 

funded (eg University Technical Colleges, 
National Colleges for the Creative Industries; 

and Institutes of Technology). Some are 

Internationally renowned Creative Institutions 
such as: The University for the Creative Arts; 

Ravensbourne; and the University of the Arts 
London. Others are industry recognised (eg 

ScreenSkills Select; the BFI Film Academy; and 

the ACE Education Programme).  
5. Customised sector-specific skills programmes 

have added distinct, specialist value to the 

baseline offer. These have been enabled by 
regional and sectoral funding, combined 

with industry expertise locally. They have 
provided a vital basis to build policy 

continuity over time around local priorities 

(eg the Digital Skills Partnerships, Creative 
Estuary, New Creatives, Talent Accelerator, 

Creative Enterprise Zones and individual sub-

sector plans - for screen industries in London). 

Local opportunities and challenges of future-

proofing a creative skills system  

Yet, in a dynamic environment of ongoing 

change, the future success of the local skills system 
will depend on its ability to be agile and responsive 

to continual drivers of change, and evolving 

industry needs. Not only do these involve 
international forces and megatrends (around 

globalisation, innovation, technological and 

climatic change) but significant skills policy 
developments. These have been quite substantial, 

with references by Government that they seek to 
revolutionise the system. For example, this is 

evident in steps to:  

1. Strengthen national strategic oversight with 
the establishment of a national Skills and 

Productivity Board to provide regular expert 
advice on skills priorities most “in demand” to 

the skills system, and requiring funding; 

2. Assess the Post-18 Education System and 
Funding (ie through the Augar Review) which 

has aimed to understand how to improve 

capacity, access and value for money;   

3. Enhance system effectiveness and streamline 

progression opportunities - various strategic 
reviews of the qualifications pipeline have 

been commissioned to establish what should 

continue to be funded alongside A’Levels, 

T’Levels and Apprenticeships; 

4. Rebalance the system and strengthen 
technical education pathways, between 

further and higher education. For example, 



 

there have been further steps to boost more 
high-quality apprenticeships (L4+), and set up 

more Institutes of Technology, between FE 

colleges and HE providers; and 

5. Enhance employer engagement, especially 

with a range of high-quality employer-led 
skills initiatives (ie Flexible Apprenticeships 

and Skills Accelerator Funds). 

In an environment shaped by ongoing change, 
the research explored with local stakeholders’ 

how they were evolving the local skills system to 
maintain its industry relevance. We explored the 

opportunities and threats to meeting local 

creative skills priorities and enabling local 
customisation. On the positive front, skills partners 

across the Estuary, were actively responding to a 
transforming labour market, as well as policy 

developments, taking continual steps to 

anticipate changing skills requirements and to 
keep programmes relevant. A range of 

programmes were being customised to meet 
specific needs in sub-sectors and enhancing 

learning amongst disadvantaged communities. 

This included, evolving new flagship programmes 
in areas such as Apprenticeships. With a fusion in 

technology and skills, more joint and multi-

disciplinary courses were also being provided. 

At the same time, however, there were also 

significant underlying problems still to address that 
left unresolved, risked persistent skills deficiencies 

in future. Many of these pointed to restrictive 

national policies from central Government which 
created various “system process issues and 

bureaucracies” inhibiting local innovation and 
customisation and, in turn, institutional 

responsiveness. This was evident in: rigid funding 

and governance frameworks for skills institutions; 
frequent centrally-driven policy churn, risking 

misalignment between national and local 

priorities; and inflexible, top-down programme 
implementation, limiting local variations. Any 

flexibility locally was often related to short-term 

funding and projects, which were hard to sustain. 

The Government’s Plan for Growth setting out the 

future policy agenda, provides a means to resolve 
such issues. But it also adds complexity with over 

180 policies8, and additional policy commitments 
expected to be announced in the next 12 months. 

If a new sector vision is agreed for the Creative 

Industries, with Government, this starts to set a 
long-term context for the TEPC. It is important too, 

if Government continues to support place-based 

approaches, that this backs greater space for 
local action, and builds on previous practices 

where the Government rewarded positive local 
results, with a greater “earned autonomy”. Local 

areas need more room to flex national policy 

levers, overcome centralised restrictions and 
hence to set local objectives that drive local 

programmes, responding to local needs. 

Future priorities for local skills improvements 

In the light of these developments, a key out-

standing question for local partners, looking 
ahead, is how best to act in future, nationally as 

well as locally, to enhance the skills offer for the 

 
8 Industrial Strategy Council (2021) Annual report 

region? This is especially in the light of ongoing skills 
challenges, and in the context of continuing 

change in a post Covid-19 recovery. We have 
therefore explored through the research possible 

ways to enhance skills activities in local areas in 

future and to enable responsible local action for 

the long-term.  

Figure: Future priorities to drive local skills improvements 

 

We have outlined six priorities for regions to 
consider moving forward, drawing on lessons 

learned by stakeholders working within the Estuary, 
alongside wider international good practice on 

“future-proofed” systems. These suggest: 

1. Developing a dedicated single post-16 skills 
strategy for the region – it’s important that 

different regions develop a distinct creative 
skills strategy for their local skills system and its 

networks (whether defined by economic 

functional areas, industry leadership and 
business communities and/or the local skills 

institutional infrastructure).  This needs to agree 

over-arching strategic goals for the long-term, 
which reflect the composition and hence 

needs of industry locally and set out a 
compelling vision for the future to unite partners 

and investors. Its aim is to prepare for the long 

term, unlocking the potential for partnerships 
and activities that can be appropriately 

resourced and funded, thus stimulating local 
and national funds. As such, it provides the 

basis to oversee and better co-ordinate skills 

activities and funding, supporting continuity in 

long-term action. 

2. Producing an over-arching investment and 

skills delivery plan – with a focused strategy, it’s 
important to ensure this is supported by a 

clearly specified route map of how it is to be 
delivered. This can recognise the objectives of 

varying individual institutional plans, but seeks 

to integrate planning across funding sources 
and partners to be clear where there are 

shared goals, activities and resources. 
Furthermore, this can combine planning and 

activities across policy areas, including central 

Government, mitigating the risks of silo-working 
(eg ideally, uniting thinking and action 

between different policy areas as far as 
funding rules allow, such as employment, 

enterprise and industrial policy as well as skills 

and education – including better links with DfE, 
BEIS, DWP as well as MHCLG). Ongoing policy 

developments outlined in the Plan for Growth 



 

referenced a number of potential funding 
opportunities in cross-cutting policy areas such 

as skills (eg the National Skills Fund and 
Strategic Development Fund) as well as for 

regions (including UK Shared Prosperity and 

Levelling Up Funds) and sector specific funds 
(such as through the revised creative sector 

visions). New approaches to partnership 

working such as “future-back thinking” have 
the potential to drive innovation to meet the 

needs of a modern world. This is vital to support 
plans for ongoing customisation, 

experimentation and piloting locally to grow 

local capacity, fill gaps and enhance policy 

continuity around mature programmes. 

3. Refreshing regional skills governance - Any 
changes in a region’s skills strategy would, of 

course, also have to be supported by an 

appropriate governance system.  In short, 
where collective activities are identified, 

appropriate accountability mechanisms 
need to be in place to provide strong 

leadership and effective management to 

monitor progress and the delivery of 
outcomes, support long term continuity and 

ensure that those with responsibilities have 

sufficient funding and capacity to deliver. This 
will also be key in supporting greater cross-

policy integration, and a more co-ordinated 
system-wide and whole Government 

approach, as seen in the former industrial 

strategy policy framework - and now the Plan 

for Growth. 

4. Integrating research and intelligence systems 
– Local priorities must be informed by robust 

evidence and deploy up to date local LMI. 

This will need to consider whether local 
research and intelligence sufficiently captures 

the future and understands the implications of 

future drivers of change and megatrends, 
(such as technological and wider 

innovations), for creative sub-sectors in the 
region and their needs (ie for future learning 

and skills provision).  

In addition, it is important to put in place 
effective management information and 

evaluation mechanisms to monitor the 
progress and delivery of initiatives and their 

outcomes. More fully aligned and integrated 

intelligence and information systems, across a 
region such as the Estuary, will need to fill gaps 

in knowledge to enable the tracking of 

provision and programme effectiveness. This 
will help demonstrate success, but also will 

enhance learning. Relatedly, there will be a 
call for better co-ordination with Government 

funded LMI – such as those provided to the 

Skills Advisory Panels9 - to fill gaps and better 

meet DCMS sector definitions. 

5. Investing in regional skills partnerships – The 
strength of local skills systems depends on 

strong regional partnerships, informed by 

agreements that support better co-ordination 
and collaboration. This will help to develop 

and clarify the multiple levels of “local-local” 
collaborative working.  It’s also key to growing 

 
9 Skills Advisory Panels: Data sources (publishing.service.gov.uk) 

a local infrastructure. This needs to enable 
different skills institutions to come together 

over common skills issues and shared goals. 
But, there is also a need to specialise in 

different creative areas, in a way that aligns 

provision across the pathway, supports 
progression and offers a diverse range of 

expertise overall. Ultimately, this seeks 

reaching the critical mass to pool resources, 
co-create, co-ordinate and work together 

across the region, thus creating a greater sum 
of parts. But at the same time, with greater 

clarity sub-nationally, there is a need to work 

through and develop local-national 
partnerships too and to optimise the 

alignment of local with national priorities. 

6. Reinvigorating employer engagement - 

Nowhere is the importance of partnership 

more evident than in relation to employer 
engagement. It is vital to review, and refresh 

working arrangements with industry, 
strategically and through local businesses 

networks, to improve the basis for stronger 

collaboration. Industry has a vital role to play 
in the effectiveness of any local skills system 

customising content and securing 

engagement.   

However, significant challenges remain in 

engaging businesses in the current UK system. 
This is in no small part, due to the increasingly 

fragmented and piecemeal nature of the 

institutional infrastructure nationally and 
locally, serving and co-ordinating business and 

industry needs - not helped by continuous cuts 
in Government funding over time. The Thames 

Estuary, like other local areas, through its local 

institutional networks, has developed distinct 
partnerships, including with employers, and this 

will provide the basis to strengthen, amplify 

and accelerate employer engagement 
locally. This could encompass a range of 

activities, including through: formal industry-
led advisory boards across the region; large, 

anchor institutions; local supply chains; 

business networks supported in sub-regions; 
and sector-focused intermediaries such as 

industry and professional membership bodies 

and Apprenticeships Training Agencies (ATAs).  

But, with many of these current solutions being 

connected to individual skills institutions, there 
is a need to enhance capacity, and reach, 

and to scale up. With an eye on the horizon, 

future policy developments offer potential 
here. Indeed, a range of future funds (such as 

the Strategic Development Fund, National 
Skills Fund, Community Renewal Fund and UK 

Shared Prosperity Fund) could provide a vital 

opportunity to review and improve employer 
engagement mechanisms. If local partners 

can tap into these funds, this could provide a 
basis to co-create and test new partnership 

and skills delivery models. These can be 

regionally distinct or expand national initiatives 
such as the proposed college business 

networks. 

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/936878/Skills_Advisory_Panels_Data_Sources.pdf


 

 

About the Creative Industries Policy and Evidence Centre  

The Creative Industries Policy and Evidence Centre (PEC) works to support the growth 
of the UK’s Creative Industries through the production of independent and authoritative 

evidence and policy advice.  

Led by Nesta and funded by the Arts and Humanities Research Council as part of the UK 

Government’s Industrial Strategy, the Centre comprises of a consortium of universities 
from across the UK (Birmingham; Cardiff; Edinburgh; Glasgow; Work Foundation at 

Lancaster University; LSE; Manchester; Newcastle; Sussex; Ulster). The PEC works with a 

diverse range of industry partners including the Creative Industries Federation.  

 
About Workstrand 2: Skills, Talent and Diversity  

 
Work Advance leads the PEC’s area of work on Skills, Talent and Diversity, in partnership 

with other researchers from across the PEC consortium – forming Workstrand 2.  
 

Together we are pursuing a dynamic and diverse research agenda. This seeks to: 
provide an authoritative overview of the current strategic skills demands for creative 

workers; understand the distribution of opportunities and barriers to labour market and 

career success for a range of underrepresented demographic and socio-economic 
groups; and, ultimately, develop policy tools to incentivise innovation in business 

practices and support stronger investment to grow the creative skills base and meet 
the needs of the UK’s creative economy. 

 
For more details visit www.pec.ac.uk and @CreativePEC  

 

 


