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Introduction

Like all organisations, Skills Development Scotland (SDS) has rapidly 
responded to the dramatic and sudden change caused by the 
Covid-19 pandemic. As we progress into the recovery, we remain 
resolutely focused on equipping Scotland’s people, businesses and 
economy with the skills they need to adapt and thrive. 

Our Strategic Plan 2019-22 outlines the importance of adaptive 
resilience in responding to disruption, and the economic, 
demographic, environmental, and technological changes that our 
society faces. The pandemic has been a catalyst for this change 
and our clear priority is working with national and local partners to 
support Scotland’s people and businesses on the road to recovery.  

Upskilling and reskilling 

With restrictions easing and the economy re-opening, the future of 
our labour market remains uncertain, with clear challenges ahead. 

The full impact of the pandemic may not be realised until the end 
of the job retention scheme. We must be ready to provide the right 
support to those most affected, including young people and under-
represented groups, so they can access sustainable and fair work.

By focussing on upskilling and reskilling, we can give people 
the opportunities to transition into roles which provide stronger 
prospects for growth and development.

Responding to the climate emergency 
Emerging and growth sectors such as digital technology provide 
opportunities to fuel the economy and can help Scotland to achieve 
its wider ambitions, including the critical transition to net-zero. 

Partnership working sits at the core of all SDS does. We will intensify 
our work with Scottish Government and organisations across the 
education and skills system to ensure that our investment in skills 
exploits these opportunities to their fullest, for the benefit of all.

Adaptive and responsive services 
The pandemic has demonstrated our ability to innovate and 
adapt our ways of working, particularly through the smarter use of 
technology. While we look forward to engaging with customers and 
partners face-to-face again, we are building on lessons learned over 
the past year to fundamentally improve the way we work. 

SDS was recently awarded ‘Seven Star Recognised for Excellence’ by 
the European Foundation for Quality Management (EFQM), gaining 
the highest recognition possible and becoming the first public sector 
organisation in Scotland to achieve this. We will continue to look to 
international best practice to drive further improvement in all we do.

A focus on wellbeing 
The health and wellbeing of our people has been, and continues to 
be, a key priority throughout the pandemic. I want to thank all SDS 
colleagues for continually going ‘above and beyond’ during these 
challenging times.   

While uncertainty remains, I am confident that our people, products 
and services are well placed to deliver the support that the nation’s 
people, businesses and economy need to fulfil their potential. 

Damien Yeates 
Chief Executive, Skills Development Scotland 
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Climate Change & Net Zero Economy, Business Investment  
& Labour Market Digital Transformation

Fair Work & Wellbeing Demographics  
& Talent Attraction

Scotland aims to be a  
Net-Zero Economy by 2045

1 in 10 jobs in Scotland already 
relate to the circular economy

2-3°C increase could reduce 
global economic outputs by  
15-25% this century

Covid-19 exacerbating pre-
existing structural inequalities 
for all protected characteristics

Lowest earners pre-pandemic 
lost their jobs at 4x rate of 
highest earners

Scottish economy forecast to 
grow by 1.8% in 2021, then 
7.5% in 2022. Economic activity 
may not fully recover until 2024

Employment expected to fall 
by almost 40,000 over 2021 

True extent of unemployment  
in Scotland may be masked by 
furlough scheme

The UK public sector deficit 
grew from 1.8% of GDP in 
2018/19 to 14.5% in 2020/21

Business equity investment in 
Scotland fell by 17% in 2020 
similar to UK as a whole

Global economic output 
expected to grow 6% over 2021

UK overseas exports forecast to 
fall by £665m in 2021, but recover 
in 2022

Over half of inward investors 
are scaling back or pausing UK 
investment plans

New technologies and skills 
could + £25 billion to Scottish 
economy over next 10 years

73% Scotland’s businesses 
adopted new digital 
technologies during Covid-19

Working from home  
expected to increase fivefold  
by 2025 in UK

Scottish population projected to 
grow by 2.5% between 2018-43, 
with significant regional variation

Estimated 50-80% reduction 
in net EU migration to Scotland 
after 2020

18,000 new opportunities in 
2021/22 promised through the 
Young Person’s Guarantee

1,950 accredited living wage 
employers in Scotland – 300 
achieved accreditation in 2020
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Our response
Together with our Enterprise and Skills Agency partners, we have 
identified the key drivers of change in our operating context, as 
summarised on the previous page. These factors, in addition to the 
changes arising from the pandemic, will shape our delivery in the 
year ahead. 

Our Strategic Plan 2019-22 identified that disruption and rapid 
change would alter the future of work; affecting not just the type of 
work we do, but the way we do it. We structured the Plan around our 
approach to equipping Scotland’s people and businesses with the 
skills they would need to be adaptive and resilient in the face of this 
change. Our Strategy Map (Figure 2) outlines this approach.

While the economic shock caused by the Covid-19 pandemic created 
faster and deeper change than we had anticipated, our response 
remains the same. Now, more than ever, we remain committed to 
working to help create a Scotland in which:

All people in Scotland have the skills, information and   
opportunities to succeed in the labour market

Scotland’s businesses drive productivity and inclusive growth

The learning and skills system is dynamic and responsive

SDS leads by example and continuously improves to achieve  
excellence

As an organisation, we too have had to adapt and innovate in 
response to the challenges of the pandemic. At a time when our 
customers were most in need of our help, we had to find new ways 
to reach, connect with, and support them effectively, tailoring our 
products and services and enhancing our digital and online delivery.

Responding to the social and economic impact  
of COVID-19 

In the year ahead, we will continue to respond to the economic and 
social conditions created by the pandemic, developing and delivering our 
services in ways that will support our customers through the remaining 
pandemic period and beyond as the economy begins to recover. 

Supporting those most affected by the  
economic downturn 

With the labour market anticipated to deteriorate following the end of 
the job retention scheme in September 2021 (and the level of grant 
reducing from July) we will redouble our efforts to ensure our services 
support those most impacted by the economic downturn, with a 
particular focus on young people, under-represented groups and older 
adult workers.

Ensuring the skills system responds to  
industry demand 
Critical in the year ahead will be a continued emphasis on our work 
with the SFC to ensure that the emerging and future economic 
ambitions laid out by the Scottish Government and our economic 
development agency partners, SE, HIE and SOSE, are fuelled by a 
highly responsive and demand-led skills system in which employers 
co-invest to secure the talent they need to grow their businesses and 
learners are supported to fulfil their potential. 

These and other top delivery priorities under each of our strategic 
goals are highlighted in Figure 3.

Our delivery priorities in 
2021-22 
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Our Strategy Key Deliverables Success Indicators

Enable learners 
and workers to 
make informed 
learning and 
career choices

• All-age Career Information Advice and 
Guidance delivered, and Review of Career 
Services completed

• Young Person’s Guarantee delivered with 
partners

• Improved Career Management Skills for 
customers

• Sustained customer progression into learning, 
training or work

• Youth participation rates (Annual Participation 
Measure)

Empower people to 
achieve equitable 
learning and 
employment 
outcomes

• New 2021-25 equality outcomes 
progressed

• New UNCRC Report and Corporate 
Parenting Plan published

• Outcomes for CIAG customers with protected 
characteristics

• Diversity profile of apprenticeship starts and 
outcomes

Provide effective 
learning pathways 
into productive 
employment

• Modern Apprenticeships delivered

• Foundation and Graduate 
Apprenticeships delivered in partnership 
with SFC

• Apprenticeship Starts and outcomes

Help create an 
increasingly 
productive and 
resilient  
workforce for 
Scotland

• Redundancy support delivered, inc. PACE 
services

• Opportunities created for retraining and 
upskilling

• Employability support delivered for those 
further from the labour market

• PACE customers achieving employment 
outcomes

• Uptake and outcomes of national training 
programmes

• Customers of employability programmes 
achieving outputs or outcomes, including 
progression into work

1

All people in Scotland have the skills, information and 
opportunities to succeed in the labour market
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Our Strategy Key Deliverables Success Indicators

Deliver an aligned 
and integrated 
service offer for 
employers

• Cross-agency implementation of Scottish 
Government’s Inward Investment Plan 
progressed

• Scottish Manufacturing Recovery Plan 
delivered with partners

• Through cross-agency ‘Team Scotland’ 
activity:- Businesses case managed to grow 
or invest in Scotland – Jobs created and 
safeguarded

Inspire and enable 
employers to 
take a strategic 
approach to 
workforce 
planning

• Employer engagement to maximise take 
up of apprenticeships and other upskilling/
reskilling opportunities

• SMEs developed through Skills for Growth

• New strategic partnership arrangements 
with DYW

• Large companies relationship managed to 
promote work-based learning opportunities

• Flexible Workforce Development Fund 
uptake and outcomes 

• National Transition Training Fund uptake and 
outcomes

• SMEs supported through Skills for Growth

• Employer response to targeted campaigns, 
including Scottish Apprenticeship Week

• Employer uptake of Marketplace

Promote the 
development 
of productive 
and innovative 
workplace 
practices

• Cross-agency Business Models and 
Workplace Innovation employer offer 
developed and agreed

• Centre for Workplace Transformation 
establishment supported

Drive 
understanding 
and adoption of 
fair work practices

• Increased diversity in apprenticeship 
recruitment encouraged and supported

• Implications of Fair Work First criteria for 
employer support considered

• Employer-led Gender Commission Report 
published

• Contracts awarded with Fair Work First 
criteria

Scotland’s businesses drive productivity and  
inclusive growth
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Our Strategy Key Deliverables Success Indicators

Strengthen industry 
ownership of the 
skills system

• Industry and employer representatives 
engaged in the co-design and delivery of 
learning and skills

• Work of the Scottish Apprenticeship 
Advisory Board supported

• Extent of our engagement with colleges, 
universities, employers and industry bodies 

• Change in levels of resource commitment to skills, 
by industry

Build a high-quality 
evidence base 
using robust and 
comprehensive data

• Labour Market Insights published

• Regional and Sectoral Skills Assessments 
updated

• Evidence-based products updated & published to 
schedule

Influence the 
prioritisation of 
resources in line 
with the evidence 
base

• Skills Alignment priorities progressed with 
SFC

• Digital Economy Skills Action Plan 
developed

• Regional Economic Partnerships and 
City Region Deals engaged with to align 
investment of skills and support regional 
economic growth ambitions

• Change in partner awareness and use of evidence 
base 

• Change in spend in critical and growth skills areas

Ensure work-based 
learning is efficient, 
responsive, and 
future-focused

• Scottish Apprenticeships governance 
maintained

• Apprenticeship Standards and Frameworks 
developed to embed meta-skills

• New inter-agency sustainable funding and 
operational delivery model for Foundation 
and Graduate Apprenticeships embedded

• Education and Skills Impact Framework (ESIF): 
destinations and earnings outcomes for learners

• Value of Return on Investment for SDS work-based 
learning products

Scotland has a dynamic and responsive skills system
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Our Strategy Key Deliverables Success Indicators

Adopt high-performing 
workplace practices, 
leading change in 
others

• Equality, diversity and inclusion promoted and 
driven across SDS

• Focus on Fair Work and Wellbeing maintained

• Approach to future workplace practices 
developed

• Diversity profile of SDS workforce

• Pay gaps (Gender, Race, Disability)

• Young Talent opportunities offered and outcomes

• Colleague perceptions of SDS as an employer / 
organisation

• Stonewall workplace equality ranking

Improve customer 
experience and 
customer service 
through enhanced use 
of data and technology

• Cross-agency data strategy roadmap 
progressed

• Multi-partner data sharing improved through 
the development of a new 16+ Participation 
Portal and new data sharing agreements

• Customer experience and satisfaction measures

• Internal Digital Systems and Services survey 
results

• Sources contributing to the shared data set 

Make efficient, 
effective, and 
sustainable use of our 
resources

• Climate Change Strategy 2020-30 
implemented

• Commitment to continuous improvement and 
business excellence maintained

• Official Statistics and other statistical 
documents published

• Carbon reduction and sustainability measures

• Value for money savings achieved

• Procurement: supply chain diversity

• 7* EFQM Recognised for Excellence Award 
maintained

Driver better customer 
outcomes through 
deeper collaboration 
and partnership 
working

• Extensive partnership working maintained 
and developed at national, regional and local 
levels

• Cross-agency shared services delivered

• Partner and stakeholder feedback

• Effectiveness and quality of shared services

Skills Development Scotland leads by example and 
continuously improves to achieve excellence
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Our organisational priorities in 2021/22

In delivering our services, our approach will be focused and thoughtful, prioritising four key themes:

Future Ways of Working
Following the experience of working and delivering services 
remotely throughout the pandemic, we intend to transition to a 
hybrid working phase as restrictions on office working are lifted. 
This will provide invaluable opportunity to experience and evaluate 
the advantages of dividing our working time between home and the 
office, informed by a programme of engagement with colleagues and 
partners, including our recognised trade unions.

Value for Money
We will continue to focus on delivering value for money, innovating 
in how we deliver our services to produce the best outcomes for 
customers, ensuring that public money is invested effectively in 
delivering ministerial priorities.

Intensification of collaboration 
Key to delivering cost-effectively is our work with our strategic and 
delivery partners, and the year ahead will see a further intensification 
of our collaboration at local, regional, sectoral and national levels. 
The events of the past year have demonstrated the ability of the 
enterprise & skills agencies to deliver aligned, responsive and 
effective products and services (see Figure 4). In the coming year, 
we will continue to work together to deliver shared services and 
collaborative activities.

Learning from international best practice
We also intend to build upon the recent success of our 7 star EFQM 
award, taking forward the recommendations to align with, and learn 
from, international best practice.

Finally, the year will see us develop our new Strategic Plan for the 
period 2022 – 25. This Plan, which will support the Scottish  
Government’s new Programme for Government, new Economic 
Strategy and the new ESSB Strategic Plan, will be developed in  
collaboration with the ESSB agencies, wider partners, customers and 
stakeholders, as well as our own staff.
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Figure 4: ESSB agency collaboration and shared services

Collaboration in service delivery HIE SE SDS SFC SOSE

Find Business Support ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔

Support for Inward Investors ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔

Skills Alignment ✔ ✔

Data and Insights work (e.g. joint CRM, 
Brexit & Covid data sharing) ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔

Strategic and Business Planning ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔

Business Support Partnership ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔

Business Support campaigns  
(e.g. Covid and Brexit responses) ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔

Rapid Response Unit  
(support for companies at risk) ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔

Shared corporate services

Enterprise Information Services (EIS) ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔

Internal Audit ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔

Services for SOSE (Business support,  
some HR and Finance functions) ✔ ✔ ✔
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