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Background

The basis for this study was the range of current and emerging evidence concerning the skills gap experienced by many of the new media companies nationally. This is now openly recognised within the industry itself and by government and agencies alike. Whilst many of these reports and research articles have a national focus, the questions raised relate directly to the Brighton area as part of the bigger national problem. 

By analysing trends in education, recruitment and training within the new media industries at a local level, answers as to how this might be occurring can, to some extent, be answered. 

From the point of view of this study, the term “new media industries” means companies whose output relates to web, on-line and off-line broadcast, games design, games publishing and games QA testing. These are generally representative of the wider media industries. The study also reviewed a wide range of supporting research. This thereby provides a wider and more informative context to the study. 

This included a wide range of material from government agencies such as Skillset
, on-line industry surveys such as Chinwag.com
, and a series of papers and reports on education and its role and relationship with employers such as the Institute for Employment Studies research document ‘Skills Dialogue: Listening to Employers’
. 

In order to obtain both qualitative and quantative primary data for the study, two research activities were carried out. A range of employers and companies in Brighton were interviewed, and others were sent an on-line questionnaire. The questionnaire focused on key questions relating to company profile, recruitment methods, training practices and other relevant initiatives contributing to company growth and expertise. 
Wired Sussex, a Brighton-based organisation whose remit is to provide independent and not-for-profit support for new media businesses, was commissioned to carry out the research. The on-line questionnaire elicited 32 responses, and eight one-hour interviews were carried out.

The digital landscape

The South East’s media industry has a turnover of around £4.5 billion and employs about 35,000 people (excluding freelancers) in an estimated 2,000 companies. The South East media industry’s turnover has grown by about 60% between 1997/98 and 2001/02. Full-time employment has grown by about 8%
. More specifically, the Brighton and Hove cluster group has seen the development of more media companies than in any other city or town in the South East, employing in total around 3,000 people. 
Geographically, the cluster is focused around the city of Brighton & Hove – about 70% of companies are either in or near to the city.
 What is clear is that, along with a general national trend in the area of skills, demand is outstripping supply. The expansion of the industry within the South East remains the fastest growing industry cluster in new media outside of London. The range of activity also creates challenges in attracting the appropriate type and level of skill. 

The research identified that companies canvassed indicated a significant growth year on year in their business, and in some cases by as much as 100% annually since they started. Most companies interviewed had been in operation for between five and 20 years. They reported that, whilst business growth had financially benefited the company, it had, conversely, created increased pressure on recruitment. More specifically, there was a need for recruiting new staff to address both expansion in company size but also practice diversification. In other words, there was an increase in demand for skill level and breadth. 
Chinwag.com, in their 2007 online survey
 reported that over 80% of companies felt that the skills gap and the inability to recruit skills-ready candidates would create barriers to business growth overall. Whilst this survey was UK-wide but not geographically specific, it did highlight one of the key issues concerning the prevailing and widely acknowledged skills gap.
The overall view arising from this study was that there remained three main areas that were impacting or contributing to the skills gap. These were in the areas of education, recruitment and training. Simply put, the study raised questions about the nature of education provision and the policies being employed by different companies.
Recruitment

The smaller companies tended to retain a core set of key staff - the CEO, partners, production and administrative staff, and a much larger proportion of freelancers. This allowed for more flexibility concerning the expansion and reduction of business. It was identified that Brighton offered a large pool of freelance workers possessing a wide range of skills and skill levels. The larger companies retained larger degrees of full-time staff and relied less on freelancers. 

When recruiting staff smaller companies tended to utilise word-of-mouth through small and connected networks and their own websites to recruit both full-time and freelance staff. Larger companies also used these methods but had the financial capital to employ a wider set of strategies including recruitment through agencies, trade shows and recruitment fairs, although agencies were often cited as a last resort due to expense. Cost always remained a factor regarding methods employed. Where budgets were greater, more innovative cost-based approaches were employed.  

For example, in two of the largest companies interviewed, ‘incentive’ schemes were operated where employees were paid bonuses for the successful introduction of potential recruits. Many companies, both large and small, considered their position within industry and their style of work to be an effective tool for recruitment. Companies that had an established reputation received a lot of cold-calling by prospective full- time applicants and freelancers alike. 
Many companies indicated that the Wired Sussex job website was central to their recruitment strategy. Using internships as a method of recruitment was rarely in evidence although some companies (not dependent on size), reported their involvement with Wired Sussex’s ‘Internship Programme
’ now in its second year of operation. The cost of ‘downtime’ and production hours lost by mentoring was cited as being one of the major factors why companies in general were not more actively involved in this type of recruitment.

Relationships with education providers

In the majority, many of the companies indicated that they did not have working relations with HEIs (Higher Education Institutions) although, in the interviews, many companies cited graduates as an identified source of potential recruitment. One company had established a working relationship with the University of Sussex; in this case, the company had approached the university directly. 
Within the scope of the study, there was no evidence that the companies involved in the research operated an informed strategy in working relationships with HEIs. However, many of them attended recruitment fairs as exhibitors. One company was actively engaged with an HEI where staff acted as sessional lecturers and subsequently provided access to graduates on this basis. Again, this was operated by one of the larger companies who could absorb the indirect costs. 

In general, the companies held the view that, in most cases, graduates were not skilled enough to meet the requirements of the job at entry level. While it was acknowledged that many had good technical skills (except in the area of programming), other areas of competence such as soft skills, project management, communications skills and industry awareness were in serious deficit. Several companies felt that HEI curricula were not keeping up with the speed of technical and business change within the industry as a whole. 
Companies also felt that programmes of study were often devised with little or no consultation with industry; this resulted in a gap between what was taught in HEIs and what was required by industry. It was felt that there should be closer ties with educational establishments so that curriculum offers are defined in relation to industry needs. 

In their recruitment strategies the companies approached seemed to place little emphasis on, or acknowledgement of, the role played by FEIs (Further Education Institutions) as a recognised supplier of skilled and/or trained talent within the Brighton area. The main focus was placed either on undergraduates from universities or (as in the larger companies where finances allowed) on internship programmes or recruitment from across the industry. 
Companies’ views regarding vocational educational programmes suggested that undergraduate programmes were considered to be the only valid training model leading to employment at entry level. Only one company interviewed was actively engaged in an internship programme through the government’s Apprenticeship Scheme (the programme was directly linked to an FE College). 

Training

Generally, training beyond contexts of general induction programmes related to size of company and not so much to the nature of the work or sector companies operated in. Smaller companies relied upon skill-ready employees requiring little or no training. Where training did exist, it mainly related to keeping abreast with technical, creative and industry changes. This unaccredited training was mainly left to the individual to acquire through informal and self-initiated processes. 
In general, structured training for smaller companies tended to focus on areas of infrastructure or on supporting business expansion. They were likely to provide cross-skill accredited training for office staff taking on, for example, accounting or payroll responsibilities. As the size of company increased, more formal structures and initiatives were in place. The bigger the company, the more likely they were to take on entry-level semi-skilled staff with a view to train further. 

The term ‘training on the job’ often took the form of sharing best practice, concept and ideas through both formal and informal knowledge networks. Both small and large companies alike practised in-house dissemination sessions; with the smaller companies this tended to be directed towards informal ‘chats’. The larger the company the more formal the process became, with several of the larger companies operating departmental and company-wide ‘knowledge network’ blogs, forums and intranets. 
More interestingly, one company had introduced an ‘Idea for Learning’ policy based on the Google.com model
 releasing employees from 15% of their working time to create ideas, research and develop knowledge. Very few companies outsourced their training and, again, this referred only to the larger companies who had training budgets in place.

Many companies commented on the dynamic and positive experience of external networking, particularly in Brighton, which provided opportunities for sharing best practice and ‘knowledge networking’. This also occurred more widely through various organisations and events throughout the Southeast, nationally and internationally.

Conclusions

In conclusion, it was identified that many companies within the Brighton area were experiencing difficulty in obtaining the right type of skills at entry level and, in some cases, ready-skilled and experienced management level staff. Company size determined the nature of training where the larger companies with larger budgets could more likely afford innovative training models and formal systems of knowledge sharing. Larger companies were also more readily able to accept internship programmes and train entry level candidates. Companies generally agreed that their relationship with HEIs could be stronger and a more responsive approach to industry by education was needed.

Digital landscape:

· skills gaps do exist

· skills gaps will continue if issues not addressed, creating continued shortfall in UK skills and global competitiveness

· skills gaps create barriers to business growth

Recruitment:

· company size determines recruitment models

· smaller companies rely on skills-ready freelancers

· difficulty in recruiting skills-ready management level staff and also programmers

· few recruits are taken from HEIs and virtually none from FEIs.

Training:

· smaller companies utilise more informal, on-the-job training models due to cost

· informal networking, ‘coffee machine culture’ acts as means of skill sharing

· larger companies operate more corporate models of appraisals and offer formalised training opportunities

· larger companies outsource training but not often

· emergence of formalised knowledge networking as means of skill development and skills transfer in larger companies 

· HEIs and FECs need to work more closely with industry, such as in the Skillset Academies
 initiative, to help identify curriculum design and create the development of fit-for-purpose skills

· funded initiatives need to be made more available for companies to engage directly with training and internship programmes – such as those operated by Wired Sussex
 and Skillset

� Creating the Future the UK Skills Action Plan – Skillset 2004


� �HYPERLINK "http://www.chinwag.com/files/pdfs/ChinwagJobsSkillSurvey2007Report.pdf"�http://www.chinwag.com/files/pdfs/ChinwagJobsSkillSurvey2007Report.pdf�


� �HYPERLINK "http://www.employment-studies.co.uk/summary/summary.php?id=dfessd5"�http://www.employment-studies.co.uk/summary/summary.php?id=dfessd5�


� �HYPERLINK "http://www.southeastmedianetwork.co.uk/knowledge/peoplefactor.html"�http://www.southeastmedianetwork.co.uk/knowledge/peoplefactor.html�


� Ibid


� �HYPERLINK "http://www.chinwag.com/files/pdfs/ChinwagJobsSkillSurvey2007Report.pdf"�http://www.chinwag.com/files/pdfs/ChinwagJobsSkillSurvey2007Report.pdf�


� �HYPERLINK "http://www.wiredsussex.com/projects/bip.asp"�http://www.wiredsussex.com/projects/bip.asp�


� �HYPERLINK "http://www.elearnspace.org/Articles/google_whitepaper.pdf"�http://www.elearnspace.org/Articles/google_whitepaper.pdf�


� �HYPERLINK "http://www.skillset.org/training/san/"�http://www.skillset.org/training/san/�





