EMBEDDING COMMERCIAL ABILITY - SYNTHESIS
1.

1.1.

BACKGROUND

The London Chamber of Commerce and Industry Commercial Education Trust (‘CET’) is an
independent charitable trust that advocates for, and supports programmes that help to develop, skills,
employability, enterprise/entrepreneurship, business know-how and international trade.

1.2.

CET’s focus is on embedding ‘commercial ability’ into UK life, supporting young people in their
transitions into the workplace to the greater benefit of society and the economy in the UK as a whole.

1.3.

Following extensive research and evaluation, both internally of its own grant-making and in
examination and evaluation of the initiatives and projects it has funded, CET concluded that it had
seen no particular initiative that, nationwide, has had a broad enough impact on schools, colleges or
universities with the aim of helping to prepare young people by equipping them with these
fundamental skills for life and work.

1.4.

In early 2020, CET commissioned Pye Tait to carry out research into the feasibility of improving
commercial awareness and education in the UK through the creation and implementation of a suitable
competency framework (the ‘Feasibility Study’).

2.

2.1.

COMMERCIAL ABILITY / COMMERCIAL EDUCATION

Whilst CET’s stated aim is to embed commercial ability into UK life, it is through ‘Commercial
Education’ that it primarily seeks to do so.

Commercial Education is defined by CET as

encompassing the following components (in no particular order):
•

Business know-how – including basic business, finance and international trade concepts,
systems, strategies, processes and tools;

•

Attitudinal, behavioural and other key attributes – focusing on the mindset required for
success in the workplace (including being enterprising and/or entrepreneurial);

•

Essential transferable skills – including listening and presenting; problem solving and
creativity; staying positive and aiming high; leadership and teamwork;

2.2.

•

Basics for life – including literacy, numeracy and basic digital skills; and

•

Specific know-how - as applicable and relevant to the individual’s workplace requirements.

While many initiatives, programmes, curricula and out-of-school activities serve to address one or
more of these components of Commercial Education, there is no coherent or over-arching consensus
on what content is desirable or effective, nor the basis for any evaluation or assessment of young
people’s progress towards strong commercial ability.
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2.3.

It follows, of course, that from the young person’s perspective, there is also no stand-alone
framework, curriculum or programme that seeks to address all five of these elements, nor is there
presently any basis by which a young person can:
a)

Evaluate their level of commercial ability; or

b)

Identify opportunities, programmes, courses or experiences that might serve to enhance or
develop their commercial ability.

2.4.

It was against this context that the Feasibility Study was commissioned. In summary, the broad
question that the study sought to answer was:
Is there a need and/or a demand for improved commercial education and a competency framework
that could harmonise the content and evaluation/assessment of commercial education for the benefit
of educators, employers and the young people themselves?

3.

3.1.

THE FEASIBILITY STUDY

The study took place over the course of 2020, hampered in no small way by the pressures that the
Covid-19 pandemic and the associated nationwide lockdowns placed on employers, educators and
young people. CET is grateful to Pye Tait Consulting for its perseverance and professionalism in
compiling the study in what were certainly difficult circumstances.

3.2.

Despite some of the practical difficulties in obtaining the information, CET believes that this is the
largest and most comprehensive ‘snapshot’ taken to date of the attitudes towards, and need for,
commercial education in the United Kingdom:

3.3.

537

355

255

EMPLOYERS

EDUCATORS

PARENTS/CARERS

In addition to these broad surveys, the study also included a comprehensive desktop research
exercise; 60 detailed stakeholder interviews (with representatives of trade organisations,
higher/further education and awarding bodies); three workshops with an Advisory Group made up of
strategic contacts and CET representatives; and direct interviews with 20 young people.

3.4.

What resulted is, in CET’s view, a clear and unequivocal message that commercial education is of
vital strategic importance to the United Kingdom and to its young people in helping them to lead
happy, fulfilling and economically successful lives.
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4.

4.1.

THE EMPLOYERS’ VIEW

The employers surveyed were spread representatively across 8 economic sectors and all of the
regions of the United Kingdom, with a slight bias towards businesses with fewer than 250 members
of staff (81% of responses were from SME’s).

4.2.

In general terms, employers concluded that the most prevalent weaknesses in their recruits are a
lack of:

4.3.

a)

real-world understanding;

b)

appropriate workplace behaviours and attitudes; and

c)

motivation, self-management, resilience and common sense.

Anecdotally, this was explained by employers as being particularly evident in the way that young
people of today will often over-estimate their own abilities whilst, perhaps counter-intuitively,
simultaneously lacking self-confidence, resilience and self-esteem.

Employers, whose responsibility is it to develop the commercial ability of our young people?

4.4.

33%

43%

24%

EMPLOYERS

EDUCATORS

PARENTS/CARERS

While approximately a third of employers considered it to be their own responsibility to develop our
young people’s commercial awareness and competencies, almost half considered that this is
something that young people should receive as part of the education process.

Employers, is there a need/demand for a commercial education competency framework?

✓
?

4.5.

This will help structure educators’ approaches and help us to evaluate our own
staff’s commercial ability, identifying opportunities or requirements for further
training/development.
Given how crowded and busy school curricula already are, voluntary adoption of a
commercial education competency framework might be limited.

The single biggest ‘take-home’ from this representative survey of employers, however, was without
doubt the following:
Almost three quarters of Employers consider that if their staff all had “Excellent”
commercial ability, their efficiency, profitability and business success would improve by:

more than 25%.
This would represent a significant boost to the UK economy.
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5.

5.1.

THE EDUCATORS’ VIEW

353 educators were surveyed, who represented proportionately the mix of school/college types
across the United Kingdom.

5.2.

In general terms, educators conceded that their staff, generally, had relatively little direct commercial
or business experience, with almost three quarters of school staff not having previously worked
outside of education for more than two years.

5.3.

In almost 80% of cases of those surveyed, where business or commercial topics are taught, those
topics are taught by teachers whose primary specialism is not business – ie, the commercial/business
topics are secondary teaching subjects for them.

Educators, who has the main responsibility for developing the commercial ability of our young
people?

5.4.

2.5%

97.5%

-

EMPLOYERS

EDUCATORS

PARENTS/CARERS

There was also an overwhelming consensus among educators that the responsibility for commercial
education should sit with them. Against the background of the identified gaps in experience and
relatively low level of specialism within faculties, educators identified, in particular, several ways in
which they would appreciate support should components of commercial education become
mandatory:
a)

A guidance framework for delivery;

b)

A dedicated commercial education co-ordinator in each institution; and

c)

Training / experience opportunities for the teachers themselves to assist them in delivering
real-world context to the commercial education components they are teaching.

Educators, is there a need/demand for a commercial education competency framework?

✓
?

5.5.

This would help us to develop our commercial education strategy and to identify
gaps in our own experience or skills.

There is a lack of time in the current curriculum and the cost of implementation of such a
framework could be considerable.

For educators, the overriding consensus of how the benefits of commercial education should be
implemented within our current education system was:
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Commercial Education should be embedded within existing subjects, delivered within the
existing curriculum. For maximum benefit, it should not be an ‘opt-in’ stand-alone subject,
but should be pervasive throughout the core curriculum.
6.

6.1.

THE PARENTS’/CARERS’ VIEW

The study included a survey of 255 parents/carers from all regions of the United Kingdom in relation
to those of their children aged 14+. The employment status of those surveyed was a mix of employee,
self-employed and stay-at-home parent/carer, but they were asked to respond in their capacity as
parents, rather than workers.

6.2.

When asked to consider those attitudes and behaviours that would most benefit their children in the
workplace, the consensus was that improvements in the following would be of considerable support
to them:
a)

Self-motivation and confidence;

b)

Collaboration, team-working and interpersonal/communication skills; and

c)

Being resilient.

Parents, who has the greatest responsibility for developing the commercial ability of our young
people?

6.3.

27%

49%

24%

EMPLOYERS

EDUCATORS

PARENTS/CARERS

While parents/carers, generally, expressed high confidence in their children’s work-readiness, they
particularly considered the following as being instrumental in developing that work-readiness:
a)

Giving them an idea of how business works – giving the workplace its own context beyond
being a continuation of school for adults; and

b)

Supporting them in learning new skills, such as ‘being professional’, ‘dealing with people’,
‘managing money’, ‘managing time’, and ‘problem solving’.

6.4.

For parents and carers, the benefits of commercial education generally were very highly-regarded:
85% of parents/carers consider Commercial Education to be ‘very important’ in the
development of their children, in particular for the benefits that it brings ‘in real life’.
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7.

7.1.

EMBEDDING OF COMMERCIAL EDUCATION IN THE CURRICULUM

Employers are convinced that with staff whose commercial ability is ‘Excellent’, they could see a 25%
improvement on the bottom line of their organisations.

7.2.

There is a clear logic that the way to develop our young people’s commercial ability is through
developing all of the components of Commercial Education.

7.3.

Employers, educators, parents/carers and the stakeholder group were all aligned in considering that
the appropriate place for Commercial Education to take place is in schools, though all recognise the
pressures on the existing curriculum.

7.4.

Educators favour a cross-curricular embedding of the skills, behaviours and attributes that will support
our young people in achieving excellent commercial ability, so that no young person gets left behind.

7.5.

In particular, a cross-curricular approach could be blended with a mix of formal business teaching
and the learning of essential transferable skills. All core curriculum subjects have the capacity to
support commercial education; for example, personal finance/money management could be
incorporated into the mathematics syllabus.

7.6.

A further particular advantage of this ‘embedding’ approach is in the support it would give our young
people in being able to recontextualise their learning – understanding that simple and complex
mathematics can be applied to real-world business and commercial contexts and that the same tools
can be used in ‘real life’ as are used in examinations and coursework.

7.7.

In particular, this embedding of commercial education and focus on dynamic recontextualization
would make a real change to the workplace opportunities (in all types and sizes of workplace) for the
most disadvantaged, whose understanding of the workplace often does not benefit from experiences
passed on from friends and family and whose opportunity to address that is limited by their
background.

8.

8.1.

A COMPETENCY FRAMEWORK

There is considerable support from both employers and educators for some sort of competency
framework that will:
a)

Assist educators, employers and the young people themselves in identifying those skills,
attributes, behaviours and competencies that will prepare them to survive and thrive in the
workplace;

b)

Support educators in identifying opportunities within the existing core curriculum to embed
commercial education learning;
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c)

Support educators in identifying opportunities for development of their own commercial
ability, experience and understanding; and

d)

Align with existing initiatives, programmes, curricula and out-of-school activities to develop
the five components of commercial ability identified by CET.

8.2.

It is also clear from educators that should the initiative to embed commercial education within the
framework result in it becoming mandatory, a competency framework would assist them in
structuring, developing and assessing the outcomes of the initiative itself.

8.3.

CET would welcome further discussion and input on the eventual content and development of such
a framework.

9.

9.1.

WORK EXPERIENCE

Employers, educators, parents and carers are also aligned on the benefits of work experience to give
real-world context to young people.

9.2.

It was generally felt, however, that the present system of work experience does not deliver on all of
the possible benefits and opportunities that it should bring to young people.

9.3.

In particular, it may be that work experience as a concept itself could be improved through the
development and adoption of a well-designed set of ‘workplace competence’ experiences to improve
the current systems and their impact.

9.4.

Such an initiative would likely contain a significant overlap with any commercial education
competency framework, and may be seen as an early pre-cursor to (or component of) a fully-fledged
competency framework.

10.

10.1.

DIGITAL RECORDS OF ACHIEVEMENT

Younger people are open to learning about commercial education, and a possible way of linking
curricular and non-curricular activities may be the development of a Digital Record of Achievement.

10.2.

The Advisory Group saw this as huge attraction for young people. It would enhance learning by
providing opportunities to reflect on and analyse activities, measure them against benchmarks, and
record evidence of achievement in a form that employers may value.

10.3.

There would also likely be a significant overlap between the benchmarks and achievements against
which young people would be reporting and the content of a fully-fledged competency framework.
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11.

PERSPECTIVES

Employers

“

- Classroom training is not sufficient.
- Work is not an extension of school – recruits need to understand the difference
between educational settings and the workplace.
- Changes are needed to the school curriculum – more business-related topics.
- Work Experience is the best way of improving business acumen.
- Industry, charity, local authority; they all need people who understand how
organisations work, have the right attitudes to work, are resilient and can bring an
enterprising, digital mindset to the party.

Educators

Parents/
Carers

“
“

- It’s so hard to get information on how things work. I wasn’t able to find any information
on grades, departments, flexible hours, work burden, average length of career,
expectations of dress and behaviour. If I can’t find it out, how can our young people
expect to?
- Work experience helps young people to understand the ‘real world’. The distractions
and pressures on our young people today are far worse than when I was growing up.
- Commercial ability may not be so important where the young person is considering a
career path, say, in healthcare/medicine/public sector/charities.
- My child is not ‘that type of person’ – they will never set up or run a business.

Stakeholders

“

- These days, data literacy and digital mindset (coupled with the importance of digital
etiquette) are becoming increasingly valuable.
- Entrepreneurship and an entrepreneurial mindset cannot be taught in a classroom
setting; they are developed through experiential learning.
- There appears to be a lack of basic understanding as to the inner workings or structure
of a business – young people struggle to traverse the differences between school and
work life.
- Many existing schemes appear to be geared towards privileged young people of
specific geographic and socio-economic backgrounds.
- Without a framework, things are not likely to improve. Things will get caught in ongoing
development and debate.

Advisory
Group

“

- It is important to ensure that there is not too much emphasis on STEM at the expense
of the arts. Commercial ability is critical for everyone.

Young
People

“

- Workplace skills are really only relevant if you are starting, running or planning on
owning your own business.
- ‘Learning by doing’ and ‘being coached/mentored by someone who knows what they
are doing’ are the two best ways to learn things.
- Not all teachers understand the real world.
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12.

12.1.

FURTHER INFORMATION

If you would like any further information on this topic, or the contents or detailed results of the
Feasibility Study, please contact Kate Wynne-Eyton at kate.wynne-eyton@thecet.org.
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