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SECTION 1:  INTRODUCTION 

1.0 PURPOSE OF REPORT 

Qualification levels are low in Birmingham, and this has an impact on the ability of residents 

to compete in the local labour market. 

 

This report has been written to increase understanding of the qualification levels and skills of 

Birmingham residents and explores both how Birmingham compares to other major cities 

and also how qualifications differ between groups and across neighbourhoods within the city.  

 

If the city is to achieve its long term aspirations for its residents they will need to be 

http://www.bhampolicycommunity.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2014/11/Birmingham-Skills-Investment-Plan-web-1.pdf
http://www.bhampolicycommunity.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2014/11/Birmingham-Skills-Investment-Plan-web-1.pdf
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Much of the report is based on NVQ levels, which are defined as follows: 

 

1.2 STRUCTURE OF THE REPORT 

The report is divided into 7 sections. 

Section 1 (this section) provides an introduction to the report. 

Section 2 provides an overview of qualification levels in the city and compares Birmingham 

to other core cities and neighbouring local authorities.  It also looks at how skill levels have 

changed since 2001.  

Section 3 explores qualification levels within the city by gender, age and ethnicity. It also 

looks at how qualifications vary by ward. 

Section 4 looks at the relationship between qualifications and labour market status. It also 

explores the relationship between qualifications and earnings. 

Section 5 looks at some non-
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SECTION 2:  BIRMINGHAM COMPARED TO OTHER AREAS 

2.0  INTRODUCTION 

This section uses data from the 2011 Census to provide an overview of qualification levels in 

the city.     It also FRPSDUHV�UHVLGHQWV¶�TXDOLILFDWLRQs with those of other English core cities1 

and selected neighbouring authorities. Finally it assesses how qualification levels have 

changed over the last 10 years. 

 

2.1 OVERVIEW OF QUALIFICATIONS IN BIRMINGHAM 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                

1
 Birmingham, Bristol, Leeds, Liverpool, Manchester, Newcastle-
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143,576 residents in the city aged 16-64 have no qualifications. This equates to 21% of the 

working age population, well above the England average of 15%. 

 

The proportion with Level 1 only (15%) and Level 2 (15%) only are broadly similar to that for 

England.  However the proportion with Level 2+ (58%) and Level 3+ (40%) are below the 

England average of 64% and 44% respectively.   Only 25% are qualified to degree level or 

above (Level 4+) compared to 30% in England2.   7KH�SURSRUWLRQ�ZLWK�µRWKHU¶�TXDOLILFDWLRQV�

(7%) is above the national average, and is likely, at least in part, to be influenced by the 



5 

 

XQH[SHFWHG�JLYHQ�WKH�FLW\¶V�HFRQRPLF�SXOO�ZLWKLQ�WKH�UHJLRQ��EXW�WKH�OHYHO�RI�FRPPXWLQJ�GRHV�

also serve to illustrate that some residents may find it challenging to compete for jobs.   

An analysis of the 2011 Census Origin and Destination data shows that 166,272 people 

commuted into Birmingham for work, equating to 36.4% of the total workforce of the city.   

Just over 100,000 residents work outside the city, so the city is a net importer of around 

66,000 workers, making it by far the largest provider of employment for non-residents of any 

area in the West Midlands.   

The census does not provide a breakdown of commuters by qualification, but a comparison 

RI�WKH�FLW\¶V�workforce and residents shows that those who work in the cit
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2.5  



8 

 

2.6 MORE RECENT DATA 

Although the census is the only source of detailed analysis on qualifications, the ONS 

Annual Population Survey (APS) provides data at a city level on an annual basis. The 

meWKRGRORJ\�LV�GLIIHUHQW�WR�WKH�FHQVXV��VR�WKH�ILJXUHV�GRQ¶W�H[DFWO\�FRUUHVSRQG��EXW�they do 

show more recent changes. 

Qualifications of the working age population 2011-2016 Birmingham & UK  Source: ONS APS 
Numbers may not add up due to rounding 

Qualification 

Birmingham Core city average UK 

2011 2016 
Change 

(pp) 
2011 2016 

Change 
(pp) 

2011 2016 
Change 

(pp) 
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3.3 QUALIFICATIONS BY AGE 

When qualifications are disaggregated by age band, it is clear that young people in the city 

are vastly better qualified than older pe
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3.4 QUALIFICATIONS BY ETHNICITY 
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band, 55% of White British are educated to this level compared to 46% of Asians and 44% of 

Black residents.  This means that even for these relatively young residents, with many years 

left in the labour market, some groups are disadvantaged in the labour market.  

See Appendix Table B7 for data tables. 

 

Proportion of residents with no qualifications by age and broad ethnic group  
Source: Census 2011 

Broad ethnic group
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Qualifications in selected wards with particularly high and low attainment in 
Birmingham (age 16-64) 
Source: Census 2011 

Ward No qualifications NVQ3+ 

Bordesley Green 32% 24% 

Edgbaston 8% 69% 

Harborne 10% 65% 

Kingstanding 31% 26% 

Ladywood 10% 63% 

Shard End  32% 24% 

Sutton Four Oaks 9% 56% 

Washwood Heath 36% 22% 

 

The maps on the following page show a graphic representation of these geographic 

differences. It is clear that those areas to the north and east of the city centre, and the south 

west of the city have the lowest qualification levels. 

,Q�HLJKW�ZDUGV�RYHU�����RI�UHVLGHQWV�KDYH�µ2WKHU¶�TXDOLILFDWLRQV��7KHVH�LQFOXGH�IRUHign 

qualifications, and perhaps not surprisingly all eight wards have a high BME population.  It 

does however suggest that there may be significant numbers of people who are under-

employed or not able to find work due to unrecognised qualifications in these areas. 

See Appendix Tables B 8, 9 & 10 for details of ward and constituency skill levels. 

A comparison with the 2001 Census shows that there has been a significant improvement in 

qualifications since then, even in wards where levels are still very low. 

In general, those areas with the highest proportion with no qualifications have seen the 

largest decreases since 2001.  For example, the proportion in the ward with the highest 

proportion (Washwood Heath) decreased by 14 percentage points, from 50% to 36%.  In 

contrast in those wards with the lowest proportions with no qualifications, there has only 

been around a 6 percentage point decrease.  The result of this is that the gap between the 

worst and best performing wards in the city has closed by 8 percentage points.   The gap is 
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Workless
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represented in this group, comprising 4% of the self-employed, compared to 2% of 

economically active and employees. 

Full data tables are provide in Appendix C. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Although there is a strong correlation between labour market status and qualifications, 

there are other factors that come into play.  For example, although there are local 

differences, women have, in general, similar qualification levels to men. However, their 

economic activity rates are much lower, driven largely by factors such as child-care and 

other caring responsibilities along with cultural reasons4  

4.2 

http://www.birmingham.gov.uk/labourmarket
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4.3 QUALIFICATIONS AND EARNINGS 

Higher qualifications not only bring an increased chance of being employed, they also carry 

an increased chance of being in higher paid employment.    There is no data for 

Birmingham, but national data from ONS for 2010 shows a wide variation in median pay 

depending on qualifications.  Those with a degree earn, on average, nearly twice as much 

as those with GCSEs only, and over twice as much as those with no qualifications. 

More recent national data from Quarter 2 2015 shows that postgraduates aged 16-64 have 

an employment rate of 88.3%, compared to 87.0% for graduates and 69.1% for non-

graduates. The median salary of working age post-graduates (£38,500) is higher than 

graduates (£32,500).  At £22,000 the median salary of non-graduates is considerably less 

(ONS Graduate Labour Market Statistics). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

SECTION 5:  NON-NVQ SKILLS AND THE LABOUR MARKET 

5.0  INTRODUCTION 

This section uses data from a number of sources to briefly explore some other non-NVQ 

UHODWHG�VNLOOV���7KLV�LQFOXGHV�SURILFLHQF\�LQ�(QJOLVK�DQG�VRPH��¶VRIWHU¶��VNLOOV in demand from 

employers, such as inter-personal skills.  
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5.2  EMPLOYER SKILL NEEDS 

7KH�8.�&RPPLVVLRQ¶V�(PSOR\HU�6NLOOV�6XUYH\�SURYLGHV�VRPH�LQIRUPDWLRQ�RQ�VNLOOV�QHHGV�

and training investment by UK businesses at a local authority level. The latest (2015) 

survey shows that skills issues are generally slightly worse for Birmingham businesses than 

the UK as a whole.  7% of Birmingham businesses have a skill shortage vacancy compared 

to 6% nationally.  17% of those surveyed had staff who were not fully proficient, compared 

to 14% nationally. 

Levels of training were slightly above the national average, with 68% of establishments 

reporting they had trained staff over the previous year (66% for the UK).  

Regional data from the UK Commission Employer Perspectives Survey 2014 shows that 

only 45% of West Midlands businesses who have recruited 16 year olds to their first job 

from school in last 2-3 years thought they were very well or well prepared for work 

compared to 52% nationally.  The most common skills these leavers were reported were 

µODFN�RI�ZRUNLQJ�ZRUOG�life experience or maturity¶�DQG�µSRRU�DWWLWXGH¶� 

However the picture is different for businesses who recruited university and college leavers, 

where 84% of West Midlands businesses thought they were very well or well prepared for 

work compared to 81% nationally.  90% of West Midlands businesses though this group did 

not lack any skills compared to 85% nationally5.  

 

 

                                                

5
 Note the Birmingham/UK differences in the Employer Perspectives Survey may not be statistically 

significant. 
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SECTION 6:  CONCLUSION 

The low skill base is a key issue for Birmingham as it impacts on the ability of its residents 

to compete for jobs in the local labour market. This leads to both high levels of resident 

unemployment and is likely to be a factor in the high level of in-commuting.    It may also 

LPSDFW�RQ�%LUPLQJKDP¶V�DELOLW\�WR�FRPSHWH with other major cities in the UK and across 

Europe for jobs and inward investment.   Skill levels are higher amongst those that work in 

the city compared to residents. 

A comparison with the 2001 census shows that there has been a significant improvement in 

qualifications in the city over the ten years to 2011, but other areas have seen broadly 

similar improvements, so the gap with England and other cities remains largely unchanged. 

However, despite the working age population as a whole being relatively poorly qualified, 

when the data is disaggregated some more positive messages are revealed.  After a long 

period of under-performance, performance at Birmingham schools at KS4 has been broadly 

comparable with the national performance for around a decade.  This is clearly very 

encouraging, but, it will take some time for this to impact significantly on the skills of the 

working age population as a whole.  This is of particular significance as the occupational 

mix of jobs in the city is forecast to trend towards 
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important, as poor English is a key barrier to employment, and this may contribute to the 

large gender differences in employment rates.   

http://www.bhampolicycommunity.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2014/11/Birmingham-Skills-Investment-Plan-web-1.pdf
http://www.bhampolicycommunity.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2014/11/Birmingham-Skills-Investment-Plan-web-1.pdf
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SECTION 7:  KEY FINDINGS 
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West Midlands Metropolitan authorities 

When comparing Birmingham with other West Midlands metropolitan authorities, in general 

WKH�FLW\¶V�UHVLdents are better qualified than the Black Country authorities, but less well 

qualified than those in Solihull and Coventry. 
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DIFFERENT GROUPS AND AREAS WITHIN BIRMING
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In Birmingham the White Irish (40%), Pakistani (39%) and Bangladeshi (37%) groups have 

the lowest proportion educated to Level 2+.   

 

Higher qualifications follow a broadly similar pattern, at all levels with, in general,  the 

Pakistani and Bangladeshi groups consistently having some of the lowest proportions at all 

levels and the Chinese, Indian and Black African some of the highest. 

 

Both the Asian and White Other groups have a relatively high proportion of residents with 

µ2WKHUµ�TXDOLILFDWLRQV��7KHVH�WHQG�WR�EH�YRFDWLRQDO�RU�IRUHLJQ�TXDOLILFDWLRQV�WKDW�FDQQRW�EH�

categorised into NVQ levels, and/or may not be recognised in the UK, and reflect the fact 

that many people from these groups were born and educated abroad.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In general the gap between ethnic groups is closer for younger residents.    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Geographic differences within Birmingham 

Qualification levels vary greatly across the city.  At 32% Hodge Hill is the constituency with 

the highest proportion with no qualifications, and Sutton Coldfield the lowest (10%).  This 

disparity is driven in part by demographics, with, for example, areas with a large Pakistani 

population tending to have a relatively high proportion of residents with no qualifications (for 

example Washwood Heath ward 36%). But there are also significant parts of the city with a 

predominantly white population where qualifications are also very low (for example 31% in 

both Kingstanding and Shard End wards).  In contrast Sutton Four Oaks and Sutton Vesey 
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Although there is a strong correlation between labour market status and qualifications, 

there are other factors that come into play.  For example, although there are local 

differences, women have, in general, similar qualification levels to men. However, their 

economic activity rates are much lower, driven largely by factors such as child-care and 

other caring responsibilities along with cultural reasons. 

 

Average earnings are significantly influenced by level of qualification (although data is only 

available at a national level). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

KEY FINDINGS - NON-NVQ SKILLS & THE LABOUR MARKET 

In Birmingham English is the main language of only 83% of the population although 95% 

can speak it well or very well.   However, this means that 5%, or over 34,000 of the working 

age cannot speak English or cannot speak it well.     

 

The proportion who cannot speak English or cannot speak it well generally increases with 

age.  Overall, around 2% of those aged 16-24 cannot speak English, but this rises to just 

over 6% of those aged 50-64.    Although there is relatively little difference between the 

genders in terms of NVQ qualifications, there is a large gender difference in the ability to 

speak English. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Degree
Higher

education
A Levels

GCSE grades
A*-C

Other
qualifications

No
qualification

Median hourly pay (£) 16.10 12.60 10.00
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APPENDIX A    BIRMINGHAM COMPARED TO OTHER AREAS 

 

Table A1:   Highest Level of Qualification gained - Birmingham compared to other English Core cities and selected West Midlands 
authorities     2011   Source: Census 2011 

Area 
No 

qualifications 
Level 1 Level 2 

Apprentice-
ship 

Level 3 
Level 4 & 

above 
Other 

qualifications 
Level 2 + Level 3 + 
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Table A2:   Highest Level of Qualification gained Birmingham, compared to other English Core cities and selected West Midlands authorities 
2001        Source: Census 2001 

Area 
No 

qualifications 
Level 1 Level 2 Level 3 

Level 4 & 
above 



35 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table A3:   Occupation of Birmingham residents and those who work in Birmingham 2011  
Sourcecupation 
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APPENDIX B:  QUALIFICATIONS FOR GROUPS & AREAS IN BIRMINGHAM 

Chart B1:   
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Table B4:   Highest Level of Qualification gained by age band in Birmingham 2011 
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Table B6:  Highest level of qualification gained by ethnic group in Birmingham 2011  Source: Census 2011 

Ethnic Group 
No  

Qualific- 
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Table B10:  Highest level of qualification gained by constituency in Birmingham 2011   
Source: Census 2011 

Area 
No 

qualific- 
ations 

Level 1 Level 2 
Apprent- 
iceship 

Level 3 
Level 4 

& 
above 

Other 
qualific- 
ations 

Level 2 
& 

above 

Level 3 
& 

above 

Numbers 
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Note the Birmingham total in this table differs slightly from figures presented elsewhere due 

to data being derived from different 2001 census tables.

Table B11:  No qualifications 
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APPENDIX C:  QUALIFICATIONS AND ECONOMIC ACTIVITY 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table C1:    Highest level of qualification by economic activity (numbers)  Source: Census 2011 

Economic Activity All 
No 

qualific- 
ations 

Level 1 Level 2 
Apprentice

-ship 
Level 3 

Level 4 
& 

above 

Other 
qualific
ations 

Level 2+ 
Level 

3+ 

All  690,150 143,576 103,859 106,683 12,981 103,853 173,943 45,255 397,460 277,796 

Economically active: Total 478,583 68,954 71,951 75,804 10,863 71,630 149,190 30,191 307,487 220,820 

In employment: Total 414,325 52,564 58,909 63,916 9,800 62,856 140,586 25,694 277,158 203,442 

Employee: Total 362,675 43,448 51,254 57,254 7,784 57,009 125,024 20,902 247,071 182,033 
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Table C2:    Economic activity by qualification (percent) Source: Census 2011 

Economic Activity All 
No 

qualificatio
ns 

Level 1 Level 2 
Apprentice

-ship 
Level 3 

Level 4 
& 

above 

Other 
qualific
ations 

Level 2+ 
Level 

3+ 

All  100% 21% 15% 15% 2% 15% 25% 7% 58% 40% 

Economically active: Total 100% 14% 15% 16% 2% 15% 31% 6% 64% 46% 

In employment: Total 100% 13% 14% 15% 2% 15% 34% 6% 67% 49% 

Employee: Total 100% 12% 14% 16% 2% 16% 34% 6% 68% 50% 

Employee: Part-time  100% 16% 16% 18% 1% 19% 23% 7% 61% 42% 

Employee: Full-time  100% 10% 13% 15% 3% 14% 40% 5% 71% 54% 

Self-employed: Total 100% 18% 15% 13% 4% 11% 30% 9% 58% 41% 

Self-employed: Part-time 75.79 0.23999 12.48 re

f*

718.42.35 127.1 12.48 re

W* n

BT

/F1 9.96 Tf

1 0c0 1 192.02 3525 375.79 0.23999 12.48 re
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ET
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APPENDIX D:  NON-NVQ SKILLS AND THE LABOUR MARKET 




