
Visitor Economy Skills Strategy

for the Sub-Region of Cheshire 
and Warrington

Summary Report

October 2008



research brief

• Examples of best practice in workforce development from similar cities to

Chester that have successfully delivered regeneration initiatives

• An outlook on planned inward investment and the type of business that will

require employees in the future

• The likely scale of new job creation in the visitor economy

• Skills sets and qualifications that these incoming employers will expect

• Priorities in both skills and qualifications identified by employers in the visitor

economy and current gaps

• How meeting the needs of employers can best be achieved

• Exemplars of positive action that has supported skills development in deprived

communities, including how issues of worklessness have been tackled

• Exemplars of employer engagement in up-skilling the workforce

This research arose from an invitation to tender issued by VCC

(Visit Chester & Cheshire), the tourism management

organisation for Cheshire & Warrington. The project was

managed by West Cheshire College, with Total Improvement

Process Ltd as their subcontractor responsible for the

underpinning research, which was carried out over 25 days in

the period May to September 2008.

Eight areas of research were identified within the specification:

‘To develop a strategy 

and action plan that 

addresses the skills and 

employment needs of the 

Cheshire & Warrington 

Visitor Economy over the 

next 10 years’



key messages 1:

• Three signature projects (Chester Zoo, Chester Renaissance, Weaver Valley) are

expected to be major drivers in developing the Visitor Economy over the next 15

years

• Chester Zoo, which currently employs around 300 FTEs, has plans to triple the

size of the zoo over this period.

• Chester Renaissance, including Northgate, is expected to generate upwards of

3000 FTEs by 2015.

• The Weaver Valley could generate a further 2000 FTEs in the Visitor Economy by

2025

• The Northwich Vision project will have close links with the Weaver Valley project

and is itself forecast to generate 2000 jobs

• Major retail-led developments are also planned or underway in Warrington, Crewe

and Macclesfield

• The future of the Omega project, with its projected 24,000 jobs, could have a

significant impact on the labour market in Warrington

• In Chester, 400 extra hotel rooms should become available by 2010, generating

200+ jobs (in addition to those in the Renaissance project)

• The M&S development in Cheshire Oaks should generate around 460 jobs

planned investment



key messages 2: the national picture

Both the retail and the 
hospitality sectors are facing 
significant skills shortages and 
gaps on a national level.

In retail, key skills shortages 
are in sales and skilled trades, 
and in hospitality, key skills 
shortages are in elementary 
and skilled trades.

Retail employers report skills gaps as being in 
sales, elementary occupations, customer 

handling, oral communication, technical and 
practical, teamworking and problem solving.

9% of retail employers and 
12% of hospitality employers 
are offering apprenticeships.

Hospitality employers report skills 
gaps as being in elementary trades, 

sales, customer handling, 
teamworking, technical and practical, 

oral communication and problem 
solving.

Employers tend to increase advertising 
and recruitment spend to reduce skills 
shortages, but a significant number 
stated that they do nothing to address 
the problem of skills shortages.

Skillsmart Retail and People 1st have brought in a 
number of initiatives to address skills gaps and 
shortages, including new qualification profiles.
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key messages 3: the regional picture

The main type of training 
provided by employers in 
the North West is customer 
service skills (71%) and 
statutory areas (69%), 
however this is lower than 
average across England.

The retail sector skills priorities in the 
region include: skills for life, literacy and 
numeracy, ESOL, customer service, self 
motivation, communication skills, 
management & leadership, ICT, visual 
merchandising.

In hospitality, the skills gaps, shortages and 
hard-to-fill vacancies are cited mainly for 

managers, chefs and front of house staff.

Across both sectors, there is a need to 
invest in the recruitment and training of 
older workers, as there is over-reliance 
on young staff and EU accession 
workers.

People 1st conducted a profile 
of technical skills needs of 
existing staff in the North 

West.  The main skills needs 
centred around product 

knowledge (chefs and travel 
agents), communication skills, 

attitude and manners, 
management skills, customer 

service (including local 
knowledge, cultural awareness 

and helping customers with 
special requirements), 

numeracy and literacy, IT, 
English Language skills. 



key messages 4: the Cheshire & Warrington picture

Cheshire and Warrington 
benefits from the highest 
employment rate among the 
North West sub-regions, at 
77.1%

Unfilled sector job vacancy data for the 
sub-region suggests that vacancies which 
are particularly hard to fill include: sales, 
kitchen and catering assistants, waiting 
staff, bar staff, cleaners/domestics and 
chefs/cooks.

The Warrington Skills Audit (2007) found that 
the main skills shortages in hospitality include: 

poor attitude, customer handling, and food 
hygiene.  The main hard to recruit occupations 

were among chefs, managers, sales staff and 
administrative staff.

Retail skills issues were also examined in the 
Warrington Skills Audit.  The main skills gaps 
were highlighted as IT, problem solving, 
improving performance, knowledge of legal 
obligations, team development, H&S, market 
analysis, advertising and appraisal. 

Issues with the quality of 
candidates coming forward 

from schools and colleges were 
highlighted through employer 
interviews, as well as the need 

for greater emphasis on 
training/retraining to maintain 

and improve standards. 



key messages 5: exemplars - heritage

• While there are some interesting examples of practice, only in

Manchester and York have we found strong organisations of

employers willing to invest time and money into improving

recruitment, customer service and skills.

• The employers in the visitor economy do not have a strong

reputation for investing in service or people. Top hotel

professionals publicly and regularly criticise their trade for this.

• There is a general preference for short course training and

resistance to investing in Level 2 qualifications. We suspect that

this may be partly to do with cost and partly because

qualifications are gained by paying for assessment rather than

training.

• Most skills activity is driven by regional public sector

organisations, and successes appear to be small.

• Chester and Cheshire are already doing many of the best things

that are done elsewhere, eg Masterclasses, Awards, Customer

Service Training, and foundation training through CORA

• Historic Cities with the most Visitor Economy driven ‘momentum’

tend to have strong private-public sector partnerships.
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key messages 6: exemplars - tackling worklessness

• Whilst there are many examples of initiatives to raise 

skill levels and tackle worklessness with deprived 

communities, there are actually very few examples of 

initiatives which seek to engage communities to 

address skills gaps and shortages specifically in the 

Visitor Economy.  Cheshire and Warrington therefore 

have a significant opportunity to create models of

• Community based adult education and/or accreditation programmes (eg OCN) 

tend to focus on basic skills and craft based activities, and have not engaged 

with the potential to deliver ’step up’ programmes to the Visitor Economy (ie 

introduction programmes delivered in communities).

• Proactive and innovative recruitment is required to address                                   

large-scale employment.

• An employer-led partnership approach to engaging with deprived   

communities is vital if recruitment and development is to be                         

successful.

• best practice and try out a range of innovative approaches.  In turn, this innovation 

would contribute to addressing the likely skills shortages that will be caused by 

economic growth in the sub-region.



summary of recommendations ïthe five key aims

KEY AIM

1

KEY AIM

2

KEY AIM

3

KEY AIM

4

KEY AIM

5

Harnessing the energy within the Visitor Economy to drive 

forward quality standards, sector initiatives and try out 

innovative ideas

Improve the skills of the workforce in the Visitor Economy to 

develop a ‘must-experience’ service in a ‘must-see destination’

Visitor Economy Workforce Development initiatives are 

underpinned by the unique history, culture and characteristics 

of Cheshire and Warrington

Improve the image of the Visitor Economy as a viable and 

exciting career opportunity

Adopting pro-active and innovative approaches to sector 

recruitment and participation



key aim 1

Improving relationships to facilitate better working practices, 

knowledge-sharing and structured methods of working

Harnessing the energy within the Visitor Economy to drive forward quality 

standards, sector initiatives and try out innovative ideas

• Establish a Strategic Think Tank with employers and visitor economy 

stakeholders who are willing and committed to developing a world-class 

destination and service for visitors

• Work together to more creatively use existing resources to facilitate 

workforce development initiatives, including specialist courses and 

masterclasses  

• Navigate the Visitor Economy in the implementation of Integrated Quality 

Management (IQM) principles (urban and rural) throughout the sub-

region, including the development of an integrated approach to visitor 

feedback and benchmarking best practice, which cyclically informs 

workforce training and development initiatives1

1Feedback from the draft report included two suggestions that there should be a regional focus on foreign language 

skills.  Whilst it was not identified as a major issue amongst employers during our research, it may well assume a 

higher profile in the context of the overall quality of the visitor experience, particularly with the development of 

signature projects across the sub-region and the adoption of IQM principles.  Implementation of Key Aim 1 would 

allow this to be explored by the Strategic Think Tank 
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Drive forward quality



key aim 2

Workforce development initiatives are based on providing a renowned world 

class service and a high quality visitor experience

Improve the skills of the workforce in the Visitor Economy to develop a ‘must-

experience’ service in a ‘must-see destination’
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• Strengthen partnerships between colleges, Business Link, employers 

and other key stakeholders in order to develop a curriculum of training 

and support that directly meets the needs of the visitor economy in 

Cheshire and Warrington

• Support and promote the development                                                                         

of specialist centres of excellence in                                                                        

the hospitality and retail sectors

• Proactively engage with national visitor                                                        

economy skills strategies, supporting                                                                  

the preparation for, and implementation                                                                                      

of new sector qualifications

world class service



key aim 3

Workforce development initiatives are based on providing a customer 

service which is underpinned by destination management, sense of place 

and unique tourism market opportunities

Visitor Economy Workforce Development Initiatives are underpinned by the 

unique history, culture and characteristics of Cheshire and Warrington
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• A tailored ‘Sense of place’ curriculum is 

developed, which can be integrated into 

workforce training, information and induction 

programmes throughout the sub-region.

• Specialised tourism potential (eg food and 

equestrian) is maximised through a unique 

workforce training programme which 

incorporates technical skills, tourism and 

sense of place

sense of 

place



key aim 4

Promoting sector opportunities to ensure the sub-region has a ‘locally grown 

workforce’ to meet economic growth

Improve the image of the Visitor Economy as a viable and exciting career 

opportunity
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promote national sector initiatives and 

qualifications, support career planning, 

and pilot innovative customer service 

programmes

• Support links between employers and 

schools to encourage a cohesive 

approach to career choices, work-based 

learning and pro-active recruitment

improve the sector image as 

a viable career opportunity



key aim 5

Reaching out to communities and those in employment transition, providing 

the opportunities to compete in the visitor economy marketplace and 

adopting an approach to recruitment that focuses firmly on equality of 

opportunity

Adopting proactive and innovative approaches to sector recruitment and 

participation
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S • Link with colleges and lifelong learning providers to promote Visitor 

Economy pathways during enrolment

• Direct recruitment into communities and urban centres, through mobile 

recruitment methods and pre-recruitment initiatives

• Strengthen links with the voluntary sector and adult education providers, 

with a view to developing a unique accredited Visitor Economy pre-entry 

’step-up’ programme tailored to the sub-region

• Work with employers to develop recruitment and interview approaches 

which give candidates the best opportunity to showcase their skills 

innovative approaches        

to recruitment


