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Introduction

The MSC was created to run public employment and training services, deliver job creation
programmes, and cultivate a highly skilled and motivated workforce. It was initially part of a
broader monetary and fiscal policy targeting inflation, stimulating economic growth and sustaining
full employment. However, from 1976, the MSC was compelled to concentrate on ‘firefighting’
activities to combat massive youth unemployment (Ainley & Corney, 1990, p. 5). Its role
developed dramatically following the election of the Thatcher government in 1979, and its prolific
and contentious activities earned it the derisive epithet ‘Ministry of Social Control’ (Finn, 1986, p.
53). In 1987, with the return of economic growth and demographic decline in numbers of young
people, the MSC was dissolved, reducing trade union influence in favour of employers. The
MSC’s purview was extensive. Coverage of its employment services and role in civil service
reform, quangoisation, and policy centralisation merits separate treatment. This review briefly
examines its influence in training policy.

Key Features of the Manpower Services Commission (MSC)

The MSC was established under the powers of the Employment and Training
Act (1973) as a non-departmental public body of the Department of
Employment. It took the form of a ten-person commission, composed of industry
representatives, trade unions, and local authorities. Its staff and funding grew
substantially over its tenure, from £249 million to £3 billion between 1975-87
(O'Brien, 1988, p. 3). It initially comprised two statutory agencies and later
divisions, for employment services and training, and a third Special Programmes
Division was established shortly after.

Operation dates: 1974-1988
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The origins of the MSC lie in the pervasive anxiety that the UK was facing a dramatic ‘decline’ in
national prominence, productivity, and prosperity (Ainley & Corney, 1990, pp. 8, 119-120;
Edgerton, 2005). ‘Decline’ was frequently attributed to a pervasive, obstructionist, and elitist
political culture, which disdained the transformative power of modern technologies. In this spirit,
the Fulton Report (1968)  identified a lack of professionalism, expertise, and diversity in the Civil
Service. It recommended enhancing independent management through semi-autonomous
agencies. The Department of Employment (DE) moved to consolidate the management of
employment and training agencies, proposed in its Training for the Future (1972), under a new
commission, which became the MSC. It was a ‘nostalgic’ attempt to revive the spirit of the
wartime national coalition government and induce employers (in practice, the Confederation of
British Industry, CBI) to collaborate with unions (the Trades Union Congress, TUC), and
government and local authorities, to coordinate a skills response to a national emergency.  This
included industrial unrest, energy instability, and rampant ‘stagflation’: simultaneous high inflation
(which peaked at around 25% in July 1975, and again to 20% in early 1980, ONS, 2025a) and
unemployment. Unemployment, which had been around 2.6% in 1970, rose to 13.3% by 1983. It
was ‘by far and away the most important issue’ to the public, only briefly overshadowed in 1982
by the Falklands War (Moon, 1983, pp. 303-304). 
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Britain’s education system might be expected to lead the response to this crisis. However, it had
fallen from favour - seen as unsuited to realigning the workforce to the needs of a modernising
economy and supposedly complicit in perpetuating elitist political cultures. Prime Minister James
Callaghan famously urged state intervention in the ‘secret garden’ of the curriculum in 1976
(Silverwood & Wolstencroft, 2023, p. 23). Instead, the apposite instrument was the MSC. The
early activities of the initially obscure Commission comprised prior government provision,
including for specific groups such as disabled people, and Industrial Training Boards (ITBs)
(Howells, 1980, p. 309). ITBs had, since 1964, aimed to shape the volume and character of
employer training through levies and grants in the pursuit of sectoral skills improvement in the
collective interest and long-term national capacity. They were unpopular with employers and the
MSC was envisioned to provide strategic national guidance; the ITBs were later defunded in the
retreat from prescriptive strategies after 1982 (Holmes, 2007; Kaufman, 1986, pp. 134-135).  The
Training Opportunities Scheme offered subsidised training to over 21,000 people by 1979, while
the Job Creation Programme expanded MSC provision beyond areas like bricklaying and motor
mechanics to clerical and commercial training at colleges of further education. In Towards a
Comprehensive Manpower Planning Policy (1976), the MSC explicated its aims to develop the
nation’s workforce for economic benefit while ensuring each worker has the opportunities and
support needed for a fulfilling career (O'Brien, 1988, p. 4). 
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The national situation deteriorated as the decade advanced. Emergency MSC ‘ad hoc special
measures’ included the Job Creation Programme (1975) with an initial grant of £30m, and the 

Context
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 Chaired by John Fulton, concurrent to his vice-chancellorship of the then new University of Sussex
(1959/61-1967).
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 This was a limited ‘corporatist’ forum, more helpfully described as a conciliatory ‘tripartite’ model (Evans,
1992, pp. 6-7, 47-48). Area Manpower Boards, established after 1979, mirrored the MSC’s national tripartite
constitution on a local level and acted as consultative bodies to advise on area specific training needs.
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 Benn and Fairley (1986) described this as an act of ‘national vandalism’ (p. 18) which undermined growth
and long-term planning, but fuller analysis deserves separate treatment (see Bewick, 2025, pp. 76-79, 95-
101)
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Work-Experience Programme (1976). It was recognised that beyond shielding the most
vulnerable, the ‘MSC could do little to tackle the macro-economic causes of unemployment’
(Howells, 1980, p. 313; Goodwin et al., 2020, p. 40). By 1976 the MSC was exploring the
feasibility of providing training for all school leavers. This programme became the Youth
Opportunities Programme (YOP) launched in 1978, with the intention of a five-year intervention
with an estimated expenditure of £150 million (Howells, 1980, p. 314), alongside a smaller Special
Temporary Employment Programme for adults. YOP put 1.8 million 16-17-year-olds through six-
month work experience placements up to 1982. By 1983 more than half of all school leavers were
entering it, but trainees securing jobs on graduation fell from 70% to 30% (Evans, 1992, p. 31).
Nonetheless, the MSC garnered a reputation as a ‘problem-solving force’ and its influential but
‘consensual’ procedures made it a ‘favoured child of ministers’ (pp. 23, 46). Consequently, it was
‘exempted almost entirely from successive rounds of expenditure cuts between 1975 and 1979’
and even gained ‘unsolicited increases’ (Howells, 1980, p. 319).

In the 1980s, the corporatist MSC faced public expenditure cuts in line with the new Conservative
government’s monetarist strategy to control inflation. MSC initiatives, however, were ‘annexed’
(Jones, 1999, p. 77) and deployed as a tool of the strong state to exercise greater political
scrutiny and cultivate free markets. Alan Walters, chief economic adviser to Margaret Thatcher,
explained that the main purpose of labour market measures introduced on her government was to
put ‘some downward pressure on real wages’, particularly for young people which had been a
driver of inflation, and ensure that the policies worked with market focus rather than against them
(Ainley & Corney, 1990, p. 125; Evans, 1992, p. 78). MSC special programmes proceeded to
swell far larger than their precedents under Labour, given urgency following the 1981 riots in
English urban areas with large ethnic minority communities and high unemployment. Under the
New Training Initiative (NTI, 1981), taken forward by the MSC, DE, and DES (Department of
Education and Science), a ‘bewildering array’ of ‘flavour of the month’ provision proliferated
alongside reform of adult education and apprenticeships (Ashford, 1989, pp. 370-371; Evans,
1992, p. 86), including:
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The Youth Training Scheme (YTS) (1983-
1990), by far the largest MSC programme.
Initially primarily one-year programmes, it was
extended to two years from 1986 for all
unemployed school leavers. Like YOP, which it
succeeded, YTS featured work experience but
additionally included off-the-job training, with two
streams: one for the private sector, and one for
public and voluntary organisations. By 1989, 2
million young people had entered YTS. YTS was
marketed as preparing young people for the
increasingly complicated world of work with
transferable skills, but critics condemned it as
enabling employers to circumscribe anti-
discrimination and health and safety legislation
(Patel, 2026). 

Read more: Patel, J., (March 2026).
Youth Training Service (Learning from
the Past, no. 19). Edge Foundation.

https://www.edge.co.uk/research/learning-from-the-past/
https://www.edge.co.uk/research/learning-from-the-past/
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Enterprise in Higher Education (1987), a similar programme to promote ‘enterprise
culture’ for undergraduates (Evans, 1992, p. 95; O'Brien, 1988, p. 7).
Community Programme (1982), providing long-term unemployed people with paid
temporary work on non-substitutive community projects proposed by ‘sponsors’. For
example, Stover Country Park near Dartmoor was ‘enhanced as a public amenity’
including installing new paths and bridges (MSC, 1983, pp. 184-185). Opposition by
voluntary organisations and trade unions argued its exploitative wage of £60 a week
displaced proper services, undercut wage bargaining, and eroded labour standards
(Finn, 1986, p. 53; Short, 1986, p. 45).
Other schemes included Access to IT courses, guidance to jobseekers, and ‘pump
priming’ catalytic programmes (Evans, 1992, p. 87) as well as research into labour
market tendencies. 

The Employment and Training Act (1984), in the face of professional and local opposition,
formalised the principles of NTI, through short-term, outcome-based funding awarded by the MSC
to further education colleges directly, rather than LEAs (Ainley & Corney, 1990, pp. 89-90). The
MSC also pioneered in YTS novel ‘competency-based’ approaches, identifying atomised general
and specific employment-based competencies (Patel, 2026; Payne, 1999, p. 6-7).

By 1987, employment services were removed from the MSC which prompted its reconstitution as
the Training Commission. The following year, the TUC boycotted a planned successor to the YTS
and the Community Programme, an Employment Training scheme for unemployed adults, on the
grounds that it provided minimal skills development and risked the exploitation of participants. In
response the government dissolved the Commission and eventually created the Training and
Enterprise Councils as local employer-led bodies (Evans, 1992, pp. 90-92, 96; Jones, 1999, pp.
108-111). 

Technical and Vocational Education Initiative
(TVEI) (1983-1997), aimed to support school
and college provision of industry-aligned
technical and pre-vocational courses, and
reached around 35% of 14–18-year-olds. It
pioneered centralised competitive funding
awards, pupil profiling practices that normalised
managerialism in schools (Evans, 1992, pp. 61-
65) and governance through tracking
‘performance indicators’. TVEI drew criticism for
its poor performance, undermining of local
education authorities (LEAs), and for
proselytising ‘the moral virtue of free enterprise
and the pursuit of profit’ (Chitty, 1986, p. 85;
Ford, 2021).

Read more: Ford, L. (2021). Technical
and Vocational Education Initiative
(TVEI) (Learning from the Past, No. 6).
Edge Foundation. 

Evaluation

Contemporaries reported flaws in the early MSC in its limited understanding and monitoring
capacities over its rapidly expanding engagements and their national contribution. Its staff lacked 

https://www.edge.co.uk/research/learning-from-the-past/learning-from-the-past-papers/Paper-No-6-Technical-and-Vocational-Education-Initiative-TVEI/
https://www.edge.co.uk/research/learning-from-the-past/learning-from-the-past-papers/Paper-No-6-Technical-and-Vocational-Education-Initiative-TVEI/
https://www.edge.co.uk/research/learning-from-the-past/learning-from-the-past-papers/Paper-No-6-Technical-and-Vocational-Education-Initiative-TVEI/
https://www.edge.co.uk/research/learning-from-the-past/learning-from-the-past-papers/Paper-No-6-Technical-and-Vocational-Education-Initiative-TVEI/


breadth of experience and over-relied on consultants (Howells, 1980, pp. 320, 322, 325). Its
accountability structure prioritised internal visibility over cost-effectiveness or public value. As
such there was likely high deadweight in many schemes. Moon (1983, pp. 322-323) accused the
MSC of using international comparisons to justify policies already decided upon, rather than as a
primary driver of policy innovation. These deficiencies in intelligence systems and audit over a
politically sensitive area persisted after 1979 (Evans, 1992, pp. 25, 100-2; Ashford, 1989, pp.
373-4). The MSC’s role as a conduit for funding, while not by design, was constitutive of its
political utility as a fire hose. Independent grants meant the DE was able to ‘produce places very
quickly on the ground’, far quicker than the DES, which had to make grants to LEAs and ‘exhort
them to deliver’ (Short, 1986, p. 42): YTS was launched in 18 months from conception on a
massive scale (Evans, 1992, p. 70) and TVEI was introduced with ‘indecent haste’ (Chitty, 1986,
p. 76). MSC lacked the ‘caution’ of the Civil Service and the ‘strong tradition of professionalism’
of DES and LEAs and therefore lacked local accountability (Evans, 1992, pp. 70, 79, 83). The
absence of clear parameters for its mission meant the MSC was readily diverted to other
embedded agendas. Its devotion to ‘quick-fix instantism’ (what might now be called ‘quick wins’)
and meretricious headline quantitative targets rather than day-to-day monitoring (p. 75) meant it
became erratic. Its enthusiasm for competency-based assessment, despite virulent practitioner
opposition and scant evidence of its conduciveness towards positive outcomes for learners,
likely derives from this mode of evaluating and tracking policy success.

Consequently, the effectiveness of MSC programmes was not good. MSC strategies failed to
encourage employers to participate in training. The experience of TVEI was that employers were
loath to invest ‘in areas which they considered to be a public responsibility’ from which they
derived little direct benefit (Evans, 1992, p. 82) such as IT skills. Larger MSC programmes, like
YOP and YTS, are remembered as concentrating on low-skill employment and work placements
in routine employment such as retail and administration unlike the skill-specific craft training of
the ITBs (Ainley & Corney, 1990, p. 56). Few official evaluations of YTS effectiveness were
conducted, and contemporary and later reviews show it had low completion rates, lacked
credibility, and failed to ensure equitable outcomes (Finn, 1986; Furlong, 1993; Maguire, 2022,
pp. 6-7; Patel, 2026). The regime of performance indicators (Helsby & Saunders, 1993) and
competency-based assessment and teaching was criticised as failing to impart a comprehensive
understanding of the systems within which trainees could wield their associated practical skills
(Ainley & Corney, 1990, p. 140; Patel, 2024). At times the MSC issued ‘directives forbidding
discussion of social and political issues in certain schemes’ (Benn & Fairley, 1986, pp. 6-7).
There was some room for agency for tutors and students to navigate the programme creatively
(Parsons, 1990). But this ‘new vocationalism’, where disengagement meant the withdrawal of
benefits (described as a form of ‘blackmail’), was coercive. For critics, the aim was to undermine
‘the power of the organised working class […] by creating a new generation of workers who will
be pliant, adaptable, non-unionised, and grateful for any job whatever the conditions’ (Finn,
1986, p. 54).

To the end that the MSC was put towards other national party political priorities (Bewick, 2025,
pp. 109-110), it might be measured as having some ‘success’. The TUC clung to the MSC to
preserve their influence. Labour exhibited ‘policy confusion with regard to the MSC’ (McCaig,
2000, pp. 115-116), but its ‘palliatives’ had utility in concealing the extent of unemployment.
The Conservatives by contrast ‘had no such embarrassment or hesitation’ and explicitly used
it for monetarist purposes (Ainley & Corney, 1990, pp. 126-127; Benn & Fairley, 1986, p. 4).
This included popularising enterprise culture, subverting local authorities, and undermining 
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trade unions, in a form that hived off civil service operational capacities and rendered them, in
time, substitutable through privatisation (Ainley & Corney, 1990, p. 140).4
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 Jones (1999) quotes a former minister, Employment Department who recalled the replacement of the
Training Commission with Training and Enterprise Councils was ‘a privatisation of the MSC’ disguised as
giving leadership in skills policy to businesses (p. 126).
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 Though NEET is a more expansive category than youth unemployment (Maguire, 2022, p. 12). For
comparison at time of writing in late 2025, unemployment was measured at around 5% (ONS, 2025b) and
inflation was around 4-5% (ONS, 2025a).

5

Lessons learnt

Following its demise, the MSC was ‘widely and harshly condemned’ (Evans, 1992, p. ix).
Nonetheless, the appeal of a ‘MSC for the twenty-first century’ directing employment and
training in service of ‘social, economic, and environmental concerns’ (Simmons, 2022, p. 5)
endures, most recently around Skills England (Hill, 2024). The skills brief has been returned to
one of the descendants of the DE, the Department of Work and Pensions. In the third quarter
of 2025, 12.7% of young people aged 16 to 24 were NEET (Not in Employment, Education, or
Training) (Powell & Murray, 2025), the highest level in a decade.  In circumstances with
resonances with the 1970s and 1980s, the experience of the MSC is worth considering. 

5

The MSC’s corporatist form and commitment to deriving policy through concord have
resonance with growing interest today in models of ‘stewardship’ (Hallsworth, 2011) and it
might have been able to use that consensus to instigate its own policy initiatives (Keep, 2006,
p. 50; Moon, 1983, pp. 323-324). However, tripartism was also coercive, particularly
weakening trade union solidarity. The MSC’s corporatist structure further excluded trainees, its
hierarchical approach bypassed local democratic bodies, and its unwillingness to engage
professional teaching and delivery staff prompted its vigorous denunciation as imperialist
(Ainley & Corney, 1990, p. 139; Benn & Fairley, 1986, p. 7). 

The MSC represents a divergent central policy flirtation with interventionism and a departure
from voluntarism or compulsion (Evans, 1992, p. 198; Evans et al., 2025, p. 37; Keep, 2006).
Unfortunately, the MSC primarily seems to offer a negative example. Ainley and Corney
(1990) accused the MSC of unwittingly bolstering ‘industry’s arrogance and ignorant attitude
towards manpower’ (p. 128). It overemphasised supply-side reform, focusing on individuals
within the overall labour market, rather than ‘improving the internal manpower practices of
each firm’ and impressing on them a collective responsibility to meet their own training needs
(p. 129). YTS and other interventions operated as monetarist instruments which rendered
demand-side tools politically suspect. Declinism and the charge of a deficit of ‘entrepreneurial
values’ furnished a convenient rationale for shifting responsibility while absolving the state and
its stakeholders of responsibility (Benn & Fairley, 1986, pp. 9-11; Merson, 1995, p. 304).
These interventions affirmed the very narrative they purported to address. Historians have
challenged declinist accounts, instead favouring narratives around deindustrialisation
(Tomlinson, 2016) and the energising force of the state (Edgerton, 2006; Mazzucato, 2024). A
comprehensive employment and training policy should be framed around distribution and long-
term capacity, rather than narratives of deficit and decline. An organisation with clear
parameters, modelled on the MSC’s original ambition, could help to deliver such an agenda.
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