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Flexible 
Workforce 
Development 
Fund.

Small and medium-sized enterprises 

(SMEs) across Scotland can access 

training up to the value of £5,000 

delivered by The Open University 

(OU) to support staff development 

leading to enhanced productivity and 

growth.  This fund was first announced 

by the Scottish Government as part 

of the 2020-21: Phase 2 of the Flexible 

Workforce Development Fund (FWDF).

The OU offers SMEs a tailored suite 

of training for their employees and 

volunteers, delivered online through 

our innovative platforms.  It is a highly 

flexible way to access the training your 

organisation needs – in the workplace 

or from home – whilst accommodating 

operational requirements and 

optimising business productivity.

2021-22: PHASE 2 (SMEs)

FUNDING ELIGIBILITY

Phase 2 of the FWDF (since 2020-21) is available to all 

SME employers based or operating in Scotland across 

the private, public and third sectors.  Employers are 

required to provide evidence of their business status as 

part of their FWDF application.  For the purpose of the 

FWDF, a SME refers to any business with less than 250 

employees.  

SMEs can access up to £5,000 of training delivered by 

the OU and are advised to make an application as soon 

as possible, as access to the fund will be on a first come 

first served basis. 

An employer that is both a Levy-payer and a SME can 

access the FWDF from either Phase 1 or Phase 2, but not 

both.  This should be confirmed through the application 

process.

SMEs operating on a Scotland-wide basis or across 

more than one region may submit only one FWDF 

application, either to a college of their choice or the OU 

in Scotland, and they are required to formally declare 

that their application is on behalf of the whole company 

and is their sole FWDF application.
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EMPOWERING YOUR WORKFORCE

An inclusive and diverse workforce 

helps an organisation improve 

business performance – and be 

more agile in an ever-evolving 

world of work.  SMEs are encour-

aged to consider as part of their 

application how they can support 

women workers, workers with dis-

abilities, Black, Asian and minority 

ethnic workers, and other groups 

protected under the Equality Act 

2010, to gain access to training 

through the FWDF.  Upskilling and 

reskilling these priority groups is 

a way to help tackle occupational 

segregation which also addresses 

national skills gaps.  
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We will help businesses with 
a package of relevant online 
training to boost productivity 
and upskill and retrain 
employees particularly in those 
areas where critical skills gaps 
exist across Scotland.
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Addressing  
the skills crisis.

Scottish organisations have spent almost 
£100 million on temporary staffing to 
bridge the nation’s skills gap over the last 
year, despite one in four (26%) making 
redundancies to cut costs in the wake of 
COVID-19*.

Many of Scotland’s SMEs – now 

more so than ever before – 

need to upskill or reskill their 

workforce to adapt to future 

industry needs, boosting the 

labour market and sustainable 

economic growth across the 

nation.

Susan Stewart, Director of The 

Open University in Scotland, 

says: "The Open University 

in Scotland has led in the 

development of new skills 

for those facing redundancy, 

furlough or sectoral job 

pressures as a result of COVID-19.  

This funding allows us to deliver 

support at scale to small and 

medium-sized businesses across 

Scotland providing vital training 

as they adapt to new ways of 

working post-pandemic.

We will help businesses with 

a package of relevant online 

training to boost productivity 

and upskill and retrain 

employees particularly in those 

areas where critical skills gaps 

exist across Scotland."

* The Open University Business Barometer, 2020
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Transforming
Scotland's 
workforce.

The Open University is open to people, places, 
methods and ideas. 

We promote opportunity by widening access to learning 

to all who wish to realise their ambitions – and this 

includes supporting businesses to address their skills 

needs through the provision of exceptional workforce 

development solutions.

As Scotland’s largest provider of flexible higher 

education, with over 50 years’ experience of providing 

innovative distance learning, we are uniquely equipped 

to help employers upskill and reskill their employees to 

meet national skills priorities.  At the OU we are not only 

academic experts – we understand industry too.  That’s 

why so many organisations of all sizes and types choose 

us as their learning and development partner.  

The OU in Scotland engages with enterprise and skills 

agencies, industry and professional bodies to reach 

SMEs and to inform our provision of forward-looking 

training that helps businesses build a workforce for 

the future.  From affordability to scalability, we offer a 

flexible and accessible service to meet every business 

need.  

We work collaboratively with employers to understand 
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their business challenges and to unlock the potential of 

their workforce through our industry relevant learning 

– shaped around their needs.  Our focus on professional 

practice means learners are encouraged and enabled 

to apply their learning in the workplace straight away, 

and businesses benefit immediately from improved 

performance. 

In Scotland, we are currently supporting over 260 

organisations from the Shetland Islands to Dumfries 

and Galloway, to enhance the knowledge and skills of 

over 900 employees.  
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As a SME working with The 
Open University in Scotland 
to develop our workforce, 
we really benefit from the 
university’s experience 
with distance learning 
especially as it is ideal for 
rural businesses looking to 
provide flexible upskilling 
and reskilling opportunities 
to staff within their local 
community."

  Fully funded by the Scottish Funding 

Council (SFC) – up to £5,000 – so there 

are no learning costs to your business

  Increased productivity by your staff 

developing the future skills your business 

requires 

  Reduced time away from the workplace 

– the OU’s digital delivery model allows 

your staff to maximise the time spent 

learning, flexing around the business

  Develop and retain talent, pivoting the 

skills of your workforce to meet specific 

needs

 

 

 
 

  Upskill and reskill existing staff – 

plugging essential skills gaps and future 

proofing your talent pool 

  Learners can apply what they learn 

immediately to their role in the 

workplace, resulting in an instant positive 

impact on the business

  Drive social mobility by creating equality 

of opportunity – giving more people 

access to high-quality training

MARIA BELL, MANAGING DIRECTOR

MESOMORPHIC LTD.

Top  
benefits.
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What training 
is available?

We will support SMEs through 

training at Scottish Credit & 

Qualifications Framework (SCQF) 

Level 10 - undergraduate - or SCQF 

Level 11 - postgraduate - and through 

industry recognised or accredited 

provision.

Our training options focus on areas 

reflecting Scotland’s skills priorities 

– leadership & business, digital 

& IT, health & social care, and the 

green economy – positioning SMEs 

to respond to the impact of the 

COVID-19 pandemic, adapting to new 

ways of working and maximising the 

opportunities to restart, recover and 

renew.

The format of the training available 

will include:

  Short courses – A range of non-

credit bearing CPD opportunities 

available on demand or as 

schedule dcourses.

   Microcredentials – Gain 

specialist knowledge with these 

sector-endorsed courses and 

develop practical skills that can 

be applied in the workplace 

immediately; achieve either 

undergraduate or postgraduate 

credit.

  Undergraduate modules – At 

OU Level 3 (SCQF Level 10) – 

Designed for those in industry 

seeking to develop knowledge, 

skills and capability.

   Postgraduate modules – 

Designed for professionals and 

those with industry experience 

– extending knowledge, skills 

and capability, and developing 

strategic thinking, innovation 

and leadership.

Additionally, SMEs – and their 

communities – are readily able to 

access our extensive range of free 

informal learning resources available 

via our OpenLearn platform to 

support lifelong learning, with 

individuals able to gain statements of 

participation and digital badges.

The provision the OU offers to SMEs 

through the FWDF will continue to 

evolve as we develop new curriculum 

across our range of training products 

and services.  This will be reflected on 

the dedicated website at open.ac.uk/

business/fwdf.  Should you wish 

to explore these options, please do 

speak with us.
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The Open University 
has students in every 
Scottish parliamentary 
constituency.

23%
of Open University students in 

Scotland live in remote or rural areas.

 3 

in 4
Open University students 

in Scotland are in work, 

with over half in full-time 

employment.

11



Benefits of  
choosing The  
Open University.

With the OU you will benefit from:

  Open entry – our supported 

open access policy – 18% of OU 

undergraduate students in 

Scotland join without standard 

university entrance qualifications 

– means that we can support 

your staff at every stage of their 

career.

  Flexibility and no cost for 

learning – we are flexible in 

our delivery methods.  Your 

learners can fit their study 

around organisational priorities, 

meaning less time will be spent 

away from the workplace, and 

because the places are fully 

funded by the SFC there are no 

training costs.
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  Quality and expertise – we have 

a reputation for educational 

excellence and have been delivering 

work-based learning programmes 

and industry relevant learning, 

collaborating extensively with 

employers since the mid-90s.  Your 

learners can learn on the job from 

practising experts, directly applying 

their skills to the workplace right 

away.

  A fully-supportive relationship – 

between the OU and the employer.  

A dedicated Business Advisor 

will work with each business to 

understand their training needs, 

identify solutions from our range 

of training options and support 

an application to the FWDF, and 

provide ongoing support to your 

organisation.

The flexible learning suits 
our staff.  The support and 
resources are excellent, 
allowing study in any 
location.

FRASER FERGUSON, DIRECTOR OF KUBENET LTD.

13



Full guidance for the 2021-22: Phase 2 of 
the FWDF for SME employers is available 
from the SFC*. 

Frequently asked 
questions.

What is the definition of a Small 

and Medium-sized Enterprise 

(SME) employer? 

For the purposes of eligibility 

for the FWDF, a SME is defined 

as a business with less than 250 

employees. 

Are public funded bodies 

eligible for FWDF? 

The Fund is available to all 

SMEs in Scotland across the 

private, public and third sectors. 

Employers must be based or 

operate within Scotland. 

What evidence is required 

from SMEs to demonstrate 

eligibility? 

SMEs are required to submit 

evidence of their status as 

a business with their FWDF 

application. This should normally 

take the form of a copy of one of 

the following: 

• A business bank account.  

• VAT registration  

• PAYE registration  

• Companies House 

information (latest  

accounts, etc.) 

• Registration for self-

assessment tax return 

(HMRC)

What type of training can be 

accessed by SMEs? 

SMEs can access training that 

will have a demonstrable impact 

on their productivity or meet a 

skills need that has occurred due 

to COVID-19.  

*Flexible Workforce Development Fund 2021-22: SMEs (sfc.ac.uk)
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To arrange a meeting to 
discuss your needs, contact 
us at business@open.ac.uk 
or call 0300 303 0122.

Is a training needs analysis 

necessary? 

A training needs analysis should 

form the basis of an application 

for training and the OU will 

work with SMEs to support the 

application process. This process 

will be proportionate to the size 

of the business.  

What training courses are NOT 

supported by the FWDF? 

The FWDF does not support 

provision of industry 

qualifications/training where 

there is a statutory obligation 

required by law, i.e. training 

legally required for businesses 

to operate. This remains the 

employer’s responsibility and will 

not be provided through FWDF.

Mandatory training associated 

with specific job roles where 

employers are looking to provide 

additional training relating to 

skills outwith their employees’ 

core role or relating to a new 

area of work, whilst also required 

by law, would be considered 

as upskilling/reskilling and 

therefore could be supported by 

FWDF.

What is the timeframe for 

funded activity to take place 

under the FWDF? 

All training must be 

contractually agreed by 31 July 

2022 and must be delivered by 

the end of December 2022. 

What happens if The Open 

University in Scotland 

declines an employer’s FWDF 

application? 

The ‘training needs analysis’ 

should ensure an employer’s 

identified training needs reflect 

FWDF criteria and priorities, 

including priority groups 

outlined in the guidance. 

Employers should be notified 

by the training provider, in 

writing, if their application has 

been unsuccessful. It may be 

that as a result of high demand 

for the FWDF, the application 

was unsuccessful; if so, the 

employer’s application would be 

held on a waiting list until funds 

were redistributed or until future 

rounds of funding become 

available.  If an employer wishes 

to appeal a decision taken by 

a training provider they should 

make an approach to the SFC in 

the first instance. Approaches 

will be handled on a case by case 

basis and led by an overseeing 

group of SFC and Scottish 

Government officials. 

Where can FWDF training be 

delivered? 

The Open University in Scotland 

training will be delivered 

online through the University’s 

innovative platforms. 

Next steps.
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