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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

Apprenticeship Policy 

Apprenticeships have a long history in the UK. The scope they offer for simultaneously 

addressing both youth unemployment and employer skills gaps makes them an attractive 

and valuable tool for Government. As a result, apprenticeship expansion has been the heart 

of recent skills policy.  

Since the Coalition government came to power, the volume of apprenticeships starts in 

England has risen by around 80%. This expansion has primarily been achieved through 

growth in adult apprenticeships, involving the training of existing employees, particularly in 

the service sector. Sectors such as Business and administration, Health and Care, Retail 

and commercial enterprise have grown most rapidly. Expansion was also accompanied by 

concerns about quality. In response, standards relating to the duration of apprenticeships, 

the amount of training to be provided, the level of English and maths skills to be included 

have been tightened, resulting in greater rigour. However, enduring concerns about a loss of 

focus; the apprenticeship brand being stretched to include employability; and the training of 

staff in their existing roles, has led to a further period of intense policy review. In response to 

the recent Richard Review, Government is now asking employers to develop a series of new 

apprenticeship standards for the occupations in their industry and to focus these standards 

on the up-skilling of people in a new job or role for which they need a substantial training to 

become fully competent. Accompanying this, there will be a requirement for employers, large 

and small, to make a cash contribution to the cost of apprenticeship training, claiming back 

part of these costs in the form of grants from the Skills Funding Agency in the first instance 

and, potentially, via the tax system in the longer term.  

Key concerns 

There is a widespread concern that, despite the Government’s commitment to growing or at 

least maintaining apprenticeship numbers, the volume of apprenticeship starts has started to 

fall. There was a 12% drop in the number of apprenticeship starts by 16 to 18 year olds 

between 2011/12 and 2012/13 and signs of a 50% fall in apprenticeship starts by people 

aged 25 plus in the first six months of 2013/14. The introduction of loans for higher level 

apprenticeships has led to a dramatic decline on demand for apprenticeships among this 

group.  

Providers have concerns about the slow take up of Traineeships, designed support the 

acquisition of employability skills and as a progression route to apprenticeships. In response, 

Government has reduced the minimum Traineeship duration, from six to three weeks.  

They also have concerns that asking employers to pay for apprenticeship training (and the 

bureaucracy associated with reclaiming part of their costs) will lead to a further drop in 

apprenticeship numbers, particularly among SMEs. The collapse in volumes that followed 
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the introduction of loans supports this and is suggestive of a level of weakness in the 

apprenticeship market.  

There are concerns that the new apprenticeship standards may work well for larger 

employers, but be difficult to transfer to small and micro enterprises where employees are 

more likely to multi-task and perform a wide set of functions.  

In addition, providers express concerns about: 

 Difficulties experienced in finding enough suitable candidates for apprenticeships in 

some sectors, leading to a rise in unfilled apprenticeship vacancies;  

 the depth and impartiality of information, advice and guidance given in schools, 

resulting to a lack of awareness about apprenticeship opportunities;  

 low apprenticeship wages and high travel costs in rural areas making 

apprenticeships unattractive;  

 a minority of unscrupulous failing to convert apprenticeships into permanent jobs, in 

effect using apprenticeship as cheap labour and thereby devaluing the brand.   

SFA/NAS are aware of these concerns and are focused on improving IAG, removing poor 

quality provision, focusing expansion in sectors prioritised in the industrial strategy, and 

raising the proportion of apprenticeships delivered at Advanced or Higher Level.  

Apprenticeships in the Heart of the South West 

The proportion young people in HotSW who participate in apprenticeships is above the 

national average, though there are significant variations across the area.  

In 2012/13, 9,750 workplaces in HotSW employed the average equivalent of 1.75 

apprentices each.  While the number of employers offering apprenticeships in the HotSW 

area has been rising, the rate of growth has been slower than that found nationally.   

As was the case nationally, apprenticeship growth in HotSW has been driven by the rise in 

adult apprenticeships. Growth in apprenticeship starts by people aged 25 and older 

accounted for over 70% of all apprenticeship growth between 2006/07 and 2012/13. During 

this period the number of 16 to 18 year old apprenticeships has been more or less static. 

While young people aged 16 to 18 accounted for around 60% of all apprentices in 2006/07, 

they account for 26% today. There are, however, signs of a recent turnaround, in response 

to national and Skills Funding Agency policy.  

Similarly, in response to national policy, the proportion of apprenticeships delivered at 

Advanced and Higher level within HotSW has risen from 28% in 2005/06 to 38% in 2012/13. 

This is mainly due to a rise in the proportion of Advanced and Higher apprenticeships 

undertaken by adults, aged 25 and over. The proportion of Level 3 plus apprenticeships 
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undertaken by 19 to 24 year olds has been roughly consistent, at around 37%. The 

proportion of Level 3 plus apprenticeships undertaken by 16 to 18 year olds, has risen slowly 

but from a low base, from 22% in 2005/06 to 26% in 2012/13. In the German / Austrian / 

Swiss model, the vast majority of apprenticeships, which is the chosen route for around 40% 

of all 16 to 18 year olds, are at Level 3.  

Data on the volume of employers advertising and individuals applying for vacancies via the 

NAS online matching service reflects both popularity and effectiveness of NAS’ service as 

well as underlying market trends. It does, however, suggest that the number of advertised 

vacancies grew by 40% and the number of individuals looking for vacancies grew by 12% 

between 2011/12 and 2012/13. It also shows that that there is a high level of demand for 

apprenticeships (measured in terms of applications per vacancy) in Arts, Media and 

Publishing, Education & Training; Engineering & Manufacturing Technologies and 

Information and Communication Technologies. Leisure, Travel and Tourism, and Retail and 

Commercial Enterprise have low levels of demand.  

Growth in apprenticeship starts has been fastest in service sectors such as Health & Social 

Care, Business Administration, Management, Retail and Customer Service. There was 

significant growth in Improving Operational Performance, focused on improving the quality of 

goods of services in manufacturing, but very slow growth in Construction (relevant to 

Hinkley), IT, Creative and Digital media and Engineering. Indeed the total number of 

apprenticeships starts in these five strategic sectors in 2012/13 was the equivalent to just 

equated to just 9% of all apprenticeship starts (or 54% of the starts in Health and Social 

Care alone).  

Relative to England, HotSW LEP has a higher than average concentration of provision in 

Construction and lower than average concentrations of provision in a number of Framework 

areas that are important to the local economy, such as Engineering, Hospitality and 

Catering, Food Manufacture and Creative, Digital Media and IT and Telecoms Professionals.  

The inference is that) expansion appears to be occurring ‘naturally’ in some large sectors, 

but not in some smaller strategically important sectors, making the case for taking a focused 

approach to the use of LEP discretionary resources.  

Conclusions and recommendations 

While all apprenticeships are valuable, they are not all of equal value. The task for HotSW 

LEP is to consider the type of apprenticeships that will yield the greatest benefits to the 

region in terms of growth and jobs and to identify how to use the limited resources at its 

disposal.  

HotSW LEP has access to £27m of ESF, part of which could be used to support its skills 

goals through the delivery of apprenticeship. If, in a theoretical world, 100% of the LEP’s 

ESF were dedicated to apprenticeships, this would amount to a budget of £3.85m per 

annum, compared to an annual SFA budget for apprenticeship delivery of around £25m. A 

highly targeted approach is needed.  
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In addition to direct commissioning, HotSW LEP has an important role to play in influencing 

the focus of mainstream provision. National policy in future will focus apprenticeship funding 

on: supporting young people and those out of work to make the transition into the labour 

market; supporting people who require a significant degree of up-skilling (particularly at 

Level 3 and above) to become fully competent in a new occupation / role; and supporting the 

delivery of industrial policy, at national and local level. We believe that this is efficient and 

rational and that local strategy should support this.  

Recommendations 

1. National policy remains highly fluid. Major changes in both the content and funding 

arrangements for apprenticeship are already in train. Until the impact of these is 

clear, the LEP should be cautious, limiting itself to targeted interventions at the local 

level designed in response to specific opportunities and needs.  

2. The LEP should not allocate funding to local AGE Grants (focused on driving up the 

supply of apprenticeships) until at least December 2015, when the current 

programme concludes and has been fully evaluated. Any additional employer grant 

programmes established after that date should be highly targeted i.e. focused on 

specific industrial sectors (where a shortfall in the supply of apprenticeships relative 

to demand can be demonstrated) and on younger people.  

3. The LEP has an important role to play in driving up employer awareness and uptake 

of apprenticeships, e.g. through ambassador programmes, particularly in the light of 

diminishing NAS capacity.  

4. The LEP should endorse national policy which focuses apprenticeship funding on a) 

helping younger people (aged under 25) to enter the labour market; b) the acquisition 

of skills at Level 3 and above and c) supporting delivery of national / local industrial 

policy.  

5. The LEP should investigate steps that it could take to raise young peoples’ 

awareness of apprenticeship opportunities and to enhance the information, advice 

and guidance provided within schools.  

6. HotSW LEP should seek influence mainstream apprenticeship provision, working in 

partnership with the SFA and NAS, as well as determining priorities for directly 

commissioned / ESF-funded provision.  

7. Given the limited resources at the LEP’s disposal, directly targeted provision should 

be focused on delivering the priorities set out in the LEP’s Strategic Economic Plan 

and EU Structural and Investment Fund Strategy.  
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8. However, the LEP’s approach to commissioning should also be demand-led, allowing 

employers, providers and other project promoters to identify those interventions that 

will deliver best value to their sector, cluster or area.  

9. To make the LEP’s resources go further, project promoters should be asked to 

demonstrate why their project(s) cannot be delivered through mainstream 

programmes and how it complements mainstream provision / funding.  
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INTRODUCTION 

This report was commissioned by the Heart of the South West Local Enterprise Partnership 

(HotSW LEP) in May 2014.  

In 20102, the Heseltine Review1 argued that LEPs have had ‘a new strategic role in skills 

policy’ and responsibility for:  

 aggregating and articulating employer demand for training;  

 developing business and skills plans that set out these needs;  

 using these plans as a basis for both: 

  negotiating with the supply side;  

 unlocking government growth funds for local investment, including developing 

strategies EU SIF investment.  

Although the amount of money devolved to local level fell short of the Heseltine 

recommendations, LEPs now have an important role in focusing skills investment, exercised 

through influencing mainstream provision (‘negotiating with the supply side’) and through 

direct commissioning of provision with funds held by the LEP.  

The overarching goal of this investment is expressed in the LEP’s Strategic Economic Plan, 

which, having been worked up with partners, establishes a vision local growth and jobs. The 

steps needed to deliver this vision are further developed in the LEP’s Local Growth Deal and 

its EU Structural and Investment Fund strategies, the latter of which sets out priorities for 

investment of £43.3m of European Social Funding (ESF) between 2014 and 2020.  

The challenge now for the LEP is to understand: the direction of national apprenticeship 

policy, and how changes in this may impact on training and skills levels in the area; patterns 

of local apprenticeship provision, and the extent to which these align with the LEP’s 

objectives; and, how to move forward, from the process of setting strategic goals to 

operational delivery and contracting.  

This report, completed with a limited budget and timetable, aims to support the LEP in 

gaining insights in these areas and to help the LEP and its partners to developing their 

thinking in how to move forward. Although we make a number of recommendations, we 

suggest that should be subject to further discussion and consideration within the partnership, 

rather than taken as a template for future action. We trust that this is helpful.  

                                                 
1 Hesaltine, M. No stone unturned in pursuit of growth, BIS, 2012 
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BACKGROUND 

Apprenticeships have a long history in Britain, going back to the Guilds of the middle ages. 

At that time, they existed as a route by which young people entered a trade and became 

licensed to practice as a skilled artisan.  Through the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, 

they spread into newer industries such as engineering, shipbuilding, plumbing and electrical 

trades - until by the mid 1960s, there were an estimated 240,000 apprentices in the UK. 

Thereafter, the number fell back to less than 60,000 by 1990, due to declining manufacturing 

employment, growth in full-time post-16 education and expansion in alternative programmes, 

such as the Youth Training Scheme (YTS).  

Under YTS, young people were trained while on work experience and placements, resulting 

in a relatively weak bond between employer and trainee. Criticism of YTS2 coupled with 

concern about intermediate level skills shortages led, in 1994, to the creation of ‘Modern 

Apprenticeships’ at Level 3. Since 1994, apprenticeships have been subject to nearly 

incessant re-structuring and re-branding.  Broadly, however, the main changes have been: 

 expansion in the service sector; 

 the introduction of Level 2 apprenticeships in 2000; 

 the introduction of Adult Apprenticeships in 2004; and 

 the addition of ‘theoretical’ learning alongside the central technical training.  

Apprenticeship policy remains extremely dynamic. The impact of the current round of 

reforms has yet to be fully understood, creating complexity for those wondering how best to 

intervene at local level.    

The attraction of apprenticeships, however, is that the simultaneously offer a route for:  

 addressing youth unemployment and supporting young making the difficult transition 

from education into work;  

 raising the esteem of vocational training, which in the UK has been considered a 

residual option for the less academically able for far too long; and 

 addressing skills gaps, increasingly at level 3, constraining the growth and 

productivity of British industry.   

For years, UK experts and politicians have tended to look admiringly to Germany, Austria 

and Switzerland where over 40 per cent of school-leavers enter three-year apprenticeships, 

                                                 
2 The main criticisms were that they attained low levels of job and qualification outcomes and could amount to a 
form of cheap labour for employers and device for keeping youth unemployment figures down. See for example, 
The Independent ‘Youth training schemes a disgrace and failure, says Labour’, February 1995, 
http://www.independent.co.uk/news/youth-training-scheme-a-failure-and-a-disgrace-labour-says-1572820.html  

http://www.independent.co.uk/news/youth-training-scheme-a-failure-and-a-disgrace-labour-says-1572820.html


12  Apprenticeships – Heart of the South West 

gaining well respected qualifications at Level 33. This admiration is understandable. These 

counties have high-levels of productivity in industrial sectors we are trying to expand and low 

levels of youth unemployment. Figure 1 shows that while adult unemployment in the UK and 

Germany are broadly comparable, there is a vast difference between our respective youth 

unemployment rates. In the UK, 20.5% of young people aged 16 to 24 are unemployed. The 

figure in Germany is just 7.9%. The scale and quality of their apprenticeship system is a 

major contributor to this.  

Figure 1: Youth and adult unemployment, UK v’s Germany, 2013 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: Labour Force Survey, via Eurostat 

Although there is much to be learnt from continental models, the fact that they developed in 

different economic, labour market and social partnership contexts to our own means that 

they are not readily transferable.  However, the comparison does highlight the valuable role 

apprenticeships play in simultaneously addressing unemployment and employers’ skills 

needs and the scope for expansion that exists here. The only caveat is that a tension can 

exist if efforts to expand the number of apprenticeship opportunities too rapidly, results in 

artificial demand and downward pressure on rigour and quality4.  

                                                 
3 Hilary Steedman, The State of Apprenticeships 2010, p.3, London School of Economics & Political science, 
2010. http://cep.lse.ac.uk/pubs/download/special/cepsp22.pdf  
4 Hartley R and Richmond T, Simply Learning: Improving the Skills System in England , Policy Exchange, 2011 
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APPRENTICESHIP POLICY 

The Drive for Apprenticeship Growth 

Although it pre-dates the Coalition, apprenticeship expansion is a central objective of the 

current Government’s skills policy.  

In opposition, the Conservatives criticised Labour’s showpiece adult skills programme, Train 

to Gain (T2G), arguing that it was overly focused on the accreditation of existing skills and 

that it subsidised training that employers might have delivered anyway.  On coming to 

power, the Coalition rapidly began transferring funding from T2G into apprenticeships, which 

it put "at the heart of our mission to rebuild the economy".5 

Table 1 shows that while the Adult Skills Budget as a whole has been falling, the 

apprenticeship budget more than doubled between 2009/10 and 2012/13. Since then, the 

rate of growth has slowed and is projected to be almost static for 2014/15.  

Table 1: SFA Budget for Adults Skills and Adult Apprenticeships6 

2009/10 2010/11 2011/12 2012/13 2013/14 2014/15

Adult Skills Budget 2,835,871 2,834,542 2,711,252 2,467,875 2,218,311

% Growth 0% -4% -9% -10%

Minimum expectation 

for Apprenticeships 348,000        548,000        605,000 714,800 763,600 770,303

% Growth 57% 10% 18% 7% 1%  
Source: BIS: Rigour & Responsiveness in Sk ills, April 2013, BIS Sk ills funding Statements 2013-2016 

(Feb 2014) and BIS: Sk ills Investment Statement 2011- 2014 (Dec 2011).   

As expected, these budgetary changes prompted T2G providers to work intensively with 

employers to convert T2G programmes into apprenticeships by adding theoretical and 

‘functional skills’ elements to the vocational qualification, which was the main feature of T2G. 

As a result the volume of apprenticeships rose dramatically, particularly between 2010 and 

2012.  

                                                 
5 David Cameron, Speech 11 th March 2013, http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-21734560  
6 Funding for 16-18 Apprenticeships is subject to demand from employers and individuals, rather than budgetary 
restrictions. We therefore look at apprenticeship volumes rather than budgets for this age group.  

http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-21734560
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Figure 2: Total Apprenticeship Programme Starts, HotSW vs England, 2005/06 - 

20012/13 (Index 2005/06 = 100) 
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Source: The FE Data Library 
 

The success in driving up apprenticeship numbers was such that in January 2013, BIS were 

able to announce that Apprenticeship starts had ‘topped half a million’ in 2011/12, ‘an 

increase of 13.9 per cent on the preceding year and 86.1 per cent since 2009/107’. 

Headlines followed to the effect that as many people had began subsidised training in the 

workplace as undergraduate degrees for the first time ever.  

Looking forward, the expectation is that the number of adult apprenticeships will continue to 

grow, albeit at a modest pace, from 673,000 in 2012/13 to 674,000 in 2013/14 and 681,000 

in 2014/15.  

Although the data presented above relates to adults, aged 19 and over, it is important to 

note that growing the number of apprenticeships for 16-18 year olds is a clear government 

priority. Perhaps expediently, Government has not set a specific budget or target for 

apprenticeship expansion among this age group that gives a sense of the scale of its 

aspiration.  

The Apprenticeship Market 

The why the Government was able to achieve such spectacular apprenticeship growth is 

partly due to diverse range of apprenticeship providers in the market, who are used to 

operating in a highly competitive and dynamic environment.  

In 2012/13, there were over 200 apprenticeship providers operating in the Heart of the South 

West, 33 of which supported the delivery of more than 100 apprenticeships. Table 2 shows 

the change in the volume of apprenticeships delivered by the ten largest providers in HotSW. 

                                                 
7 BIS Press Release, 31st January 2013 - https://www.gov.uk/government/news/apprenticeships-starts-almost-
double-in-two-years  

https://www.gov.uk/government/news/apprenticeships-starts-almost-double-in-two-years
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/apprenticeships-starts-almost-double-in-two-years
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Patterns of rapid growth are evident (e.g. HIT Training increasing delivery by 53% in one 

year) as well the diversity of organisations involved. 

Table 2: Largest apprenticeship training providers in HotSW, 2012/13 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: Data Cube 

Nationally, just under two thirds of apprenticeships (63%) are delivered by private sector 

training providers, with just under one third (30%) being delivered by FE Colleges.  

The system is essentially market driven, allowing new companies to enter the market by 

buying existing providers and taking over their apprenticeship contracts; allowing providers 

to sub-contract as a route to expansion; to over-supply with the hope of securing additional 

funds vired from under-performing providers and so on. This can be and has been 

problematic, with providers entering or abandoning the local market depending on prevailing 

conditions, often in the short-term. A case for incrementally building provision, through 

trusted providers that are thoroughly embedded in the local community can certainly be 

made.  

Compared to continental models, our system also gives providers a high degree of discretion 

over factors such as the duration of apprenticeship programmes; the amount of on- and off-

the-job training to be provided; the price and employer contribution.  

The characteristics of apprenticeship expansion 

Expansion by Age 

The conversion of adult training delivered under T2G into apprenticeships resulted in a 

radical change to the demography of apprentices. As Figure 3 shows, while the volume 

apprenticeship starts by 16 to 18 year olds rose 15% (or by 14,800 starts) between 2008/09 

and 2012/13, starts by those aged 25 and over rose by more than 300% (or 172,500 starts). 

Or, looked at another way, 95% of the all apprenticeship expansion was concentrated 

among adults aged 19 and over.  

Babcock Training Limited -7%

HIT Training 53%

Royal Navy 5%

PSC Training -24%

South Devon College 20%

JHP Group Ltd 11%

ACACIA Training -23%

City College Plymouth 5%

Exeter College 15%

Marr Corporation 69%

Bridgewater College 16%
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Figure 3: Apprenticeship Programme Starts by age, England, 2008/9 – 2012/13 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: The FE Data Library 
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market entrants and employees up-skilling and gaining recognition for the jobs they were 

already performing.  
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Figure 4 also shows that this expansion was also concentrated in four sectors: Business, 

administration and law, which saw apprenticeship growth of 324% between 2005/6 and 

2012/13; Health and care, which saw 436% growth; Retail and commercial enterprise, with 

152% growth; and Engineering and Manufacturing technologies, 90% growth. Together 

these four sectors accounted for 95% of total apprenticeship growth over this period.  

Education, ICT, and Leisure and tourism also saw rapid growth in percentage terms, though 

overall volumes remained low. The number of Construction apprenticeships fell.  
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Figure 4: Apprenticeship Starts by Sector, England, 2005/6 – 2012/13 
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This expansion in the service sectors has resulted in rise in female apprenticeships, 

accelerating an existing long-term trend, driven by changes the structure of the wider 

economy, a rise in female employment and the decline of the manufacturing industries that 

traditionally recruited via apprenticeship. Figure 5 shows that in 2012/13 females made up 

55% of apprentices, compared to 47% in 2005/06.  

Figure 5: Apprenticeship Programme Starts by gender, England, 2003/04 – 2012/13 
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Expansion by Level 

An enduring concern about the English system has been the high proportion of 

apprenticeships delivered at Level 2. As Hilary Steedman points out, ‘Australia, England and 

France all offer apprenticeships at more than one level of skill … Of these, England is the only 

country where apprenticeships at Level 2 far outnumber those offered at Level 3. In Australia 

most apprenticeships are at Certificate 3 level and in France just under half are at Level 2. In the 

dual system countries and in Ireland almost all apprenticeships are at Level 38.  

The Government has sought to address this, through the contracting process, focusing  funding 

on expansion at Level 3 plus and through the introduction of Higher Apprenticeships, leading to 

nationally recognised qualifications at Level 4 and above.    

Introduced in 2009, Higher Apprenticeships are a response to the growing demand for 

higher-level skills in the economy and, linked to this, the need to create an attractive 

vocational pathway to higher level skills into professions that have traditionally been the 

preserve of graduates. With strong support from the Coalition, the number of Frameworks in 

which Higher Apprenticeships can be taken has now grown to 28, while the latest BIS 

Research suggests that 20% of advanced apprentices have moved onto Higher Education 

following completion of their apprenticeships9. 

Although the majority of English apprenticeships continue to be at Intermediate Level, 

national policy focused on driving growth in Advanced Apprenticeships can be seen to have 

had some effect, particularly in the latest couple of years. In 2012/13, 43% of all English 

apprenticeship starts were at Level 3 or above, compared to 34% in 2008/09. The number of 

Higher Apprenticeships has also been growing. However this growth has been incremental 

rather than exponential, rising from 110 in 2010/11, to 190 in 2011/12 and 260 in 2012/13.  

                                                 
8 Hilary Steedman, The State of Apprenticeships 2010, p.3, London School of Economics & Political science, 

2010. http://cep.lse.ac.uk/pubs/download/special/cepsp22.pdf  
9 Apprenticeships: progression to higher education  - 2014 update, BIS, May 2014 

http://cep.lse.ac.uk/pubs/download/special/cepsp22.pdf
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Figure 6: Apprenticeship Programme Starts by age, England, 2005/6 – 2012/13 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: The FE Data Library 

Level 2 apprenticeships is, of course, often the right level for the right person in the right job. 

In some industries, such as care, Level 2 can act as a valuable stepping stone to Level 3. In 

other industries, such as electrical engineering, Level 3 can be an absolute entry 

requirement. In other words, while the general principle of seeking to increase the volume 

and proportion of apprenticeships at higher skills levels is entirely reasonable, it is important 

to consider the circumstances and labour market rationale for each area of provision on its 

own merits.  

Returns on gaining apprenticeships 

It is worth looking briefly at the financial returns to individuals gaining apprenticeships, as 

these can be taken as a broad proxy for employer perspectives of the value of apprentices to 

their organisations.  

Research by the UK Commission for Employment and Skills (UKCES) on the wage returns 

to individuals gaining apprenticeships10 found that although there are significant differences 

by qualification, level, sector, age and gender, the over-arching finding was that 

apprenticeships provide significant wage returns to those who undertake and achieve them. 

Apprenticeships at Level 3 are found to command a greater return than those at Level 2, 

though all apprenticeships commanded a wage premium over other qualifications at the 

same level.  

The returns to apprenticeships in manufacturing tend to be greater than those in services, 

with one study, conducted in 2007, showing average apprenticeship pay ranging from £109 

                                                 
10 The Value of Skills: An evidence review, UKCES, July 2010, http://www.ukces.org.uk/publications/er22-the-
value-of-skills  
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per week in hairdressing to £210 in electro-technical engineering11. Strong gender patterns 

in apprenticeship take-up mean that returns tend to be lower for women than they are for 

men. Based on an average overall return to apprenticeships of 18% for men and 14% for 

women at Level 312, one study calculated that creating an 400,000 apprenticeships by 2020 

could generate up to £1.1 billion per year thereafter13. In all, this evidence led UKCES to 

conclude that:  

It is clear that both Apprenticeships and Advanced Apprenticeships pay for the 

individual and the state with substantial wage returns to the holder compared to other 

vocational qualifications. With the qualification being work-based it provides a 

valuable route to higher earnings for those less keen on the academic route. 

The benefits to employers… taken together with the wage return evidence and net 

present value make a powerful case for expanding provision14. 

Quality Concerns & SASE Requirements 

Perhaps unsurprisingly, the translation of this evidence into rapid apprenticeship growth 

raised concerns about quality, particularly in the early years of expansion. Investigations 

such as Panorama’s ‘The Great Apprenticeship Scandal’ lifted the lid on a range of bad 

practice, including extremely short-apprenticeships, poor quality training, a lack of work-

experience and the lack jobs for apprentices when leaving. 

In response, a new set of standards, the Specification of Apprenticeship Standards for 

England (SASE), were introduced in January 2011. These set out the volume of competence 

based, knowledge-based and ‘functional skills’15 that had to be included in all 

apprenticeships and stipulated that apprenticeships must include a minimum of 280 guided 

learning hours a year, 100 of which should be ‘off-the-job’. Although this training requirement 

remained lower than many other models, it still represented a considerable ‘push’ on quality, 

particularly in relation to the requirement for all Intermediate (Level 2) apprentices to achieve 

a minimum of Level 1 English and maths and all Advanced (Level 3) apprentices to achieve 

Level 2 (GCSE equivalent) English and maths to complete their apprenticeship.  

Alongside the introduction of SASE standards, there was a simultaneous push to raise: 

progression rates to advanced and higher apprenticeships; to increase the overall proportion 

of apprenticeships delivered at Level 3; to drive up success rates (e.g. the proportion of 

                                                 
11 Apprenticeship Pay: 2007 Survey of Earnings by Sector, Fong, B. and Phelps. A., Department for Innovation 
Universities and Skills , 2008 

12 A Cost-Benefit Analysis of Apprenticeships and Other Vocational Qualifications , S. Mackintosh, DfES 2006, 
Research Report No. 834 and The Value of Intermediate Vocational Qualifications, S. Mackintosh,  UK 
Commission for Employment and Skills, 2009.  
13 Winkler in A Rapid review of Research on Apprenticeships, Rudd, M., Henderson, R., Usher, D and Hawtin, M.  
Learning and Skills Council, Coventry, 2008.  
14 The Value of Skills: An evidence review, Op. cit., p. 107. 
15 The ‘functional skills’ are English, ICT and Maths and for demonstrating competence in a range of generic 
skills, such as team-working, self-management, creative thinking, reflective learning and effective participation 
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apprentices who complete their Framework); and increase the proportion of apprenticeships 

delivered by providers graded by Ofsted as ‘good’ or ‘outstanding’. 

Taken together these measures have helped to improve the quality of apprenticeships in 

England, though lingering concerns remain. For example, the BIS 2012 Apprenticeships Pay 

Survey, published in October 2013, found that 5% of apprentices reported that they were 

contracted to work for less than required minimum of 16 hours per week while one in five 

apprentices reported that they received neither off-the job nor on-the job training.  

The Richard review of apprenticeships 

In June 2012, just 18 months after the introduction of the SASE Standards, the Government 

Commissioned the Richard Review of Apprenticeships.  

This review argued that the national enthusiasm for the apprenticeship approach had led to 

the definition of apprenticeship becoming stretched, to include on-the-job training undertaken 

by people in their existing roles and programmes focused on primarily entry to employment, 

rather than skills acquisition. ‘We cannot expect apprenticeships to be well regarded if we do 

not make it clear what they stand for’, Richard argued16. There was a need to get back to the 

core essence of apprenticeship, which involves up-skilling of someone in a new job role for 

which they need a substantial amount of training in order to become fully competent. A new 

separate, work-based programme to support entry into employment should be established, 

replacing some Level 2 apprenticeships. To drive up both the quality and quantity of 

apprenticeships there was a need to ‘sharpen the brand’, do delivery apprenticeships 

focused on employer needs that attracted learners to worthwhile experiences and 

meaningful job opportunities.  

To achieve this, there was a need to replace the ‘welter’ of existing qualifications with single 

simple holistic employer-defined ‘test’ at the end of an apprenticeship, focused on identifying 

that the apprentice was finally competent in their new role / occupation. Similar to University 

degrees, the test at the end of an apprenticeship should be graded, enabling employers to 

assess the apprentice’s ability and potential. Apprentices should still be provided with Level 

2 English and maths needed to be competent and confident in any occupation or job. There 

should be a minimum duration for apprenticeships and some mandatory requirement for off-

site learning.  

On the funding side, the report endorsed the existing cost-sharing arrangements, whereby: 

employers pay apprentices wages; apprentices accept lower wages during their 

apprenticeship; and government pays part of the cost of training. However, it also 

recommended that Government funding should be put into the hands of employers. The 

price charged by training providers should be left ‘free to respond to employer demand’, 

while the level of subsidy could be adjusted to reflect the costs of training, to encourage 

SME participation or to support apprentices with low levels of English and maths. Potentially 

                                                 
16 The Richard Review of Apprenticeships, Doug Richard, November 2012 
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the funding, which would be linked to passing the test, could be routed through the tax 

system, though Richard was not prescriptive on this.  

Finally, the report acknowledged a government responsibility for boosting learners and 

employer demand, through active promotion of apprenticeships and ensuring that ‘schools 

and teachers, parents and all those who inform and guide young people have a better 

understanding of what a high quality apprenticeship can offer’.  

Traineeships 

In line with Richard’s concern that ‘apprenticeship’ as a brand was becoming stretched, to 

include activities focused more on entry-to-employment rather than skills acquisition, a 

national Traineeships programme was introduced in August 2013. Traineeships are focused 

on helping 16-24 year olds to develop the skills they need to take up either employment or 

an Apprenticeships by combining a defined core (work preparation, a work-experience 

placement of up to 26 weeks and English & Maths) with a high degree of flexibility. Providers 

and employers can add content to the programme to reflect the needs of the labour market 

and individual participants. This could include IAG, tasters in one or more sectors, additional 

skills training or ongoing support and job search for people while in placements. 

Slow take up of Traineeships (with provisional data suggesting there were 7,400 Traineeship 

starts nationally in the first three quarters of the 2013/14 academic year) has resulted in a 

reduction in the minimum duration for a Traineeship from six weeks to three weeks.  

The Future of Apprenticeships in England 

In its response to the review, The Future of Apprenticeships in England: Implementation 

Plan (BIS, Oct 2013), the Government accepted the majority of Richard’s recommendations, 

subject to testing them through ‘Trailblazers’ in eight sectors17. Although the Trailblazers are, 

ostensibly, pilots, and the Government recognises that it will take time to move from the 

existing programme to the new approach, the direction of travel is clear.  The Government’s 

aim is that from 2017/18 all new apprenticeship starts will be based on new standards, 

designed by employers, involving holistic assessment, predominantly at the end of an 

apprenticeship, with apprentices achieving a pass, merit or distinction. The new 

apprenticeships will have to last for at least one year and include mechanisms to ensure that 

apprentices spend at least 20% of their time away from the workplace in off-the-job training 

are being considered. The English and math requirement is also being raised.  

Since October 2013, employers in each of the initial Trailblazer sectors (supported by 

Professional bodies, Training provider representatives and Assessment experts) have 

developed new standards for delivery during forthcoming academic year, 2014/15. A second 

phase Trailblazers in 29 additional sectors has already been announced, with a third phase 

                                                 
17 Aerospace, automotive; digital industries; electrotechnical, energy and utilities; financial services; food and 
drink manufacturing and life sciences & industrial sciences 
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planned for September 2014. In essence, the policy is ‘full steam ahead’, until the election at 

least.  

Trailblazer funding rates for 2014/15 have been developed. Although these require 

employers to contribute to training costs for the first time (as well as paying apprentice 

wages), in reality additional contributions to be made to SMEs and enterprises employing 16 

to 18 year olds can be offset against the contribution, reducing it considerably or even 

rendering it negative in some cases. External education and training providers will continue 

to have an important role to play, supporting the majority of workplaces, although employers 

may also deliver the training internally, with external assessment / validation that the 

standards have been met.  

In essence, the system appears to be tough on employers by demanding a mandatory cash 

contribution towards training costs for the first time. But, it is also designed to prevent a 

reduction in apprentice numbers and to ensure the success of the revised programme.  

Current Entitlements  

The SFA fully funds all Apprenticeship frameworks that are started before an apprentice’s 

19th birthday. If an apprentice progresses from a Level 2 Intermediate apprenticeship to a 

Level 3 advanced framework, this will also be fully funded, provided the Level 3 starts before 

the apprentice’s 19th birthday. 

The SFA Funding Rules for 2013/1418, released in March 2013, originally stated that the 

SFA would co-fund all 19+ apprenticeship frameworks, unless: 

 apprentices were entitled to enhanced funding19; or 

 were aged 24 or over and studying an advanced-level or higher Apprenticeship, in 

which case they can apply for a Loan. 

As we demonstrate in the next section, the introduction of loans for Advanced and Higher 

apprenticeships resulted in a dramatic drop in uptake, as a result of which this policy was 

reversed after six months.  In March 2014, the SFA / BIS noted that ‘loans are not the 

preferred funding route for employers or prospective apprentices’ and announced that ‘in 

readiness for the reformed Apprenticeships, apprentices aged 24 and over will no longer be 

required to take out a Loan20’. 

 

                                                 
18 http://readingroom.skillsfundingagency.bis.gov.uk/sfa/frprintfinalv2.pdf 
19 By virtue of disability, ill health, a custodial sentence or being a carer for example.  
20 Skills Funding Statement 2013-2016, SFA / BIS, March 2014 
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KEY CONCERNS 

Although we have touched upon these earlier, in this section we look in greater depth at the 

principle concerns expressed about national apprenticeship policy, as these provide 

important context for intervention at the local level.  

The number of apprentices appears to be falling 

There is a widespread concern that, despite the Government’s commitment to maintaining or 

gradually growing apprenticeships, the volume of apprentices has started to fall. The data 

suggests that this concern, which has been picked up by opposition politicians, has some 

justification and that between 2011/12 and 2012/13, the volume of apprenticeship starts 

across England fell by 2%, with the decline being particularly concentrated among people 

aged under 19, who are a key target group for expansion.  

Table 3: Apprenticeship Starts, England, 2011/12 v’s 2012/13 

Under 19 19-24 25+ All Ages

2011/12 128,600 159,700 226,700 515,000

2012/13 113,000 163,500 227,700 504,200

Volume change -15,600 3,800 1,000 -10,800

% change -12% 2% 0% -2%

All Apprenticeships

 

Source: The FE Data Library, Apprenticeship Programme Starts by Region, Level and Age  

Provisional data, shown inTable 4, suggests that this decline has accelerated and that the 

volume of adult apprenticeships delivered in the first six months of this year has halved on 

2012/13.   

Table 4: Apprenticeship Starts, England, 2012/13 v’s 2013/14 

Under 19 19-24 25+ All Ages

Aug to Jan 2012/13 73,600 86,500 99,700 259,800

Aug to Jan 2013/14 71,100 76,000 49,100 196,200

Volume change -2,500 -10,500 -50,600 -63,600

% change -3% -12% -51% -24%  

Source: The FE Data Library, Apprenticeship Programme Starts by Region, Level and Age  

Drilling further down, the data suggests that there were just 5,800 Advanced apprenticeships 

starts and 300 Higher Apprenticeship starts by adults aged 25+ nationally in the first 6 month 

of 2013/14, compared to 109,000 and 6,700 starts in 2012/13 as a whole. The need to take 

out loans clearly had a dramatic effect on demand for apprenticeships. The scale of the 

decline is also suggestive of a fragility in the market for adult apprenticeships at Advanced 

level, the level on which the Richard Review suggests apprenticeships should be focused.  
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Traineeships 

There are concerns about the slow take up of Traineeships. To encourage take up, 

Government has reduced the minimum duration for Traineeships, from six to three weeks 

along with extending funding availability to 24-year-olds by removing the ‘16-hour rule’  to 

allow Traineeship participants to continue receiving benefits.  

New Apprenticeship Standards 

Training providers have a number of concerns surrounding the introduction of the new 

Apprenticeship Standards.  

The impact of the Revised Funding Model 

As stated, the new Standards require employers to make a cash contribution to the cost of 

training delivered to people of all age groups in future. Although employers are already 

expected to make a financial contribution to the training costs of 19+ apprenticeships, this 

contribution can be provided in-kind, for example, by using the employer’s own staff, 

premises, materials or equipment. This approach has enabled training providers to deliver 

apprenticeships without asking employers for a cash contribution. Under the new standards 

a cash contribution will be a fundamental requirement for all apprenticeships, including, for 

the first time, apprenticeships for 16-18 year olds. Although employers will be able to recover 

much of their contribution, providers are concerned that this the need to pay up-front, 

coupled with the complexity of the new approach, will erode take-up, particularly by SMEs.  

To an extent this is anticipated by the Richard Review which argues that three is a need to 

‘sharpen the brand’ in the short term, and that a focus on quality in the short term will drive to 

increases in quantity further down the line. The Richard review also advocated resisting a 

‘sales approach’ or setting targets for driving up apprenticeship numbers, suggesting that 

natural employer demand should be allowed to determine volume.  

 Training providers and a number of commentators have concerns that, in future 

apprenticeship numbers will drop dramatically, as we move to a post Richard world in which: 

 A new definition of an ‘Apprenticeship’ is applied, where only entry to occupations 

at Level 3 and above, in more traditional sectors, are considered ‘real’ 

apprenticeships; 

 The introduction of Traineeships, results in a number of current apprenticeships, 

particularly those below Level 2, being reclassified; 

 There is an extension of loans for apprenticeships for people aged 25, where an 

employer will not cover the whole cost of the apprenticeship; 
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 There is a gradual reduction in off-the-job training subsidies provided to 

employers, once the new funding model for apprenticeships is introduced21.  

There was speculation that Traineeships could take up some of the slack left behind by this 

decline and focusing apprenticeships at level 3.  However, the slow rate of take up suggests 

that this is unlikely, while the Government’s response to low take-up, reducing Traineeship 

participation time from six weeks to three, suggests that Traineeships are moving in the 

opposite direction, away from being an alternative Level 2 apprenticeship.   

Framework content 

While the new apprenticeship standards must be designed to work for large and employers 

alike, some providers have concerns about their transferability and relevance to small and 

micro enterprises where employees may be multi-tasking and performing a much wider set 

of functions than employees of larger companies  

Demand for apprentices from individuals 

Providers in Devon and Cornwall are also have concerns about the level of demand for 

apprenticeships by individuals and that difficulties experienced in finding enough suitable 

candidates has resulted in a rising number of unfilled apprenticeship vacancies22.  

Unfortunately, there is a lack of firm data to either support or contradict this view. The 

number of apprenticeship vacancies posted on the NAS online system has continued rising 

from 129,000 in 2012/13 and to 133,000 in the first ten months of 2013/14, despite the 

decline in apprenticeship starts. This is, however, not the only source of apprenticeship 

vacancies and the rise could be indicative of the success of NAS’ apprenticeship vacancy 

matching service rather than there being a super-abundance of apprenticeship opportunities.  

In 2011, the Wolf Report identified that there were about 15 applicants for each 

apprenticeship place, and for some high-profile apprenticeship schemes, such as BT and 

Rolls Royce, a much higher number of applicants per place. However, demand levels do 

vary significantly by sector, age and apprenticeship level.  

A particular concern for apprenticeship providers is the difficulty that they have in gaining 

access to young people in schools from an early age, to raise their awareness of 

apprenticeships and the progression opportunities that these provide for people of all 

abilities. A sense that schools are protective of their ‘market’ and inclined to encourage all 

young people with the ability to pursue academic learning continues to be pervasive.  

A further concern expressed is that the national minimum wage of £2.68 per hour for 

apprentices aged 16 to 18 and those aged 19 and over in the first year of their 

Apprenticeship is insufficient to attract and retain candidates in sufficient numbers. In rural 
                                                 
21 See 21st Century Apprenticeships, Federation for Industry Sector Skills and Standards, 2013 
22 Interview with Craig Marshall, Devon & Cornwall Training Provider Network.  
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areas, the cost of travelling to and from work can consume a considerable proportion of the 

apprenticeship wage, making apprenticeships insufficiently attractive, unless accompanied 

by high quality training, progression and employment prospects.  

Couple with this are anxieties about unscrupulous employers using apprenticeships as a 

source of cheap labour, being insincere in their intentions to convert apprenticeships into 

permanent jobs, resulting in a further devaluing the brand in the eyes of potential applicants.   

 

SFA / NAS PRIORITIES 

The need to address these concerns is tacitly recognised in a great many of the SFA and 

NAS’ key priorities. These are focused on:  

1. Increasing the number of new employers employing apprentices, particularly: 

a. in sectors identified as a priority by the Government Industrial Strategy 

b. by Promoting Apprenticeships and traineeships, ensuring these are better 

understood by employers and that the Apprenticeship brand continues to be 

held in high regard. 

2. Increasing the number of young people starting an Apprenticeship, including those 

starting through a Traineeship, by: 

a.  Developing an effective IAG partnership on Apprenticeships with the National 

Careers Service and key partners;  

b. Clearly communicating the benefits of Apprenticeships, increasing awareness 

and demand for Apprenticeships from individuals, particularly young people. 

3. Supporting the delivery of high quality Apprenticeships, e.g. by: 

a. Removing poor quality provision and reviewing all provision to ensure it meets 

apprenticeship quality standards 

4. Increase the proportion of the Apprenticeship programmes that are at Advanced or 

Higher Level. 

5. Broadening access to the Apprenticeship programme and ensuring access to 

minority groups and people with disadvantages in the labour market.  
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APPRENTICESHIPS IN THE HEART OF THE SOUTH WEST  

In this section, we look at the data that exists on apprenticeship delivery in the Heart of the 

South West, to assess the extent to which national patterns are replicated locally and 

whether there are particular conditions on trends that could provide a focus for local policy 

and intervention.  

Perhaps the first, broad point to make is that the focus on growing apprenticeships has not 

had the desired effect of raising the number of young people undertaking work-based 

learning as a route from education into the labour market. 

Figure 7 shows that although the proportion of young staying in education and training in 

HotSW has risen significantly in the last ten years, this is entirely due to a rise in the 

proportion staying in full-time education. The proportion of 16 and 17 year olds participation 

in work-based learning has fallen, from 9% in 2003 to 6% in 2012.  

Figure 7: Participation in education & training by 16 & 19 years olds, HotSW 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: ONS/DfE 
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number of traditional industries. The high levels of take-up in East Devon result from a large 

Ministry of Defence contract while the presence of Augusta Westland in South Somerset 

may help to account for the high penetration rate there.  

Figure 8: Percentage 16 – 18 year olds starting Apprenticeships by District/Unitary 

Authority Area, 2012/13 
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This pattern changes from age 19 upwards.  
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Figure 9 shows high concentrations of apprentices in East Devon, due the presence of the 

large MoD provider within the District. Interestingly, Torbay has high concentrations of 

apprenticeship among this age group, while Exeter lies at the other end of the spectrum. 

This could be due to individuals and employers using apprenticeships as a stepping stone to 

fully-paid jobs, which are more accessible, without an apprenticeship, in areas where the 

local economy is more buoyant.   

It is also evident that the proportion of young people starting apprenticeships in HotSW is 

higher than the national average all age groups.  
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Figure 9: Percentage of 19 to 24 year olds starting Apprenticeships by District/Unitary 

Authority Area, 2012/13 
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Source: The Data Service / ONS 2013 Mid-year Population Estimates 

Figure 10: Percentage of adults (aged 25+) starting Apprenticeships by 

District/Unitary Authority Area, 2012/13 
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Apprenticeship growth 

Figure 11 shows that, the pattern of apprenticeship expansion and contraction  between 

2005/06 and 2012/13 was broadly similar across different areas of the HotSW. That said, 

Plymouth shows a slightly more volatile trend, with faster rates of expansion and contraction, 

than Devon.  

Figure 11: Apprenticeship Starts, HotSW Authorities, 2005/06 - 20012/13 (Index 

2005/06 = 100) 
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Workplaces with Apprentices 

In 2012/13, 9,750 workplaces in the HotSW area employed an apprentice. With 17,350 

apprentices in total, this equates to c1.75 apprentices per workplace, although in reality, a 

majority of workplaces will have just one apprentice, while a small number have larger 

numbers.  

Table 5 suggests that while the number of employers in HotSW offering apprenticeships has 

been growing, the rate of growth locally has been slower than that seen nationally.  

Table 5: Number of workplaces with apprentices, HotSW & England, 2010/11 – 2012/13 

 2010/11 2011/12 2012/13

HotSW 8,130 8,910 9,750

% Growth - HotSW 10% 9%

England 173,600 204,800 228,700

% Growth - England 18% 12%  
Source: FE Data Library 
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Apprenticeship Grants to Employers (AGE Grants) 

AGE Grants support enterprises employing young apprentices aged 16 to 24. Under the 

current programme, which runs to 31st December 2015, grants of £1,500 are available to 

employers with fewer than 1,000 employees who are new to apprenticeships or who have 

not enrolled an apprentice in the previous 12 months. 

Over the 16 month period between February 2012 and July 2013, employers in the Heart of 

the South West LEP area received a total of 1,860 AGE Grants. This equates to a total 

annual budget of c. £2.1m. Around two thirds of payments were made to employers 

recruiting young people aged 16 to 18, and one third to those employing young people aged 

19 to 24.  

Table 6 shows the distribution of AGE grant payments across HotSW. It shows that the 

largest volume of grants (360) were made to employers for taking on apprentices living in 

Plymouth. It also shows how many young people were supported by AGE from each District 

per 1,000 members of the working age population. The district with the highest proportion of 

AGE grants by this measure is East Devon (2.4 per 1,000 working age residents) and the 

lowest is Exeter (1.0 per 1,000 working age residents).  

Table 6: AGE Grant Payments to employers in HotSW, February 2012 – May 2013 

  February 2012 to May 2013 

Local Authority District 

Payments Made 

Grants per 1000 

working age 
population 

Plymouth 360 2.1 

South Somerset 190 2.0 

East Devon 170 2.4 

Teignbridge 150 2.1 

Torbay 130 1.7 

Mendip 110 1.7 

Sedgemoor 110 1.6 

Mid Devon 100 2.2 

South Hams 100 2.0 

Taunton Deane 100 1.6 

North Devon 90 1.7 

Exeter 80 1.0 

Torridge 70 1.8 

West Devon 70 2.2 

West Somerset 30 1.6 

HotSW 1,860   

% of AGE Grants in HotSW 4.9%   

% of Working Age population in HotSW 3.0%   

Source: FE Data Library 
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Growth by age group 

Figure 12 shows the volume of apprenticeships started by people in different age groups 

within HotSW from 2006/07 to 2012/13.  

Figure 12: Apprenticeship Programme Starts by age Group, HotSW, 2006/07 – 2012/13 
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Source: The FE Data Library 

 

As with the national picture, it shows that the growth in apprenticeships has been driven by 

adult apprenticeships and particularly by growth in apprenticeships delivered to people aged 

25 and older. This group accounted for just over 70% of the total local apprenticeship growth 

between 2006/07 and 2012/13, a period during which the number of 16 to 18 year old 

apprenticeships has been more or less static.   

Table 7 also shows that the national picture, of a decline in apprenticeships among people 

aged 25 and over is replicated in the HotSW area.   

The impact of these changes is that, whereas young people aged 16 to 18 made up around 

60% of all apprentices in 2006/07, this figure has fallen to 26% today.  
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Table 7: Distribution of apprenticeship starts by age group, HotSW, 2006/7 to 2012/13 
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Source: The FE Data Library 

 

There is a degree of variation in the age of apprentices across the Heart of the South West 

at the top and bottom of the spectrum. The proportion of starts accounted for by people aged 

19 to 24 is relatively consistent, ranging from 32% in Plymouth to 37% in Devon. However, in 

Torbay only 17% of apprenticeships were started by young people aged 16 to 18, compared 

to 28% in Somerset. Conversely, 50% of apprenticeships in Torbay were started by people 

aged 50 and over, compared to 37% in Devon.  
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Table 8: Distribution of apprenticeship starts by age group, HotSW, 2012/13 
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Source: The FE Data Library 

 

The reason for these differences is not entirely clear. The demographic profile of each area 

will be one contributing factor. They may also be due to: wider trends in educational 

progression; industrial structure and the range of choices available to young and older 

people; and how apprenticeship policy is implemented in practice, both by providers and the 

SFA / EFA.  

Apprenticeships by Level 

In keeping with national policy, the proportion of apprenticeships delivered at Advanced and 

Higher level within HotSW has been rising. In 2012/13, 38% of Apprenticeships were at 

Advanced or Higher level, compared to 28% in 2005/06.   
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Figure 13: % of apprenticeships by level, Heart of the South West LEP 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: The FE Data Library 
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Table 9 shows that, overall, this growth has primarily been due to the introduction and 

expansion of adult apprenticeships, over 40% of which have been at Advanced or Higher 

level.  

The proportion of apprenticeships at Advanced or Higher Level undertaken by: 

 19 to 24 year olds has remained fairly consistent, at 36% in 2012/13, compared to 

37% in 2005/06.  

 16 to 18 year olds, has risen to 26% in 2012/13 from 22% in 2005/06.  

That said, some progress is evident across all age groups in the last year, as a result of SFA 

/ NAS policy to focus on expansion on Advanced and Higher apprenticeships.  
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Table 9: Apprenticeships (%) by level and age, HotSW, 2005/06 – 20012/13 

16-18 2005/06 2006/07 2007/08 2008/09 2009/10 2010/11 2011/12 2012/13

Intermediate 78% 77% 77% 76% 78% 77% 76% 74%

Advanced 22% 23% 23% 24% 22% 23% 24% 26%

Higher 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 0%

19-24 2005/06 2006/07 2007/08 2008/09 2009/10 2010/11 2011/12 2012/13

Intermediate 63% 60% 64% 67% 67% 65% 66% 64%

Advanced 37% 40% 36% 33% 30% 34% 33% 34%

Higher 0% 0% 0% 0% 2% 1% 1% 2%

25+ 2005/06 2006/07 2007/08 2008/09 2009/10 2010/11 2011/12 2012/13

Intermediate 100% 100% 49% 57% 57% 63% 58% 51%

Advanced 0% 0% 51% 43% 42% 36% 41% 47%

Higher 0% 0% 0% 0% 1% 1% 1% 2%  
Source: The Data Service 

The supply of apprentice opportunities and applicants 

Accurate data on the overall supply of apprenticeship vacancies or applicants is not 

available, as applicants approach employers, who fill these directly or via training providers 

without centrally recording this information. We have information on the number of vacancies 

advertised and the number of people registering to search for vacancies on the NAS online 

vacancy matching service. However, it is difficult to tell if changes to these numbers are 

genuine market signals or indications of growing popularity and use of NAS’ only system.   

What we know from this data source is that in 2012/13, employers advertised a total of 3,963 

vacancies in the HotSW area on the NAS online system, a rise of 40% over 2011/12. We 

also know that the growth in NAS advertised apprenticeship vacancies was particularly 

strong in Plymouth and Torbay and more muted in rural areas. Why this should be the case 

is not clear.  
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Figure 14: Change in the number of apprenticeship vacancies posted, 2011/12 v’s 

2012/13 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: apprenticeship vacancies online system 

We also know that number of people in HotSW who have set up and activated accounts to 

search for apprenticeship opportunities via the NAS online system rose by 12% between 

2011/12 and 2012/13. The fact that the growth in advertised vacancies (40%) was 

significantly higher than the growth in individuals registering to look for vacancies (12%) is 

consistent with provider reports of increased difficulties in filling some apprenticeship places. 

However, as discussed, this cannot be taken as firm evidence.    

Apprenticeship applications by sector 

Perhaps more usefully, the NAS vacancy matching system allows us to look at how the 

number of applications per apprenticeship vacancy varies from sector to sector.  

 

Table 10 shows that the volume of applications per vacancy made through the NAS vacancy 

matching system varies considerably by sector. There is a high level of demand for 

apprenticeships in Arts, Media and Publishing (16 applications per vacancy), Education & 

Training; Engineering & Manufacturing Technologies and Information and Communication 

Technologies (all 12 applications per vacancy). The sectors at the other end of the scale are 

Leisure, Travel and Tourism (3 applications per vacancy) and Retail and Commercial 

Enterprise (5 applications per vacancy).  
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Table 10: Volume of online applications for vacancies v’s volume of vacancies by 

Sector, Heart of the South West, 2011/12 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: apprenticeship vacancies online system 

It also allows us to look at how the volume of vacancies logged on the system is changing 

over time in different sectors. Table 11 shows that, while the overall volume of registered 

vacancies rose by 40% between 2011/12 and 2012/13, there were four sectors that saw 

apprenticeship volumes grow by between 52% and 55%, these being Business 

Administration and Law (+496 vacancies); Retail and Commercial Enterprise (+246); 

Engineering and Manufacturing Technologies (+182) and Education and Training (+12). The 

number of vacancies in Retail and Commercial Enterprise also rose significantly (+246).   

Table 11: volume of apprenticeship vacancies by sector, Heart of the South West, 

2011/12 v’s 2012/13 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: apprenticeship vacancies online system 

Online 

Applications Vacancies

Applications 

per Vacancy

Agriculture, Horticulture and Animal Care 944                       123                       8

Arts, Media and Publishing 471                       30                         16

Business, Administration and Law 8,836                   953                       9

Construction, Planning and the Built Environment 1,587                   171                       9

Education and Training 256                       22                         12

Engineering and Manufacturing Technologies 3,970                   328                       12

Health, Public Services and Care 3,163                   453                       7

Information and Communication Technology 967                       80                         12

Leisure, Travel and Tourism 323                       106                       3

Retail and Commercial Enterprise 3,003                   573                       5

All Sectors 23,520                 2,839                   8

Sector Subject Area 2011/12 2012/13 Vol %

Agriculture, Horticulture and Animal Care 123                  143                  20                     16%

Arts, Media and Publishing 30                     22                     8-                       -27%

Business, Administration and Law 953                  1,449               496                  52%

Construction, Planning and the Built Environment 171                  222                  51                     30%

Education and Training 22                     34                     12                     55%

Engineering and Manufacturing Technologies 328                  510                  182                  55%

Health, Public Services and Care 453                  491                  38                     8%

Information and Communication Technology 80                     110                  30                     38%

Leisure, Travel and Tourism 106                  161                  55                     52%

Retail and Commercial Enterprise 573                  819                  246                  43%

Science and Mathematics -                   2                       2                       -

Grand Total 2,839               3,963               1,124               40%

Change
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Apprenticeship Starts by Framework 

Heart of the South West 

More complete data is available showing the annual number of apprenticeship starts in 

HotSW across 123 Apprenticeship Frameworks. It is interesting to note that there were no 

starts in 33 of these Frameworks in 2012/13 and fewer than ten in a further 36.  
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Table 12 shows the 12 Frameworks in which the volumes of apprenticeships delivered has 

grown fastest over the last three years for which data is available. This shows that 

apprenticeship delivery in the Heart of the South West has been growing fastest across a 

broad range of service sectors, such as Health & Social Care, Business Administration, 

Management, Retail and Customer Service. There was also significant growth in Improving 

Operational Performance, which relates to improving the quality of goods of services, often 

in the manufacturing sector, for example through the introduction of lean techniques.  

Data for a number of potentially important sectors in HotSW, such as Construction (which 

has a clear relevance to Hinkley), IT, Creative and Digital media and Engineering is also 

provided. It is interesting to note that the volume of apprenticeships in these five sectors rose 

by 153 starts in the period shown, equivalent to just 9% of the growth seen in Health and 

Social Care alone.  

The total number of apprenticeships started in 2012/13 in these five strategic sectors 

equated to 54% of the total volume delivered in Health and Social Care, or 9% of all 

apprenticeship starts. The inference is that as a) expansion appears to be occurring 

‘naturally’ in some large sectors and b) that it is not happening to the same degree in smaller 

but strategically important sectors, there is a case for taking a targeted approach and 

focusing relatively scarce LEP discretionary resources on those sectors that can make the 

greatest difference.  
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Table 12: Apprenticeship Starts by Framework, HotSW, 2008/09 – 2012/13 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: SFA / EFA Data cube 

Sectoral concentration – HotSW v’s England 

The sectoral pattern of provision evident in HotSW, of rapid expansion in service sectors, is 

broadly repeated at national level. There are some differences, such as: more rapid growth 

nationally in Hospitality and Catering than is evident locally; a contraction in Construction 

apprenticeships at the national level, which is to some extent offset by growth in new sub-

sectors such as Sustainable Resource Management, Building Services and Building Energy 

Management Systems; and muted growth across a range of engineering-related 

Frameworks.  

 

Table 13 shows the degree of concentration of provision in different Frameworks within 

HotSW, relative to England as a whole.  

Some of the concentrations of provision are expected. The fact that HotSW has 

concentrations of apprenticeship starts in Agriculture, Licensed Hospitality and Veterinary 

Nursing is unsurprising, although some of these concentrations appear to be quite large.  

It is perhaps also unsurprising to see that concentrations of provision in many of the large 

service sectors such as Health and Social Care, Hairdressing, Children’s Learning and 

Development, Business Administration and Management are roughly in line with the national 

average, as these industries are relatively evenly spread across the country.  

Framework 2008 / 2009 2012 / 2013

Change     

Volumes

Change              

%

Health and Social Care 870                     2,635                 1,765                 203%

Management -                     1,176                 1,176                 N/A

HM Forces -                     678                     678                     N/A

Business Administration 650                     1,304                 654                     101%

Customer Service 613                     1,127                 514                     84%

Retail 568                     1,036                 468                     82%

Improving Operational Performance -                     458                     458                     N/A

Other Health related -                     288                     288                     N/A

Children and Young People's Workforce 571                     718                     147                     26%

Supporting Teaching and Learning in Schools -                     123                     123                     N/A

Driving Goods Vehicles 50                       154                     104                     208%

Accountancy & Accounting 221                     323                     102                     46%

Construction/  Building/  Civil Engineering 657                     727                     70                       11%

IT & related 94                       151                     57                       61%

Electricity Industry/ Electrotechnical 201                     215                     14                       7%

Creative and Digital Media -                     10                       10                       N/A

Engineering (various) 320                     322                     2                         1%

Grand Total 9,080                 16,215               7,135                 79%
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Perhaps more interesting are the higher than average concentration of provision in 

Construction and the lower than average concentrations of provision in a number of 

important Framework areas, such as Engineering, Hospitality and Catering, Food 

Manufacture and Creative, Digital Media and IT and Telecoms Professionals.   

Table 13: Apprenticeship Starts by Framework, Location Quotient, HotSW v’s 

England, 2012/13 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: SFA / EFA Data cube and the FE Data Library 

 

Success rates  

It is also notable that apprenticeship success rates in the HotSW are high - significantly 

above the national average in most areas.Table 14 also shows that at national level the 

proportion of people who start an apprenticeship and successfully complete their Framework 

rose continuously from 36.7% in 2004/05 to 76.5% in 2010/11. This trend reversed in 

2011/12, which may be due to the increase in content and rigour of apprenticeships, 

including the requirement for achievement in English and maths.  

LQ

Agriculture 5.0                  

Licensed Hospitality 4.4                  

Veterinary Nursing 2.2                  

Construction Skills 1.7                  

Vehicles 1.5                  

MES Plumbing 1.5                  

Equine Industry 1.4                  

Electrotechnical 1.3                  

Accountancy 1.3                  

Retail 1.3                  

Health and Social Care 1.0                  

Hairdressing & Barbering 1.0                  

Children's Care Learning and Development 0.9                  

Business Administration 0.8                  

Customer Service 0.8                  

Management 0.8                  

Engineering 0.7                  

Hospitality and Catering 0.7                  

Food Manufacture 0.6                  

Providing Financial Services 0.6                  

Creative and Digital Media 0.5                  

Sales and Telesales 0.4                  

Warehousing and Storage 0.4                  

Logistics Operations Management 0.4                  

IT and Telecoms Professionals 0.3                  
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Table 14: Apprenticeship Success Rates by Local Authority, South West, 2004/05 - 

2009/10 

2004/05 2005/06 2006/07 2007/08 2008/09 2009/10 2010/11 2011/12

Devon 42.2% 49.4% 61.2% 70.3% 74.6% 80.1% 80.5% 77.0%

Plymouth 44.5% 55.6% 60.4% 66.2% 75.6% 80.1% 82.5% 77.3%

Somerset 36.7% 50.9% 59.1% 62.2% 72.2% 73.8% 77.3% 74.6%

Torbay 33.0% 50.4% 51.8% 63.7% 67.6% 76.2% 74.9% 76.2%

England 36.7% 48.7% 59.5% 64.2% 70.9% 73.9% 76.5% 73.8%  
Source: The FE Data Library 
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CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

As a rule, apprenticeships are an excellent thing. They help young people through a difficult 

period of transition, providing a bridge between education and employment. They help keep 

youth unemployment rates down. They provide a structured route through which employers 

can recruit and meet future skills needs. They provide opportunities for employees to 

progress, gain skills and enter better paid jobs. They provide a vehicle through which people 

who are not attracted by or gifted in academic learning can enter graduate level 

employment. And, they offer the best prospect we have for addressing the centuries-old 

imbalance in the esteem attached to academic and vocational learning.  

However, while all apprenticeships are valuable, they are not all of equal value. The task for 

the HotSW LEP is to consider the type of apprenticeships that will yield the greatest benefits 

to the region in terms of growth and jobs and identify how to use the limited resources at its 

disposal to encourage their creation and uptake.  

The first and critical question is whether the need for intervention lies on the supply or the 

demand side, i.e. whether resources need to be focused on encouraging employers to 

create more apprenticeship opportunities (the supply side) or on encouraging more, young 

and older people to consider applying for apprenticeship opportunities. Unfortunately, there 

is no simple answer to this question. The balance between supply and demand varies 

almost from vacancy to vacancy, depending on: the sector the apprenticeship is in; the 

location of the employer; employer size and reputation; the level of the apprenticeship and 

opportunities for progression; the wage offered and so on. Apprenticeships are part of wider 

labour market and subject to the same laws governing the supply and demand for labour. A 

nuanced approach is needed, with interventions on both sides of the equation, responding to 

the specific aims and situation. The response may also be through direct intervention or 

through partnership working to influence mainstream provision contracted through the EFA / 

SFA.   

Direct Intervention 

In terms of direct intervention, it is important to note that the sums available to the LEP are 

small, relative to the budget mainstream Apprenticeship provision. 

The LEP EU Structural and Investment Fund (EU SIF) Strategy includes £27m of ESF that 

could potentially be used to support apprenticeship delivery over a period of seven years23. 

In the event that all this resource was dedicated to apprenticeships (which is highly unlikely) 

this amounts to £3.85m per annum. Nationally, the 2013/14 SFA budget for adult 

apprenticeships was £770m. Given that apprenticeships in HotSW accounted for 3.4% of the 

national total in 2012/13, we can infer that the SFA budget for apprenticeship delivery in 

HotSW is somewhere in the region of £25m. This is 6.5 times the total amount of EU SIF 

                                                 
23 Funding set aside to address Social Exclusion has not been included.  
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funding allocated to support the delivery of employment and skills. The point being that the 

LEP needs to use these resources in a highly targeted manner.  

National policy 

Government has made it clear, that interventions by LEPs should not ‘cut across’ national 

policies or programmes. The government regards the subsidies currently available to training 

providers for delivery of the taught element of apprenticeships to be adequate and does not 

wish to see LEPs giving discretionary funding to providers for the delivery of core 

apprenticeship components. Similarly, it does not want LEPs to use discretionary funding to 

absolve adults from the requirement to take out loans for learning at Level 3 and above, 

although, since the change to policy on loans, this no longer applies to apprenticeships. 

Funding can, however, be channelled to employers as a supply side intervention to 

encourage them to create more apprenticeship opportunities. It can also be used in a variety 

of ways to enhance the apprenticeship experience, by raising the unit costs for delivery to 

allow for the provision of additional: off-the-job training; in-work support; development costs; 

support for travel and so on.  

Although these have been mentioned previously, it is worth re-stating three of the central 

messages in national policy, which are already feeding through into contracting and shaping 

provision.   

 Apprenticeship funding should be focused on helping younger people to enter the 

labour market. Although the use of apprenticeships to help working adults to up-skill 

as they enter new job roles has value, the delivery of apprenticeships that provide a 

stepping stone into employment and a career for young people has additional 

benefits. They help to reduce youth unemployment and the chances of young people 

becoming NEETs; encourage employers to take responsibility for developing the next 

generation of workers; and support delivery of the long-cherished goal of establishing 

high quality vocational pathways into employment as an alternative to academic 

study.  

 

While expansion of apprenticeship opportunities for all young people (aged 16 to 24) 

has priority over adult provision, within this group, people aged 16 to 18 are a 

particular priority.  

 Apprenticeship should increasingly be focused on the acquisition of skills at Level 3 

and Level 4, supporting individuals who require a significant degree of upskilling in 

order to become fully competent in a new occupation or role. 

 Apprenticeships have a valuable role in the delivery of industrial policy, both at 

national and local level.  
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Supply side interventions 

There are a number of ways in which HotSW LEP might intervene on the supply side to 

encourage employers to maintain or increase the volume of apprenticeship opportunities on 

offer.  

AGE Grants 

As discussed above, ESF funded grants of £1,500 are currently available to enterprises 

employing young apprentices aged 16 to 24, provided they have fewer than 1,000 

employees and are new to apprenticeships or have not enrolled an apprentice in the 

previous 12 months. This programme will run until December 2015. Thereafter the future is 

uncertain. Current policy direction suggests that, in keeping with the Richard Review 

recommendations, mandatory employer contributions will be required, but that these may be 

offset through the provision of grants / additional payments to providers determined by 

factors such as employer size and the age of the apprentice. It seems not unreasonable to 

suppose that, in such a policy environment, the LEP should be able to demand the scope to 

enhance such grants if it needs to suit local circumstances.  

It is worth noting that in the 15 months between February 2012 and May 2013, a total of 

1,860 AGE grants were made to employers in the Heart of the South West. With an average 

value of £1,500 per grant, this equates to an annual budget of around £2.2m. In theory, if 

demand remained constant, an extension of the current programme (with the same targeting 

criteria) over the seven year EU SIF funding period could consume around 60% of the total 

ESF available for employment and skills (not inclusion) initiatives.  

It is interesting to note that in London the value of AGE grants has recently been raised to 

£3,000, while the previous national 2009 programme offered more generous grants, of 

£2,500, to employers taking on very young unemployed people, aged 16 or 17. The 

evaluation of the previous national programme suggested that AGE grants had a significant 

positive benefit in driving up apprenticeship recruitment, without excessive deadweight or 

displacement. 

The conclusion that we draw from this evidence is that the use of additional grants to 

employers may be effective in terms of increasing the supply of apprenticeship opportunities. 

However, given budgetary constraints, we would suggest that these are used in a highly 

targeted manner, focused on specific industrial sectors and age groups, on supporting 

specific projects or the development of specific progression routes linked to key economic 

opportunities for the Heart of the South West. A ‘blanket’ AGE does not appear to be 

affordable or likely to deliver the greatest impact.  

Stimulating supply 

The NAS, SFA and Training Provider representatives consulted in the development of this 

report are in agreement in thinking that HotSW LEP has an important role to play in raising 

employer awareness of apprenticeships and encouraging take-up. As an employer-led body, 

the LEP is ideally placed to work with the ESBs and partners such as Chambers and the 
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Federation of Small Businesses to highlight the benefits that apprenticeship can bring to a 

enterprises of all sizes. There are a variety of relatively well established mechanism by 

which this can be achieved this, such as the appointment of employer champions, the use of 

media / apprenticeship marketing campaigns, provision of networking opportunities such as 

business breakfasts, promoting take up as condition of public sector procurement and so on. 

NAS’ capacity to drive such activity is currently being eroded, leaving the LEP with an 

important to play, building on established best-practice.  

We would suggest that this activity could be broadly focused, i.e. targeted at promoting take 

up across all sectors and all age groups, potentially alongside other forms of vocational 

training. The need for and effectiveness of sector specific activities and events, or those 

focused on encouraging employers to recruit from one specific age group, such as school 

leavers, should also be examined.  

Maximising the economic benefits of intervention 

We have argued that, given the levels of funding available, the LEP needs to carefully target 

its interventions, in order to ensure that these have the greatest economic impact. 

Sectoral approach 

One approach could be to focus resources on a limited number of sectors. As we have 

previously discussed, the balance between the supply and demand for vacancies in the 

HotSW LEP area varies considerably from sector to sector (see  

 

Table 10), with the number of applications per vacancy logged via NAS being: 

 Low, in Leisure, Travel and Tourism; Retail and Commercial Enterprise; Health, 

public services and Care; and in Agriculture, Horticulture and Animal Care; and 

 High in Arts, Media and Publishing, Engineering and Manufacturing Technologies; 

Education and Training and ICT. 

The idea of focusing resources in driving up the volume of apprenticeship vacancies in 

sectors where the supply is weakest (relative to demand) has a clear rationale.  

If the key goal of the LEP’s local apprenticeship policy is to deliver the maximum economic 

impact, it follows that it should focus on supporting the delivery of the LEP’s wider strategic 

economic plan and the ‘Transformational Opportunities’ identified in this document.  

It is interesting to note that the sectors in which many of the Transformational Opportunities 

are focused are also those in which the supply of apprenticeships is weakest. However, 

taking a SEP-focused approach would also provide additional focus and concentration of 

resources in areas, such as:    
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1. Engineering and Manufacturing technologies, focused on the marine and aerospace 

sectors 

2. Construction, to support the developments at Hinkley point and to compensate for 

labour shortages likely to arise as Hinkley draws skilled workers out of other parts of 

the region 

3. ICT and Digital media, to take advantage of superfast broadband and make the most 

opportunity that the digital economy offers to enterprises, particularly in peripheral 

areas.  

As previously discussed, although the LEP has a role to play in relation to both mainstream 

and directly commissioned provision, the degree of authority it has over these two forms of 

provision will vary considerably. While the LEP may be able to influence mainstream 

provision, it cannot change nationally agreed contract values to incentivise and additionally 

reward providers for shifting provision towards sectors or demographic groups which it feels 

should have priority. It may be able to work with SFA to increase the size of the contracts 

offered to providers that are expanding in these areas, but not to change the unit costs. 

Cognisant of this, providers that wish to expand (or maintain) the scale of their operations, 

should look to expand delivery in sectors prioritised by the LEP. However, it is important to 

bear in mind that these providers are also independent organisations, subject to a wide 

variety of other, sometimes very immediate, market and policy pressures. 

By contrast, the LEP is able to directly determine the parameters for commissioned 

provision, by flexing contract values, selecting the projects, providers and forms of provision 

that it wants.  

This inference is that there is scope for a two tiered approach that distinguishes between: 

 Influencing mainstream provision, by working with the SFA and NAS to grow 

provision across a range of broad priority sectors, including the high employment 

sectors identified in the LEP’s Strategic Economic Plan: and 

 Directly commissioning, to deliver specific projects and targeted initiatives that have 

clear strategic importance, e.g. in relation to securing the LEPs Golden 

Opportunities.  

Demand side Interventions 

Information, advice and guidance 

As employer-led bodies, LEPs should have a clear interest in working to raise young 

people’s awareness of the opportunities available in the local labour market and in helping 

them to make informed choices about the education and training pathways that they take.  
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Young people in the UK are frighteningly ignorant about the labour market, the types of jobs 

that are available, the opportunities on offer and the paths they might need to take to 

achieve these. A recent study found that 52% of 13 to 16 year-olds aspired to work in just 

three of the 25 possible occupational areas (culture, media and sports occupations) and that 

“the career aspirations of teenagers at all ages can be said to have nothing in common with 

the projected demand for labour in the UK between 2010 and 2020” 24.  

Apprenticeship providers continue to face considerable difficulties in gaining access to young 

people in schools, to raise awareness of apprenticeship opportunities and potential benefits 

of taking this route. The demographic profile of the UK and HotSW is such that the number 

of young people aged sixteen has been falling for the last six years and will continue to fall 

until 2018, placing sixth forms under pressure, as the result of a 22% decline in the size of 

the education market nationally over this period of time25. The contention from 

apprenticeship providers is that, anxious to protect ‘their’ market, schools are encouraging 

as many students as possible to continue in academic learning, believing this to be in their 

best interests. This reinforces entrenched notion that vocational options are only for the less 

capable, discourages apprenticeship take up and creates a demand side problem for 

employers seeking to take on and develop talented young people via apprenticeship 

opportunities.  

This debate is complex and long-standing. However, HotSW LEP could seek to influence the 

breadth and depth of IAG provided in schools, by raising young peoples’ awareness of the 

labour market and the route-ways to the jobs on offer. Improving IAG services would have a 

value way beyond apprenticeship policy, serving to refine young people’s choices of 

academic learning and aligning these to considered employment intentions.   

Local Authorities such as Bradford have sought to enhance and bring additional impartiality 

to IAG services in their area, by doubling the resources available to schools that opt-in to the 

delivery of an external, impartial IAG delivery services26. The LEP could explore such 

models and consider their transferability to the local area.  

Apprenticeship Wages and Travel Costs 

The National Minimum Wage for all apprentices is £2.68 per hour. This compares to a 

minimum wage of £3.79 for 16-17 year olds and £5.13 for workers aged 18-20.  

Although these are minimum wages and employers are free to adjust wages, providers have 

concerns that low apprenticeship wages, coupled with the difficulty and high costs of 

                                                 
24 Mann, A, Massey, D, Glover, P, Kashefpadkel, E and Dawkins, J 2013. Nothing in common: The career 
aspirations of young Britons mapped against projected labour market demand (2010-2020) 
http://www.educationandemployers.org/media/18037/nothing_in_common_final.pdf  
25 ONS 2013 Mid-year population estimates.  
26 See House of Commons Education Committee Careers Guidance for Young People, 2012-2013, report on visit 
to Bradford http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201213/cmselect/cmeduc/632/632.pdf  

http://www.educationandemployers.org/media/18037/nothing_in_common_final.pdf
http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201213/cmselect/cmeduc/632/632.pdf
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travelling to work in remote rural locations, is putting young people off taking up 

apprenticeship opportunities27.  

The Apprenticeship Pay Survey found that the median pay for apprentices in 2012 was 

£6.09, but that pay varied significantly or different age groups. Median pay for apprentices 

aged under 19 was £3.00 per hour, compared to £5.37 per hour for 19 to 24 year olds and 

£7.15 for those aged 24 and over. Shockingly, 29% of apprentices were found to be earning 

less than the apprentice National Minimum Wage28.  

Unfortunately, we would suggest that the level of resources available to the LEP is not such 

that it can realistically intervene on apprenticeship wages. Apprentices are attracted, or 

otherwise, to opportunities for a wide variety of reasons: the wage, location, quality of the 

training, opportunities for progression and so on. Paying subsidies to employers for raising 

apprenticeship wages over and above the national minimum would probably be inefficient, 

resulting in significant deadweight, and does not appear a viable option.  

The scope for addressing the difficulties that some apprentices can experience in getting to 

remote work locations, e.g. by supporting social enterprises such as Devon Wheels to Work 

through Local Impact Funds, could be explored.  

Employment Prospects 

A further concern relates to unscrupulous employers using apprenticeships as a source of 

relatively cheap labour, without seriously intending to convert apprenticeships into 

continuous employment at the end of the training period. Such behaviour may be 

encouraged by pushing too hard for apprenticeship expansion, but it is also likely to be an 

unfortunate and relatively intractable aspect the UK’s relatively ‘free’ labour market, best 

addressed via national policy and legislation. That said, it is important that HotSW LEP is 

aware of any these concerns, as they should inform local thinking about driving up 

apprenticeship numbers and the conditions under which any grants are given to employers 

for taking on apprentices.   

Selecting initiatives 

In the section above, we have suggested that HotSW LEP should a)  seek to influence 

mainstream apprenticeship provision and b) take a highly targeted approach to directly 

contracted ESF funded provision, focusing this on delivering its Transformational 

Opportunities and the key objectives set out in its Strategic Economic Plan.  

Having said that, we believe that the LEP’s approach to direct commissioning needs to be 

demand-led, i.e. the LEP should allow employers, providers and partnerships to identify and 

come forwards with opportunities they identify as capable of having a transformational effect 

                                                 
27 A weekly ‘FirstWeek’ bus pass costing £16.50, would consume 20% of an apprentices gross weekly wage.  
28 Apprenticeship Pay Survey 2012: Research Findings BIS, October 2013 
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in their sector, locality or market segment. There is no reason why invitations to tender 

should not allow a wide range of opportunities to be considered, while making it clear that 

additional priority / ‘points’ will be given to initiatives that best support delivery of the LEP’s 

goals.  

Given the scarcity of resources, project promoters should be required to explain why directly 

contracted / ESF provision could not be delivered through mainstream skills and 

apprenticeship budgets, i.e. the enhancements and added value that their proposal offers. 

An initiative focused on recruitment and training of a cohort of young people to support 

SMEs in the development and delivery or social marketing campaigns might, for example, 

require enhanced funding to allow for intensive pre-employment training, recruitment of 

SMEs, matching of employers to applicants, additional time out of work for training and so 

on.  

Where relevant, providers could also be asked to identify complementarity with mainstream 

provision, i.e. the scope that exists to deliver part of their proposal (e.g. the pre-employment 

training) via national funding sources, enabling LEP resources go further. This notion also 

leads to a further suggestion, which is that it may be a mistake to issue a call solely for 

apprenticeship-based proposals. The most effective initiatives may be those that combine 

apprenticeships with other forms of training. Recent Statistical First Release data on the 

Employer Ownership of Skills pilots revealed that only 13% of the funding (£1bn) was spent 

on apprenticeships, suggesting that for many employers, apprenticeships are just one of a 

number of solutions to their overall skills needs29. But this is to stray beyond the focus for 

this report.  

Recommendations 

10. National policy remains highly fluid. Major changes in both the content and funding 

arrangements for apprenticeship are already in train. Until the impact of these is 

clear, the LEP should be cautious, limiting itself to targeted interventions at the local 

level designed in response to specific opportunities and needs.  

11. The LEP should not allocate funding to local AGE Grants (focused on driving up the 

supply of apprenticeships) until at least December 2015, when the current 

programme concludes and has been fully evaluated. Any additional employer grant 

programmes established after that date should be highly targeted i.e. focused on 

specific industrial sectors (where a shortfall in the supply of apprenticeships relative 

to demand can be demonstrated) and on younger people.  

12. The LEP has an important role to play in driving up employer awareness and uptake 

of apprenticeships, e.g. through ambassador programmes, particularly in the light of 

diminishing NAS capacity.  

                                                 
29 Cited in Devon & Cornwall Training Providers Network Newsletter, Issue No 65, July 2014  
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13. The LEP should endorse national policy which focuses apprenticeship funding on a) 

helping younger people (aged under 25) to enter the labour market; b) the acquisition 

of skills at Level 3 and above and c) supporting delivery of national / local industrial 

policy.  

14. The LEP should investigate steps that it could take to raise young peoples’ 

awareness of apprenticeship opportunities and to enhance the information, advice 

and guidance provided within schools.  

15. HotSW LEP should seek influence mainstream apprenticeship provision, working in 

partnership with the SFA and NAS, as well as determining priorities for directly 

commissioned / ESF-funded provision.  

16. Given the limited resources at the LEP’s disposal, directly targeted provision should 

be focused on delivering the priorities set out in the LEP’s Strategic Economic Plan 

and EU Structural and Investment Fund Strategy.  

17. However, the LEP’s approach to commissioning should also be demand-led, allowing 

employers, providers and other project promoters to identify those interventions that 

will deliver best value to their sector, cluster or area.  

18. To make the LEP’s resources go further, project promoters should be asked to 

demonstrate why their project(s) cannot be delivered through mainstream 

programmes and how it complements mainstream provision / funding.  
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