
 

Apprenticeship Funding Reforms 
 
Giving employers a real choice – Evidence mounting 
 
In the week (21-25 April 2014) before the government’s technical consultation 
ended on the funding of Apprenticeships in England, the publication of three pieces 
of important data and surveys posed serious questions about whether the proposed 
funding reforms will support the aspirations of the three main party leaders for 
growing the Apprenticeship programme during the next Parliament. 
 
The three key findings from these publications were: 
 

• Where employers are directly funded for training as opposed to the training 
provider receiving the funding, official government data suggests that nearly 
three-quarters of them are under-delivering training in relation to the public 
money allocated to them.  In contrast independent training providers have 
seen their allocations increased by £63m this year because they have 
generated more than anticipated demand for Apprenticeships and other 
work based learning 

 

• 94% of businesses responding to a survey by the 3,000-strong Electrical 
Contractors’ Association have said that if the government decides to fund 
employers via the tax system for taking on apprentices, they will cut down 
or even stop taking on apprentices because of the changes. 

 
• Three-quarters of employers rated highly the professionalism of training 

providers and 69% of them were very positive about the training received 
by their employees – figures which undermine claims that the proposed 
reforms are being driven by employers unhappy with the current funding 
system for Apprenticeships 

 
The findings add further weight to the case that the evidence base for reform is very 
weak.  The Prime Minister has made the commitment that young people should be 
able to choose between going to university and starting an apprenticeship.  The vast 
majority of evidence presented since the government first started consulting on the 
reforms last summer indicates that fewer employers will offer apprenticeship places 
to young people if the reforms go ahead.  Therefore it is very difficult to see how the 
Prime Minister’s goal can be realised under the reforms and this is why the 
Association of Employment and Learning Providers (AELP) believes that employers 
should be given a choice over whether they wish to be directly funded for 
Apprenticeships or have their chosen training provider receive the funding instead.      
 
The current employer driven Apprenticeship programme has seen much success in 
recent years – over 860,000 apprentices are on programme with over 500,000 starts 
each year.  To build on this success we need to engage even more employers in the 
programme and to ensure employers focus on the standards of the Apprenticeship 
and what gets delivered to their apprentices. The Apprenticeship programme is 
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driven by employer needs and demand but the funding proposals are not supported by businesses 
of all sizes, particularly smaller businesses. 
 
In briefing papers five and six, AELP outlined the evidence which suggests that building on the 
current funding system is the preferred route.  Following the publication of these two briefing 
papers, there has been a further flurry of comments and research published by the press and 
government agencies providing even more evidence that the government needs to rethink the way 
forward.  

 
SFA Employer Satisfaction survey 2011/12 results 
Following the publication of the BIS Apprenticeship evaluation among employers last year, the Skills 
Funding Agency (SFA) published in April 2014 their results to the Employer Satisfaction survey 
undertaken during 2011/12.  Instead of a call for change from employers, the findings showed a high 
level of employer satisfaction with the current skills training market:  
 

• 58,624 employers responded to the survey – 75% of which were from SMEs with between 
1-49 employees. 

• Overall employers were very positive about the training received by their employees. Seven 
in ten (69%) were very satisfied with the quality of training/assessment (a rating of 8 to 10 
out of 10).  

• Employers were equally satisfied with the benefits of the training to their organisation 
(70%), with 73% likely to recommend the training provider to other employers. 

 

Providers were also rated highly (given a rating of 8 to 10) by employers on the following: 

• The professionalism of the trainer and/or assessor (75%) 

• Delivering training that reflects up-to-date practices within the industry sector (72%) 

• The flexibility of the training and/or assessment (71%) 

• The efficient way in which the provider conducts their dealing with the employer (70%). 
 

Where employers were less positive on providers’ communication with them and their 
understanding of the employer’s training needs, differences were marginal (67% and 68% 
respectively gave a rating of 8 to 10). 
 
These figures show that the current system of working between employers and their training 
providers works very effectively within the current funding system. 
 

SFA in-year funding allocations 
The SFA has also recently published its in-year funding allocations. AELP undertook some 
comparison analysis against the contract data published at the beginning of the contract year 2013-
14. 
 

• 793 providers are listed on the SFA allocations list in both July 2013 and March 2014 

• Comparisons show that almost three-quarters (72%) of the employers listed had their 
contract allocation reduced by £14m, suggesting significant under-delivery.  26% of 
employers had their allocation increase by £8m – showing an overall reduction of funding to 
employers by £6m. 

http://www.aelp.org.uk/news/submissions/details/aelp-briefing-paper-no5-apprenticeships-where-are/�
http://www.aelp.org.uk/news/submissions/details/aelp-briefing-paper-no6-apprenticeship-funding-pro/�
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/apprenticeships-evaluation-employer�
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/fe-choices-national-reporting-employer-satisfaction-survey�
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• This is compared to an overall increase in allocations to Independent Training Providers by 
£63.3m, suggesting a significant over-delivery.  Similarly, when looking at all providers listed, 
we notice an overall increase in allocations by £150.4m.  

• When examining a breakdown of all provider types (employers, ITPs, FE Colleges, Third 
Sector and Local Authority providers), employers were the only provider type to have 
allocations reduced overall. 

 
These results are not surprising.  Employers have different priorities and cannot always respond to 
changing government priorities.  It is training providers working with employers that have driven the 
growth and improvements in quality. 

 
 

Increase/reduction to contract 
allocation 

Employers ITPs 
All providers  

(excluding employers) 
No. of 

providers 
£ 

No. of 
providers 

£ 
No. of 

providers 
£ 

Adult Skills Budget 49 -£0.2m 309 +£58.5m 670 +£87.6m 

16-18 Apprenticeships inc. SFA funded 
traineeships 

49 -£8.8m 324 -£18m 575 -£43.1m 

TOTAL allocations for all SFA funded 
programmes 

50 -£6m 361 +£63.3m 743 +£150.4m 

 
 

Electrical Contractors’ Association – the voice of 3,000 employers 
The Electrical Contractors’ Association has published findings of a survey about the government’s 
proposed funding reforms undertaken among their membership of 3,000 employers.  
 
The survey showed that government proposals for employers to pay training costs and then claim 
them back through the PAYE or any other system would see many small firms stop taking on 
apprentices as they would not take on the added bureaucracy and cashflow risk. 
 
94% of those who replied said they would cut down or even stop taking on apprentices because of 
the changes. 
 
The Telegraph published an article on the findings, with a comment from Di Johnson, ECA skills 
ambassador and director of Eric Johnson of Northwich, which has been training apprentice 
electricians for nearly 70 years, who said:  
 

“The system used to be simple, we identified who we wanted to take on, paid their wages 
and training organisations did the rest.  Under the new plans we will have to source the 
apprentices, then find the organisations to train them, quality check them, negotiate a price 
and then try to claim it back. 

 

“For small firms who might only have one or two apprentices, they are never going to be able 
to negotiate a decent price or go through all the hassle. 

 

“We’ve been told that recovery will come from the SMEs and we need skills to grow the 
economy but they are taking away the incentive to take on apprentices so we can grow 
business.” 

http://www.telegraph.co.uk/finance/jobs/10783833/Apprentice-funding-plans-risk-wrecking-training-system.html�


4 
 

 
Evidence is mounting – employer choice is needed 
These new findings closely align with research undertaken by other membership and employer 
bodies, adding further weight to AELP’s argument that employers need to be given a real choice. If 
employers want to take direct control over funding and they can meet the criteria, they should be 
able to have a direct contract. However they should also have the option of working with their 
chosen provider. We do believe that the system can be improved, simplified and made more 
responsive to employers but the evidence strongly suggests that this will not come from direct 
funding.  
 
The government needs to recognise the evidence and give employers a real choice.  Apprenticeships 
are too important to the UK economy and to Britain’s workforce, especially its young people to put 
the system at risk. 
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