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Executive Summary

Introduction and aims

This research was commissioned by The Scottish Government to explore
opportunities to embed Fair Work First principles in the Modern and Graduate
Apprenticeship offer in Scotland. Following the adoption of the Fair Work
Framework, The Scottish Government has developed the Fair Work First approach
that asks employers who deliver procured public services in Scotland, or who
receive Scottish Government grant funding, to adopt fair working practices,
specifically: appropriate channels for effective voice, such as trade union
recognition; investment in workforce development; no inappropriate use of zero
hours contracts; action to tackle the gender pay gap and create a more diverse
and inclusive workplace; and payment of the real Living Wage.

The aim of this research was to explore the opportunities to embed Fair Work First
in the offer of the modern and graduate apprenticeship programmes (MAs and
GAs). The research objectives were to consider whether the Fair Work First criteria
require adaptation in order to be applied to MAs and GAs; to formulate initial
recommendations to support the implementation of the Fair Work First criteria; and
to identify potential approaches to ensuring that apprenticeships remain an
attractive offer following implementation of the Fair Work First criteria. The research
objectives were revised in July 2020 to include the collection of data on the impact
of the pandemic on the progress of apprenticeships.

To address these objectives, the research focused on the following:

e investigating employer, apprentices and wider stakeholders’ views on the most
appropriate mechanism for embedding and evidencing Fair Work First in the
apprentice role/offer and in workplaces;

e the role of incentives and barriers for employers’ engagement with
apprenticeships, and how employers might respond if funding was subject to
greater conditionality in the form of Fair Work First;

¢ identifying what forms of advice and support could be made available to
employers to enhance the provision of Fair Work First; and

e the views of stakeholders and employers on a programme that guarantees
apprenticeships to those facing difficulties entering the labour market, including
the care-experienced or those with disabilities.

Methods and analysis

A flexible qualitative methodological design was adopted based on an informed
deliberative approach. Research participants included key stakeholders, employers
and apprentices who were provided with relevant pre-interview information about
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fair work and Fair Work First. Following a revision of methods in response to the
COVID-19 pandemic, semi-structured depth interviews were conducted by
telephone/online with ten key stakeholders, eighteen employers and twenty
Graduate and Modern Apprentices, covering local labour markets in Glasgow,
Perth and Inverness.

A thematic analytical approach was adopted, guided by the research objectives and
the extant literature on apprenticeships and conditionality in public funding,
alongside researcher knowledge of the skills, learning and fair work landscape.

The impact of the Covid-19 pandemic on Apprenticeships

Many research participants perceived that the pandemic had negatively affected
the uptake of new apprenticeships and the placement and progress of existing
apprenticeships, and there was much uncertainty among participants about what
will happen to apprentice jobs and workplaces after the end of the Coronavirus Job
Retention Scheme (CJRS).

Apprentices report delays in their progress and completion of their training due to
the shift to online homeworking and learning; off-the-job training providers shifting
to virtual learning environments; and ongoing difficulties associated with conducting
practical and/or observational on-the-job assessments.

Although employers highlighted disruptions to their recruitment of apprenticeships
in 2020, many anticipated returning to ‘normal’ in 2021 and beyond. There was
broad recognition that policy initiatives such as CJRS, PACE and Adopt an
Apprentice have helped employers respond to the challenges they have faced in
2020 and into 2021.

Awareness of fair work and Fair Work First

Key stakeholders and employers had greater awareness of fair work than
apprentices. This knowledge spanned the existence and work of the Fair Work
Convention, including of the Fair Work Framework; the requirement that training
providers promote fair work with apprentice employers; and the requirement to
deliver fair work in public sector procurement.

Public sector and large employers were more aware of and better understood fair
work than small and medium sized employers (SME), or micro employers.

There were moderate levels of awareness among SME employers, but little to no
awareness of fair work among GAs and MAs.

Stakeholders and larger employers reported uncertainty about alignment between
fair work and other policy initiatives, and its links to other employment and
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apprenticeship policies, and few research participants were aware of the detail of
the Fair Work First criteria. This raises the potential for enhancing communications
with employers, workers and other stakeholders on the fair work agenda to raise
awareness of its importance and benefits.

Views on Fair Work First

Stakeholders, employers and apprentices are largely supportive of most of the Fair
Work First criteria. There is a general recognition that the different elements of Fair
Work First are what good employers should be doing and consistent with current
practices of good employers. Some employers recognised the elements of Fair
Work First in their own employment standards, policies, procedures and structures.
Apprentices are very positive and supportive of the Fair Work First criteria as
reflecting good workplace standards.

Fair Work First and the Real Living Wage (RLW)

Apprentices supported the payment of the RLW. Stakeholders and employers
raised issues about the ‘affordability’ of the RLW because it represents a significant
uplift to the current age-related training rates. Concerns were voiced that the RLW
would impact negatively on differential pay rates in organisations; employers’ use of
younger people; and the numbers of available apprenticeship and training
opportunities, particularly if existing age-related pay rates were removed. Certain
sectors including hospitality and childcare were identified as facing particular
challenges in paying the RLW.

Departure from paying the RLW, however, is inconsistent with the stated objectives
of The Scottish Government in launching Fair Work First. This creates a
challenging tension. Policy on apprentices’ pay (for example, the National Minimum
Wage Apprenticeship Rate) acknowledges that training rates of pay are not
equivalent to rates for the relevant job because of the training, administration and
supervision costs employers might incur.

Addressing this tension requires better insight into the real value and costs to
employers of apprenticeships in specific sectoral and organisational contexts.
Variable pay rates that differentiate training time and wider job performance might
be one way of addressing employer concerns over affordability while also
supporting a commitment to fair work for apprentices. This approach is taken in
some collectively bargained agreements on apprentice pay rates. Generating this
insight requires more focussed discussions with employers and relevant unions, a
detailed economic assessment of the RLW impact; and potentially greater support
given to employers in very specific contexts.



Current Scottish Government guidance on Fair Work First implementation
highlights the possibility of some flexibility in how the RLW criterion of Fair Work
First might apply to employers. While guidance promotes payment of the RLW to
apprentices throughout their apprenticeship and urges that this should not limit pay
rates, the guidance also suggests that employers on a journey towards paying the
RLW can be exhibiting good practice.

Benefits of apprenticeships and likely impact of Fair Work First

Apprentices identified a range of benefits arising from their employment, study and
training, and could see clearly the potential benefits of Fair Work First in setting
minimum standards for employers that offer reassurance and counter negative
associations that some young people have about apprenticeships. Apprentices saw
Fair Work First as having the potential to bring more people into positive
engagement with apprenticeships.

Mechanisms for embedding Fair Work First

There was little specificity on how best to embed FWF within the apprentice
role/offer other than from trade union stakeholders who highlighted the role of
embedding Fair Work First criteria in collective bargaining agreements as these
apply to firms, sectors and across apprentice frameworks. Stakeholders and
employers were more likely to focus on embedding Fair Work First among
employers through dialogue and persuasion, that is, through generating greater
awareness of fair work, identifying potential benefits to employers, and in so doing
extending its influence and embedding it in existing workplace practices. A possible
role for embedding Fair Work First in the Young Person’s Guarantee was raised.

Incentivising the adoption of Fair Work First

Stakeholders and employers recognised that public financial support for
apprenticeships should have conditions attached that apply to employers. Any
concerns focussed on what the specific conditions would be, how these would be
applied and the consequences for employers of failing to meet or deliver on Fair
Work First conditions. The majority view was that the greater the level and depth of
conditionality, the more employers would opt-out of taking on an apprentice,
particularly SME employers. Most research participants supported a ‘light-touch’
approach with time for employers to adapt and an emphasis on the potential
benefits of fair work to the employer.

Guaranteed apprenticeships

Most stakeholders and employers emphasised that the overarching principle in
recruitment practice was finding the ‘right person’ for an apprenticeship that
matched their skills, abilities, capabilities and interests. While broadly supportive in
principle of guaranteed apprenticeships for those facing labour market
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disadvantage, some employers emphasised practical challenges in relation to
people with disabilities in understanding individual capabilities, the scale of
workplace adaptations required and the availability of specialist support to
employers, about which there did not appear to be widespread knowledge.

Advice and support on fair work and Fair Work First for employers

Stakeholders and employers made a number of suggestions about forms of advice
and support required to enhance the provision of fair work and Fair Work First
(some of which have been addressed in current Scottish Government guidance on
Fair Work First). These included: the definition, visibility and place of fair work in
Scottish Government policy agendas; the need for strong, independent, advocacy
of fair work to raise awareness and the benefits for employers, focussing
specifically on channels that engage with SME employers; working with Skills
Development Scotland to reach SME apprentice employers in different sectors; and
the need for clarity about what is required and expected of employers to meet the
Fair Work First conditions.

Recommendations

A consideration of the evidence leads us to make the following recommendations:

Recommendation 1: public bodies and agencies should increase efforts to
champion fair work in apprenticeships.

Recommendation 2: relevant stakeholders, including the Fair Work Convention,
should target the provision of information on fair work and Fair Work First
specifically on SME employers and apprentices/young people.

Recommendation 3: development of specific Fair Work Guidance and best
practice examples as these apply to apprenticeships.

Recommendation 4: identify challenge areas for paying the RLW to apprentices,
develop/build upon existing collaborative structures to address challenges and
highlight and disseminate good practice around the RLW.

Recommendation 5: develop a robust evaluation of the implementation of Fair
Work First as early as possible and use this insight/learning on an ongoing basis to
support further adoption/implementation.

Recommendation 6: develop ‘light touch’ but effective reporting and monitoring
requirements to support Fair Work First and utilise workplace representation to
support reporting and monitoring where present.



Recommendation 7: explore the lessons from flexible working arrangements
operationalised during the COVID-19 public health restrictions to improve
intelligence on the feasibility of guaranteed apprenticeships.

Recommendation 8: enhance joint employer/union activity around the governance
of apprenticeships/Frameworks with specific emphasis on the delivery of the Fair

Work First criteria.



Part One: Introduction, aims and objectives

Introduction

This research was commissioned by The Scottish Government to explore
opportunities to embed Fair Work First principles in the Modern and Graduate
Apprenticeship offer in Scotland. The Fair Work Action Plan (2019)! sets out how
The Scottish Government will deliver their ambitions on fair work across Scotland.
Fair work is central to Scotland’s Economic Strategy and can deliver a range of
benefits to employers, employees/workers and the Scottish economy. The Fair
Work Convention’s Fair Work Framework (2016)? identifies five core dimensions of
fair work and emphasises the role of effective voice as critical to the achievement of
the other dimensions:

e Security — including fair pay and minimally the Real Living Wage (RLW), no
inappropriate use of zero-hour contracts and flexible working aligned to
caring responsibilities;

e Opportunity — including access to employment and to job/career
development opportunities at work;

e Respect — including respect for health and well-being, family life and work-
life balance, and for contribution, whatever the role;

e Effective Voice - enabling workers at all levels to have a voice that is
listened to and influential, including through union recognition and collective
bargaining; and

e Fulfilling work — that utilises skills and invests in training, learning and
development.

Following the adoption of the Fair Work Framework, The Scottish Government
developed the Fair Work First approach. This approach asks employers who deliver
procured public services in Scotland, or who receive Scottish Government grant
funding, to adopt fair working practices, specifically:

e appropriate channels for effective voice, such as trade union recognition;

e investment in workforce development;

e no inappropriate use of zero hours contracts;

e action to tackle the gender pay gap and create a more diverse and inclusive
workplace; and

! Fair Work Action Plan (2019). Scottish Government: Edinburgh (see
https://www.gov.scot/publications/fair-work-action-plan/).

2 Fair Work Framework (2016). Fair Work Convention. APS Group: Edinburgh.
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e payment of the real Living Wage.3

The Scottish Government committed to extending the Fair Work First criteria to as
many public funding streams, business support grants and public contracts as
possible by the end of the 2021 parliamentary term. This commitment envelopes
the Apprenticeship Family and all Scottish Government-funded frameworks. From
2020/21, Skills Development Scotland (SDS) will apply Fair Work First criteria to all
providers awarded contracts to deliver a number of its training programmes,
including Modern Apprenticeships (MAs)* and Graduate Apprenticeships (GAs)®.
The contractual terms include a requirement that contractors promote Fair Work
First to employers.

This research explores opportunities to embed Fair Work First in the offer of these
apprenticeship programmes. There is a limited pre-existing evidence base on
awareness of the Fair Work First criteria and the views of employers, training
providers and apprentices; of how the Fair Work First criteria might align with the
distinctive characteristics and context of the apprentice role; or on potential
implementation issues.

Research aims and objectives

This research project was commissioned to provide evidence on the applicability,
relevance, opportunities and potential mechanisms/options for embedding Fair
Work First principles in the Apprenticeship Family. The overall aim of the research
Is to explore opportunities to embed Fair Work First principles in the MA and GA
offer by engaging the views of stakeholders, apprentices and employers. The main
research objectives are:

e to consider whether the Fair Work First criteria require adaptation in order to
be applied to MAs and GAs;

e to formulate initial recommendations (e.g. options, potential mechanisms) to
support the implementation of Fair Work First criteria; and

e to identify potential approaches to ensuring that apprenticeships remain an
attractive offer following implementation of Fair Work First criteria.

3 Fair Work First: guidance to support implementation (2021) Available at:
https://www.gov.scot/publications/fair-work-first-guidance-support-implementation/

4 MAs allow workers to gain industry-recognised qualifications and employers to develop their
workforce through training new staff and upskilling existing employees. MAs are administered by
SDS on behalf of The Scottish Government with employers receiving a funding contribution for
training. There are over 80 MA frameworks covering a range of industries developed by Skills
Sector Councils (SSC’s) and other industry-led bodies.

5 GAs are industry-recognised, degree-level work-based programmes offered in key sectors that
require skilled employees. Gas are delivered through partnerships of universities and employers
and combines academic and work-based skills development. Unlike MAs where the cost of training
is not fully publicly funded, GA formal training is fully funded by The Scottish Government.
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To address these objectives, the research focused on the following distinct areas of
interest:

e employers’, and other key stakeholders’ views on the Fair Work First criteria;

e employers’, apprentices’ and other key stakeholders’ views on the most
appropriate mechanism (or set of mechanisms) for embedding and
evidencing FW within the apprentice role/offer and in apprentices’
workplaces;

¢ the role of potential incentives and barriers to employers’ engagement with
apprenticeships, and employers’ views on their response if apprenticeship
funding was subject to greater conditionality in the form of Fair Work First;

e the views of stakeholders and employers on an apprenticeship programme
that guarantees apprenticeships for those facing difficulties entering the
labour market, including those who are care-experienced or those with
disabilities; and

e forms of advice and support that could be made available to employers to
enhance the provision of fair work in apprenticeships.

Key to identifying approaches that will ensure that apprenticeships remain an
attractive option also requires understanding of:

e whether apprentices view themselves as an ‘apprentice’, as opposed to an
employee, learner or student;

e employer and apprentice views on whether Fair Work First should amend
existing age-related pay rates for apprentices;

e what makes apprenticeships an attractive option to those seeking to develop
work-based skills while in employment; and

e the extent to which Fair Work First would make apprenticeships more
attractive to those seeking to develop work-based skills while in employment.

This research was commissioned then paused before the start of fieldwork due to
the Covid-19 pandemic. While not originally envisaged in the research specification,
the research objectives were revised in July 2020 to include the collection of data
on the impact of the pandemic on the progress of apprenticeships.

Research Design

To address the research aims and objectives, a flexible qualitative methodological
design was adopted based on an informed deliberative approach. The intention
was to conduct semi-structured depth interviews with key stakeholders and focus
groups with employers and apprentices. It was anticipated that the main fieldwork
phase would include six focus groups (three with employers and apprentices

respectively). Following a formal contractual ‘pause’ to the research (in late March
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2020) as a result of the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic and associated public
health restrictions, the research plan was revised in July 2020.

A short feasibility exercise was conducted with SDS representatives in October
2020 to assess whether the research could still proceed effectively in an economic
environment dominated by the extensive use of furlough, continuing lockdown
restrictions in key sectors and reports of apprentice redundancies in particular
areas such as hospitality and retail. The outcome of this feasibility exercise was
twofold: first, that apprenticeships appeared to be ‘holding up’ and being sustained
in key and essential areas such as construction and engineering; but second, that
the outlook was significantly worse in the hospitality and retail sectors. On this basis
it was decided to continue the research but exclude employers and apprentices in
these sectors because of the continuing uncertainty, not just about the numbers of
apprenticeships but also due to the very particular challenges faced by employers
and apprentices in these sectors.

The revised research design included the suspension of all face-to-face contact
with research participants in line with public health restrictions. It was decided that
telephone/online interviews were a more appropriate method of data collection than
focus groups in light of restrictions on direct social contact, and could provide more
opportunities to explore and develop a deeper understanding of the impact of the
pandemic. It should be acknowledged, however, that the shift to telephone/online
interviews potentially negated some of the possible benefits of focus groups, for
example, where a more interactive approach might have stimulated debate on ‘new’
or ‘novel’ issues with participants. Switching to depth interviews also significantly
extended the fieldwork phase of the research and the time required to analyse
findings.

Pre-interview information provision: in order that the research participants were
able to give considered reflection on both fair work as it is understood in Scotland
and the specific nature of the Fair Work First criteria, all participants were provided
summary information in advance of the interviews. This pre-interview information
ensured that participants had an opportunity to consider the issues that underpin
fair work and Fair Work First and were not being asked about these ‘cold’ and
uninformed.

Interview data was collated from three groups: key stakeholders, employers and
apprentices. Key stakeholders were representatives from agencies and bodies
relevant to SDS and apprenticeships and trade unions. Stakeholders were
identified from consultation with members of the Research Advisory Group (RAG)
and other known sources. Employers were selected to reflect the wider population
of apprentice employers (including variation in terms of employer size, sector and
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local labour market). All apprentices were currently engaged in GAs or MAs at the
time of the research and all who took part in the research were offered a financial
incentive (their choice of a £40 retail voucher) to encourage participation.

After undertaking and conducting an initial analysis of the data from the semi-
structured depth interviews the final piece of fieldwork was a roundtable discussion.
Roundtable participants included stakeholders and employers who had taken part
in the research. The roundtable involved providing summary feedback on some of
the initial key findings and a discussion around a number of important issues raised
by the study. The output of the roundtable discussion was particularly useful and
has been incorporated throughout in findings.

Fieldwork design and sample

The fieldwork was designed to access relevant populations of employers and
apprentices and to cover key variations in workforce size, sector and local labour
markets (employers) and apprentices (MA and GA). Three local labour market
areas were selected for the research: Glasgow, Perth and Inverness. These areas
broadly reflected urban, semi-rural and rural geographies and labour markets.
Apprentices and employers were contacted through a range of channels (e.g.
email, telephone) and invited to participate in the research.® Details of the number
of research participants by stakeholder group is provided in Table 1.

A more detailed breakdown of the sample is included in Appendix A. This shows
that representation across key employers of varying workforce size (including
micro-employers) and key sectors was delivered. Similarly, with apprentices, a
sample spread across key GA and MA frameworks and sectors was achieved.
Apprentices were also spread across age groups and there was a 52:48% spilt in
favour of female research participants.

6 SDS data provided a range of key information on apprentices under a data sharing agreement,
that supported the identification and purposive recruitment of employers and apprentices. Contacts
were used to identify appropriate employer representatives (e.g. those in roles in HR and in
Learning & Development in larger and medium-sized organisations, and owners and senior
managers in smaller companies and micro employers). Employers were also identified via publicly
available information on members of the Scottish Apprenticeship Advisory Board’s Employer
Engagement Group.
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Table 1. Research Participants by Type and Local Labour Market (n)

Participant Glasgow Inverness Perth Total
Group

Stakeholders - - - 10
Employers’ 6 6 6 18
GA Apprentices® 8 - - 8
MA Apprentices - 6 6 12
Roundtable - - - 27
Discussion

Group

Throughout the report the term ‘apprentice’ is used to include all those who took
part in a SDS-recognised GA and MA apprenticeship framework. However, it is
important to understand that although an individual or their employer was currently
participating in an MA or GA programme, this did not mean that individuals or their
employers used or identified with the term ‘apprentice’. It was clear from the
interviews with ‘apprentices’, that people in younger age groups and those with less
formal work experience, and those employers with dedicated ‘apprentice’ grades
and structures, were the most likely to use the term ‘apprentice’ to describe their
working status and role. This included all of those in the GA group undertaking 4-
year degree apprenticeship training. MA apprenticeship frameworks, however,
include those training for shorter time periods (e.g. 12, 18 or 24 months). These
types of courses are often used to upskill existing employees, and research
participants in these groups were more likely to describe themselves as
‘employees’ to reflect their status (although in Scotland all SDS-framework
apprentices are formally employees). This difference in terminology reflects a
common (though not wholly accurate) understanding of the term ‘apprentice’ as
meaning relatively young workers with limited experience working in skilled and
semi-skilled trades in construction and engineering. In areas such as social care
and digital services, those who were formally apprentices said that their period of
MA training or study was only one part of their wider job tasks and role, and that it
was easier to use the term ‘employee’ to avoid any misplaced client concerns about

" All employers in Glasgow were large and GAs were recruited from this area to reflect their
greater proportion among these employers.

8 The population of MAs are more numerous than GAs by about 2:1 and this was reflected in our
research design and recruitment.
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their inexperience and suitability for their job, roles and tasks. Consequently,
experienced older workers largely saw themselves as ‘employees’.

Interview guides were developed for stakeholders, employers, GAs and MAs.
Interviews tended to last between 25 and 50 minutes, although some were
significantly longer. All interviews were recorded (where consent was given).
Interviews with stakeholders took place over November 2020 to March 2021; with
employers over January 2021 to March 2021 and with apprentices over January to
February 2021. The roundtable took place in April 2021. The fieldwork was shaped
by the ongoing public health regulations arising from the pandemic. The data and
insights must be seen as arising within this distinctive context.

A thematic analytical approach was adopted, guided by the research objectives and
the extant literature on both apprenticeships and conditionality in public funding,
alongside research team knowledge of the broader skills, learning and fair work
landscape. Themes were cross-checked across the SCER research team.
Research interviews were partially transcribed, stratified both thematically and by
research respondent type, using Excel to assist qualitative data manipulation and
analysis. Engaging with the range of groups and individuals covered in this
research allows for multiple and potentially conflicting issues to surface and
ensures that no single stakeholder view (collective or individual) dominates the
analysis. The data allow for a wide-ranging assessment of the views of different
groups on opportunities to embed Fair Work First principles in the MA and GA offer,
and for variation in views by participant sub-group to be highlighted where
appropriate. To protect the anonymity of individual participants and their respective
organisations/employers, all illustrative quotes presented in the findings section are
attributed to the broad stakeholder groupings outlined in Table 1 only and related
non-identifying information.

This research, like much other work and labour market-related activity, was
significantly affected by the Covid-19 pandemic, and the impact on research
methods and timetable has been outlined previously. The fieldwork was delayed
but was ongoing during the second period of formal lockdown in October 2020 and
the third lockdown from early January 2021. This meant that the sample of
stakeholders, employers and apprentices were, like many members of the working
population, working from home and subject to a set of new, multiple and competing
demands on their working and domestic commitments, which created challenges in
accessing research participants and scheduling fieldwork.

Part Two of this report outlines the research findings. Part Three offers concluding
reflections on the Fair Work First criteria and their adoption and adaptation into the
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apprenticeship family in Scotland, as well as, offering recommendations on how this
can be best achieved.
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Part Two: Findings

This section presents the main research findings and is organised around the
following themes/topic areas: the impact of the Covid-19 pandemic on
apprenticeships; awareness of fair work and FWF; views on FWF; Fair Work First
and the Real Living Wage (RLW); benefits of apprenticeships and likely impact of
FWF; mechanisms for embedding FWF; incentivising the adoption of FWF;
guaranteed apprenticeships for specific groups who experience labour market
disadvantage (such as those who are care-experienced or disabled); and advice
and support on fair work and Fair Work First for employers.

The impact of the Covid-19 pandemic on apprenticeships

There was a general consensus and consistency across stakeholders, employers
and apprentices about the impact of the Covid-19 pandemic on apprenticeships.
The main message recounted by research participants was that, in their view, the
pandemic had negatively affected the uptake of new apprenticeships, as well as the
placement and progress of existing apprenticeships. Stakeholders reported
significant reductions in apprenticeship numbers in 2020 and believed that this
would continue in 2021 as employers absorb the economic costs of the pandemic,
before picking up in 2022 and beyond.

Stakeholders reflected on the differential impact of the pandemic on specific
sectors, highlighting that while apprenticeships in sectors such construction,
engineering and in sectors employing ‘essential workers’ were being sustained,
redundancies were emerging and would continue to emerge in hospitality and retail.
Some stakeholders anticipated up to a 33 per cent reduction in apprenticeships in
2021 but believed that these numbers could recover in the medium and longer
term. However, there was considerable uncertainty about what will happen to jobs
and workplaces after the end of the Coronavirus Job Retention Scheme (CJRS).

Employers highlighted a number of disruptions to their recruitment of
apprenticeships in 2020. Some had suspended or delayed their apprentice
recruitment process. However, these employers did anticipate returning to normal
over the course of 2021 and most employers spoke about there being no change to
the numbers of apprentices they will employ in 2021 and in 2022 from their pre-
pandemic numbers. Two large employers also spoke about looking at expanded
numbers of apprentices in the next three years. Going forward, stakeholders and
employers were largely positive about apprentice numbers and expected these to
return to normal after 2021.

Some employers spoke about workplace support for new apprentices in 2020 and
their appreciation of the particular difficulties being faced by new starts, who would
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otherwise normally be expected to work in public-facing and/or in office-based
environments, and whose experience to date of their new employer and work
colleagues had been largely online and in virtual settings. This aspect was also
identified by two of our apprentice participants whose experience of the workplace
to date had been largely or wholly virtual and digital.

All stakeholders, employers and apprentices spoke of their appreciation of the
CJRS and the help this provided in retaining apprenticeships. For stakeholders,
their views on the efficacy of schemes such as the Partnership Action for
Continuing Employment (PACE)® and the Adopt an Apprentice?? initiative were
supportive: particularly around the practical financial support being provided by the
Adopt an Apprentice initiative to help support the continued training of existing
apprentices. This suggests that policy initiatives have been helpful in responding to
the challenges employers and apprentices have faced over 2020 and into 2021.

Stakeholders and employers also highlighted Covid-19 related impact in terms of a
delay to the progress of current apprentices. This was confirmed in interviews with
apprentices who reported delays in their progress and the completion of their
training ranging between 3-6 months at the point of interview. Apprentice
participants strongly welcomed their employer’s actions to support their jobs and
the reassurances that some reported that they had been given about the security of
their jobs and training. The latter was seen as particularly important by around a
third of the sample who reported their experiences of furlough. Some employers
and apprentices also used Covid-19 required homeworking as an opportunity to
focus on the more theoretical elements of their study and training.

The main factors influencing delays to progress and completion were:

e the shift to online working and learning from April 2020 which meant an
inevitable delay as employers and apprentices had to acclimatise to a new
homeworking approach, including ensuring that all employees had the
materials and resources to enable them to work from home;

e off-the-job training providers had to shift to wholly virtual learning
environments and new digital software platforms and systems; and

e continuing difficulties associated with conducting on-the-job apprentice
assessments where these involved practical tasks and/or observational
elements. For apprentices this meant that they were unable to complete parts
of their training (for example, practical engineering tasks, customer service,

9 A Scottish Government initiative, delivered by SDS, offering inter-agency advice, help and
support to employers facing redundancy situations.

10 This Scottish Government initiative, managed by SDS, offers employers £5000 for recruiting an
apprentice who has been made redundant by their employer.

18



carer interactions) because of lockdowns and social distancing restrictions
around face-to-face interaction.

Awareness of fair work and Fair Work First

In general, there was greater levels of awareness of fair work among stakeholders
and employers compared to apprentices. Public sector and large employers were
more aware of fair work than small or medium sized enterprises (SMES) or micro
employers (employing fewer than 10 employees), with the former groups able to
refer to the existence and various outputs of Scotland’s Fair Work Convention. Fair
work was best understood and applied by stakeholders and larger employers,
particularly those in the public sector. There were moderate levels of awareness
among SME employers and little to no awareness of fair work among GA and MA
apprentices.

Stakeholders and larger employers (particularly in the public sector), were very
aware of the term ‘fair work’. They were able to discuss fair work in detail and
identify it as part of their existing approaches and efforts to ‘invest in people’. Many
could cite various policy initiatives and documentary sources and spoke about its
current use in public sector procurement procedures. To illustrate, this knowledge
included:

e the existence and work of the Fair Work Convention;

e awareness of the Fair Work Framework;

e the requirement of training providers to promote Fair Work with apprentice
