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On a positive note, there is significant interest 
in Trailblazers currently being developed 
and occupational areas not yet approved for 
development. This demonstrates employer interest 
and necessitates a speedy process of moving 
Apprenticeship Standards through to completion 
and approval.

Employers’ inexperience with apprenticeship 
models coupled with the complex and lengthy 
process of setting up a Degree Apprenticeship 
programme is a barrier to the development 
and adoption of a broader range of Degree 
Apprenticeship programmes. Employers and 
providers also cite challenges with the complexity 
of the processes involved – including the 
Trailblazer process, dealing with the ESFA and End 
Point Assessments.

However, the top three challenges that employers 
expect to face in offering Degree Apprenticeships 
centre around their attractiveness to students. 
Employers receive on average 19 applications per 
apprentice vacancy vs 68 for a graduate vacancy2, 
showing there is a significant gap in the level of 
competition for places. The same report shows 
that higher level apprenticeship vacancies are 
approximately 10% of graduate hiring volumes. 
There is a risk that a focus on the supply of 
apprentice programmes will mean that the 
promotion of the offering will be neglected.

1 Degree Apprenticeships: Realising Opportunities Universities UK, 2017
2 Taken from AGR’s 2017 Apprenticeship Report

AGR received funding from HEFCE as part of 
the Degree Apprenticeship Development Fund, 
which was set up to accelerate the number and 
take-up of Degree Apprenticeships in England. 
AGR’s membership comprises both the employer 
and university contingents, giving us a unique 
perspective on the opportunities that Degree 
Apprenticeships represent and the barriers to 
developing and delivering them.

This survey was conducted in November 2017 with 
AGR employers and received 92 responses. Since 
then two round tables and multiple interviews 
have been held to verify and bring context to the 
results. AGR’s employers typically plan their early 
talent strategies on an annual basis, and so it is 
felt that the findings from this research have not 
materially changed. The survey results can also be 
considered alongside the Universities UK research 
in the same period that explores the supply side 
of Degree Apprenticeships – references to their 
findings are included in this report1. 

Over 90% of surveyed employers are levy payers, so 
it can be taken that the vast majority of responses 
are from large employers. Most employers who 
responded have their headquarters in London 
but there is a wide range of regional offices (full 
details are available in the appendix). It is also 
worth noting here that AGR’s membership does 
not include a significant number of public sector 
employers, therefore when taking into account 
the expected interest in standards in social 
work, nursing and policing, this sector is under-
represented. 

Despite a number of employers accelerating their 

Degree Apprenticeship strategies, the number of 

programmes and vacancies remains low. The sectors 
that have experience of offering apprentice schemes 
prior to the levy’s introduction dominate the current 
Degree Apprenticeship offering, namely technology 
and construction. There is still great variation in 
the awareness, readiness and capability within 
employers with regards to Degree Apprenticeships.

Executive summary

Executive summary
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Executive summary

developed. For those coming through the 
pipeline there will be an increasing number of 
employers working with more providers across a 
greater regional spread and the proportion of 
those working with FE colleges rather than 
universities will increase. The regions where 
employers are working or planning to work with 
providers closely matches the locations where 
Degree Apprenticeships will be offered, suggesting 
local and regional provision is the priority.

• There is a considerable amount of uncertainty 
amongst employers about which learning modes 
they will choose to delivery Degree Apprenticeships 
in. For those that are clearer, a blended approach 
seems to be the most favourable.

• 73% of employers see Degree Apprenticeships as 
an opportunity to help the problem of skills gaps 
within their organisation, indicating they are 
part of a wider talent and skills strategy.

• 77% of employers also agree that Degree 
Apprenticeships can help address social mobility 
challenges, supporting part of a wider social 
mobility strategy.

• Those employers that have experienced or 
anticipate challenges with offering Degree 
Apprenticeships cite a number of reasons  
but primarily they are concerned about a  
lack of awareness of Degree Apprenticeships 
amongst potential apprentices and the  
overall reputation of apprenticeships. This 
is a challenge that employers alone cannot  
solve, but some recognise their role in trying  
to address this.

• Finally, the reasons why employers are choosing 
not to offer Degree Apprenticeships within 
their organisation are varied, but the most 
common response was that they do not fit with 
organisational priorities. A number of employers 
are starting with lower level apprenticeships, 
and it is not currently clear whether there is a 
planned pipeline from these through to Degree 
Apprenticeships

Key findings from AGR research
• 56% of levy-paying employers surveyed are 

offering or planning to offer one of the 18 
approved Degree Apprenticeships available at 
the time of the survey. Large employers with 
over 5,000 employees are more likely to do 
so than smaller ones and those employers in 
construction, financial services and the legal 
sector are the most likely.

• The two most popular Degree Apprenticeships 
currently approved for delivery are Digital & 
Technology Solutions Professional with 40% of 
employers offering or planning to offer it, and 
the Chartered Manager Degree Apprenticeship 
with 29% of employers offering or planning to 
offer it.

• The Universities UK survey3  identified there 
is a similar distribution of interest in these 
two Degree Apprenticeships with university 
providers.

• Growth of the Chartered Manager Degree 
Apprenticeship from 2016-2019 is expected to 
be over 400% and of the Digital Technology 
Solutions Professional Degree Apprenticeship 
over 280%.

• In terms of the market for degree apprentices, 
44% of employers in 2016 offered them 
exclusively to new staff, however that is 
expected to drop to 31% by 2019 with the majority 
of employers offering them to a mix of both new 
and existing staff.

• Employers are interested in offering new 
standards in development in 20 different sectors 
(this combines the construction sectors and 
manufacturing and engineering sectors into 
single groupings) and there is a strong interest 
in future Degree Apprenticeships in digital 
and IT. Standards in development need to be 
moved through to approval quickly and with 
transparency, so that employers can plan their 
programmes.

• Employers are predominantly working with 
university providers over FE colleges and 
alternative providers across a wide range of 
regions for Degree Apprenticeships already 

Executive summary (continued)

3 Degree Apprenticeships: Realising Opportunities Universities UK, 2017
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• Have a transparent and consistent approach 
to supporting employers who are unclear or 
uncertain about the development or delivery of 
Degree Apprenticeships, and enable the sharing 
of best practice.

For government/policy makers:
• Ensure the new Institute for Apprenticeships 

minimises any delays in the approval of 
Apprenticeship Standards.

• Make it easier to identify which Trailblazer 
groups are developing Degree Apprenticeships 
to enable employers and providers to incorporate 
into their strategies.

• Coordinate campaign activity to continue to 
raise awareness of Degree Apprenticeships 
particularly with parents, bringing in employer 
and provider groups to support.

• Ensure Degree Apprenticeships feature in a 
rounded careers advice and guidance provision 
by taking a ‘carrot and stick’ approach with 
schools and incentivising the provision of advice 
on apprenticeships and measuring results 
through inspection. 

• Mandate that schools are measured on 
apprenticeship destinations as well as 
progression to HE/FE.

Recommendations
To increase the range of Degree Apprenticeships 
offered by HEI/employer partnerships we 
recommend three high level areas to focus on:
1. Employers need greater clarity on the range of 

programmes available, how a new programme 
can be created, and how they can be built into 
talent strategies.

2. Speed up the process for Trailblazers being 
approved and getting to market.

3. Developing the profile of degree apprentice 
options in schools needs to have a high priority 
and run in parallel work undertaken on 
programme development.

More specifically, AGR recommends the following:
For employers:
• Continue to share best practice in the development 

and offering of Degree Apprenticeships.
• Actively promote them to schools, working with 

government, professional bodies and sector 
groups where appropriate.

For providers:
• Use existing school outreach channels and 

work with employers in raising awareness and 
understanding of Degree Apprenticeships with 
young people and advisers.

Ensure Degree  
Apprenticeships  

feature in a rounded  
careers advice and  
guidance provision.



Introduction

Many  
universities  

have woken up to the 
opportunities offered by 
Degree Apprenticeships 

through the fact that  
they will be paying  

the levy.

6

Universities UK also conducted research with 
universities to determine the appetite for 
creating and offering provision for Degree 
Apprenticeships. From that research we know that 
there are at least 60 universities and other higher 
education institutions across England currently 
implementing or planning to implement Degree 
Apprenticeships for the next academic year (2017-
18). Furthermore, as well as delivering existing 
standards, universities are interested in developing 
new standards in 43 industry areas.

This report explores current and future demand 
for Degree Apprenticeships and is divided into the 
following sections: 
1. Employer strategy 
2. Employer demand for Degree Apprenticeships 

that have been approved
3. Employer demand for standards that  

are in development
4. Regional spread of demand
5. Learning providers and modes of delivery 
6. Opportunities and challenges
7. Conclusion
8. Appendix 

Also included in the report are excerpts from  
in-depth employer case studies to illustrate  
key points. 

Apprenticeships have been around in some sectors 
for decades in a number of forms, but the advent 
of Trailblazers and the subsequent introduction of 
Degree Apprenticeships has shifted the thinking 
for a wider range of employers. They are part of 
the government strategy to ensure employers get 
the skilled workforce they require and will have an 
impact at a local, regional and national level. AGR 
apprenticeship report (2017) shows a significant 
increase in the number of apprenticeships offered 
by employers, albeit the greatest increase is at the 
intermediate level.

The apprenticeship levy in particular has for some 
employers been a significant catalyst, even if in 
many cases the drive for action has been led by 
the finance director rather than the HR director. 
And this is not only true for employers, as many 
universities have woken up to the opportunities 
offered by Degree Apprenticeships through the fact 
that they themselves will be paying the levy. 

Those institutions, employers and providers that 
are ahead of the curve share a common strategy of 
being proactive rather than reactive (to the levy), 
and have a cross-organisational response with 
senior buy-in. There are some fantastic examples 
of employer and provider co-creation, during and 
after the Trailblazer process, and in these cases 
both parties regularly refer to a ‘partnership’ 
approach.

The HEFCE Degree Apprenticeship Development 
Fund was set up to accelerate the introduction 
of Degree Apprenticeships, both for existing 
and new Standards, and in the first phase 
18 institutions were successful in attracting 
funding. As part of that fund AGR has conducted 
research with employers, professional bodies and 
university careers services, this report is a result 
of the employer research on demand for Degree 
Apprenticeships.

Introduction





Employer strategy

It is perhaps generally assumed that the 
Apprenticeship Levy is a key driver in accelerating 
the development and offering of apprenticeships; 
that is certainly the intention of the policy. 
However, a large number of employers have 
offered apprenticeships for many years, have long-
term talent strategies and a keen awareness of the 
role of apprenticeships within them. Still, for some 
employers and also for Degree Apprenticeships 
specifically, the Levy has focused the minds of 
senior management. 

Understanding the position of employers before 
the introduction of the Levy demonstrates its 
impact. The results from the survey show that 
less than a third of employers had a strategy to 
introduce Degree Apprenticeships before the Levy, 
see Chart 1. 

It could be the case that the 68% of employers 
who responded ‘no’ or ‘partially’ were offering or 
planning to offer apprenticeships at lower levels 
but that apprenticeships at levels 6 and 7 had not 
been fully considered at that point. In interviews 
with employers a common approach is to treat the 
introduction of Degree Apprenticeships as a pilot, 
starting with a small number on one programme. 
Although they may go on to offer multiple 
programmes. See the overviews of the strategies at 
IBM and Marks & Spencer below as examples.

“IBM UK introduced its first 

apprenticeships in 2010, so apprentices 

have been established and successful 

in our early professionals Foundation 

organisation for several years. We have 

further added Degree Apprenticeships 

because they offer a new channel for 

bringing vitality into our business.  

Demand for Degree Apprenticeships, 

and other early professionals 

(graduates, interns, apprenticeships), 

is influenced by our business lines.  

Following the announcement of the 

Levy we initiated conversations and 

informed our different business lines 

on how they can best take advantage 

of the Levy.” 

 

Charlotte Fisher-Morecroft, Early 

Professionals Manager and Degree 

Apprenticeships Scheme Lead, IBM   

Yes

No

Partially

32%26%

42%

  Did your organisation have a strategy for 
the introduction of Degree Apprenticeships 

prior to the announcement of the levy?
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When looking at the likelihood to have a strategy, 
the construction4 and digital sectors lead the way 
with responses of 55% and 60% respectively. The 
response for the digital industries and IT may be 
high because the Digital Technology and Solutions 
Professional Degree Apprenticeship was one 
of the earlier Degree Apprenticeships available 
for delivery and employers in this sector may 

have been preparing for this ahead of the Levy 
announcement. The education, financial services 
and legal sectors were more likely to respond that 
they did not have a strategy.

4 Note: when the Construction and Manufacturing and Engineering 
sectors are referred to in the report, these are a combination of the 
individual sectors within those industries.

I had actively engaged with our teams long before the levy was announced around where 

apprenticeships could add real strategic value to our business, for example in areas where we 

knew that there was a decline in the number of students coming through taking the subjects 

at degree level, such as Food Science and Technology – both crucial for us as we pride ourselves 

on innovation. We also talked about areas where we were competing in a hugely competitive 

market for talent and were not an obvious destination for graduates, such as Software Engineering 

or Cyber Security. However, the announcement of the levy made it clear that these programmes 

alone would never deliver sufficient numbers for us to maximise the cost of the levy. 

Therefore, the levy has acted as a catalyst to review where within our organisation there might 

be an opportunity to use apprenticeships to strengthen and enhance our existing development 

programmes and ensure we were maximising our levy as much as possible.  

Helen Alkin, Head of Future Talent Recruitment, Mark & Spencer   

Base 85 (With five or more responses)

Overall
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Having established the pre-levy position, the 
survey asked how that strategy has been affected. 
There is a significant concern amongst HEIs 
that any success of Degree Apprenticeships 
will be at the expense of ‘traditional’ graduate 
recruitment but the results from this survey 
and other AGR data suggest around a third of 
employers are saying there has been no change, 
with just over a fifth saying they will be cutting 
graduate recruitment numbers as a result of 
an accelerated approach to the introduction of 
Degree Apprenticeships, see Chart 3. A clearer 
picture will emerge in the summer of 2017 when 
the Levy is in full operation and AGR conducts 
its annual survey of graduate vacancy numbers. 

The positive news story for the levy is that around 
44% of employers in total have accelerated their 
Degree Apprenticeship strategy. If, as suggested in 
IBM’s account above, a number of employers are 
taking a pilot approach of at least a year then this 
acceleration may not translate into a significant 
number of apprenticeship starts for two-three 
years, and that does not take into account the time 
it can take an employer to source a provider and 
set up a programme. This timescale was not part of 
the survey but anecdotal evidence from employer 
interviews indicates this could be anywhere 
from six to twelve months providing the Degree 
Apprenticeship standard they require has been 
approved for delivery.

Trailblazers are employer-led consortia focused on 
the development of an Apprenticeship Standard. 
The time it takes to develop a Standard and have it 
approved for delivery can vary; some take months 
but others can take significantly longer. The 
construction management Trailblazer for example 
is in its third year and employers in that sector are 
frustrated at the lack of progress as they are keen 
to recruit into these roles.  Considering the 
significant time investment involved in the 
development of Standards it is fair to assume that 
any employers involved are more likely to have a 
strategy and be committed to offering a Degree 
Apprenticeship programme. Nearly 60% of 
respondents to the question in the survey (23 out of 
39) are part of a Trailblazer, a quarter within digital 
industries and manufacturing, but the remainder 
distributed across a whole range of Trailblazers. 

31%

22%

22%

12%

12%

No change

Accelerated introduction of degree apprenticeships and reducing graduate or 
higher apprenticeships intake

Accelerated introduction of DAs, in addition to current intake

Considering investigating / developing a DA

Other (please specify)

How has your strategy for Degree Apprenticeships been affected by the 
announcement of the levy?

of employers have accelerated  
their Degree Apprenticeship  

strategy

44%
Base 49
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Employer demand for Degree 
Apprenticeships that have 
been approved

The survey explored how employers have responded to the Degree Apprenticeship Standards already 
approved for delivery.  At the time of the survey, 18 were available and just over half (52%) of all employers 
who responded said they were offering or planning to offer one or more of these. Of the surveyed levy-
paying organisations 56% are slightly more likely to be offering a Degree Apprenticeship, see Chart 4. These 
organisations will be large businesses with a clear incentive to identify opportunities to draw down from 
their fund. 

Employers paying the levy

Employers not paying the levy

Employers unsure if they are 
paying the levy

0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90 100

56% 44%

20% 80%

75%

Yes No

Are you currently offering or are you planning to offer a Degree Apprenticeship  
that is based on a standard that is already approved for delivery?   
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Breaking the results down further into size of organisation by UK employees, the response from those at 
more than 5,000 employees rises to 65%. Note, 47% of respondents to the survey were from organisations 
with over 5,000 employees and 10% from those with under 499 employees. A full breakdown can be found 
in the appendix.

In terms of the sector of the employers who responded, the construction industry, retail and manufacturing 
businesses responded with the highest percentage, see Chart 5. The lower response from the financial 
services, banking and insurance sector is surprising as the Relationship Manager (banking) Degree 
Apprenticeship is one of the 18 approved for delivery. 

Construction (overall)

Financial services, banking and insurance

Legal services

Manufacturing and engineering (overall)

Retail sales and customer service

0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90 100

Number of employers

50% 50%

41% 59%

82% 18%

70% 30%

80% 20%

Yes No

Are you currently offering or are you planning to offer a Degree Apprenticeship that 
is based on a standard that is already approved for delivery?

Em
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oy
er
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ec

to
r

Bases: Construction (11), Financial service, banking and insurance (17), 
Legal services (14), Education and training (9),  
Manufacturing and engineering (10), Digital industries and IT (5).
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Of the 18 Standards approved for delivery, the two 
that employers most regularly cite as offering or 
planning to offer are the Digital & Technology 
Solutions Professional and the Chartered Manager 
Degree Apprenticeships, see Chart 6. This mirrors 
the results from the Universities UK survey which 
outlines the actual and predicted provision offered 
at universities (see Table 1 on page 16). There 
are good reasons for the popularity of these two 
Degree Apprenticeships. Firstly, there was a good 
representation of large employers involved in 
the Trailblazer groups developing the standards: 
more than 25 for the Chartered Manager and 15 for 
the Digital & Technology Solutions Professional. 
And secondly, both can be deployed in a range of 
sectors and across a number of business units 
within an employer, rather than being a technical 
specialism such as Aerospace Engineer or Nuclear 

Scientist, which would naturally attract a more 
niche employer. In fact, the Trailblazer groups for 
these two Standards’ consisted of employers from 
as diverse sectors as retail, engineering, media, 
financial, manufacturing and the public sector.  

40%

29%

16%

16%

9%

7%

7%

4%

4%

4%

4%

4%

2%

2%

2%

Digital and Technology Solutions Professional

Chartered Manager Degree Apprenticeship

Solicitor

Chartered Surveyor

Electrical/ Electronic Technical Support Engineer

Systems Engineering Masters Level

Relationship Manager (Banking)

Aerospace Engineer

Manufacturing Engineer

Product Design and Development Engineer

Senior Compliance/ Risk Specialist

Chartered Legal Executive

Aerospace Software Development Engineer

Embedded Electronic Systems Design and Development Engineer

Nuclear Scientist and Nuclear Engineer

Which of the following Degree Apprenticeships that are approved for 
delivery are you offering or do you plan to offer? 

Base 45

*Note, employers could select multiple responses to the question
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Having data on the number of employers offering 
Degree Apprenticeships is useful but what is 
critical for providers is understanding the current 
and potential size of the market. Not only are the 
Chartered Manager and Digital & Technology 
Solutions Professional Degree Apprenticeships 
the most popular amongst employers offering 
but they have the largest numbers and significant 
predicted growth. From a base of 190 in 2016, the 
Chartered Manager Degree Apprenticeship is 
predicted to grow by over 400% to just over 1,000 
apprenticeship starts by 2019. For the Digital 
& Technology Solutions Professional Degree 

Apprenticeship, growth of over 280% to 635 
starts is being planned for. These numbers are, 
as previously mentioned, for large employers 
and exclude the large public sector employers, 
so when compared to the supply data provided 
by the Universities UK research they look 
disproportionately small. But, of course providers 
are making their growth predictions based on 
the whole market, included small and regional 
businesses. Even so the data suggests that these 
two Degree Apprenticeships have longstanding 
appeal and the growth is pretty steady across the 
four year period, see Chart 7 below. 

Chartered Manager

Digital and Technology Solutions Professional

Chartered Surveyor

Product Design and Development Engineer

Solicitor

Relationship Manager (Banking)

Manufacturing Engineer

Electrical/Electronic Technical Support Engineer

Chartered Legal Executive

Systems Engineering Masters Level

Nuclear Scientist and Nuclear Engineer

Aerospace Engineer

0 200 400 600 800 1000 1200

2016 2017 2018 2019

Estimated number of starts by degree apprenticeships by year
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Manager Degree 
Apprenticeship is 
predicted to grow 
to over 1,000 total 

starts by 2019.



The data from the Universities UK and AGR surveys on the supply and demand of Degree Apprenticeships 
is not directly comparable, as explained above. This is partly because universities include provision for 
a wider range of employers including SMEs. However for illustrative purposes, Table 1 shows in actual 
volume and proportion the number of Degree Apprenticeships starts that both surveys returned over a two 
year period. While the number of starts varies significantly, the results show similar proportions not just 
for the two most popular Degree Apprenticeships but across the range.

What is noticeable in the data above is the limited 
growth in the size of some cohorts from 2016/17 
to 2017/18 that AGR employers are reporting. 
For example, the Chartered Manager Degree 
Apprenticeship changes from 190 to 205 starts and 
the Digital Technology & Solutions Professional 
Degree Apprenticeship from 165 to 195, compared 
to the UUK data which shows growth of 113% 
and 93% respectively. This could be explained 
by providers expecting to offer to an increased 
number of employers rather than an increase in 
the size of cohorts. 

Employers are considering Degree Apprenticeships 
as part of their wider talent strategies. There 
is understandably considerable interest from 
providers in whether employers will utilise the 
Levy for new or existing staff, see Chart 8. The 
picture is mixed; for Degree Apprenticeships 
that are approved for delivery there is a shift 
over the four year window from being primarily 

for new recruits to a greater proportion offering 
to a combination of new and existing staff. 
Proportionally very few employers are saying they 
will deploy Degree Apprenticeships as part of their 
talent development strategy for existing staff only, 
and that decreases over time, from 16% in 2016 to 
just 4% in 2019. 

  AGR* UUK AGR UUK AGR UUK

  2016-17** 2017-18* % of Total

Chartered Manager 190 855 205 1821 31% 38%

Digital and Technology Solution Professional 165 723 195 1399 28% 30%

Engineer - all subjects 135 367 165 1023 24% 20%

Chartered Surveyor 55 50 70 160 10% 3%

Chartered Legal Executive 5 37 5 155 0.70% 2.70%

Relationship Manager (banking) 0 42 30 94 2.30% 1.90%

Solicitor 10 17 30 118 3% 1.90%

Senior Compliance/Risk Specialist 0 30 0 80 0% 1.50%

Total 560 2121 700 4850    

*AGR employers were asked for responses in bands. The mid-point of these bands have been taken for comparison purposes. These results should be taken as 
an illustration, not a finite number.

**Note that AGR employers were asked for a calendar year response rather than an academic year. An assumption has been made that the majority of starts 
would in September of that year, in order to correlate with the UUK data

Table 1

Chapter 2
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The picture differs by Degree Apprenticeship 
though. Looking at the three apprenticeships 
with the highest number of starts in more 
detail, it can be seen that the deployment of 
Degree Apprenticeships has the potential to 
vary considerably. In 2016 both the Chartered 
Manager and the Digital & Technology Solutions 
Professional Degree Apprenticeships had a 
mix of new and existing staff, but in differing 
proportions. For the Chartered Manager in 2016 
and 2017, around a quarter of responses will 
only be upskilling existing staff but this drops 
off in 2018 to just 9% with the remaining 91% of 
employers combining both, see Chart 9. However 
for the Digital & Technology Solutions Professional 
the proportion of employers focusing on new 
recruits in 2019 is 25% dropping from a peak in 
2016 of almost 60%, see Chart 10. Compare these to 
the Chartered Surveyor which is heavily weighted 
to new recruits, it demonstrates how differently 
Degree Apprenticeships are being utilised, see 
Chart 11.
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Employer demand for  
standards that are in  
development

There are a number of Degree Apprenticeship 
Standards that are in development by a Trailblazer 
group or awaiting approval for delivery. When 
employers were asked if they were planning on 
offering one or more of these once approved, 
slightly more employers responded in the 
positive (56%) than did for the existing Degree 
Apprenticeships. 

Further analysis shows that 65% of employers 
who answered ‘yes’ to offering or planning to 
offer a Degree Apprenticeship that is approved 

for delivery also answered ‘yes’ to planning to 
offer one that is being developed. This suggests 
that there is a propensity to offer multiple Degree 
Apprenticeships, something that is borne out in 
conversations with AGR members. This is usually 
for one of two reasons; either they are offering a 
Degree Apprenticeship and have found a model 
that works well so are looking to build on that or, 
they are involved in the Trailblazer group for one 
that is in development and so have also planned a 
programme for that Degree Apprenticeship into 
their talent strategy for the future.

As identified in Chart 12 above, 56% of all positive 
responses are from Levy payers - again slightly 
higher than for Degree Apprenticeships approved 
for delivery. 
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Employers not paying the levy
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Unsurprisingly when the sector breakdown 
is analysed, construction firms are at the top 
of the chart. The construction industry has 
suffered significant delays in the approval 
of Degree Apprenticeship and organisations 

are ready to recruit as soon as it is ready for 
delivery. Additionally, 75% of manufacturing and 
engineering firms are also looking to offer one of 
the Degree Apprenticeships in development.
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Education and training (9), Manufacturing and engineering (8), Digital industries and IT (5).
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In order to understand in which upcoming Degree 
Apprenticeships the interest lies, the survey asked 
employers to identify the sector category the 
Degree Apprenticeship is in that they are planning 
on delivering (these sector categories are based 
on the ESFA sector categories). The highest level 
of interest is in digital industries and IT, despite 
the Digital & Technology Solutions Professional 
Degree Apprenticeship already being approved  
and popular, see Chart 14 below. This shows that 
future Degree Apprenticeships will be part of 

the ongoing solution to the known digital skills 
shortage in UK PLC. Consistent with the sectors  
of employers, construction is a high interest  
area, as is financial services.  As mentioned above 
however, with nearly 60% of employer responses 
being from organisations involved in Trailblazers, 
it is expected that that their commitment to the 
Degree Apprenticeships being developed in these 
sector categories is perhaps stronger than the 
average employer. 
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Analysing the estimated starts across the sector categories, five of them show indications that there will 
be more than 200 total starts across 2017-19, set out below in Chart 15: construction, financial services, 
digital industries and IT, retail sales and customer service, and business, management and administration. 
As with the Chartered Manager and Digital & Technology Solutions Professional Degree Apprenticeships 
discussed above, the latter three sector categories could cover roles in numerous industries and so have a 
broader appeal than some of the more niche or technical sectors. 

These projected starts are based on the assumption 
that the Trailblazers will be approved in time 
for the recruitment cycles to begin. For most 
employers this begins in the spring and the 
apprenticeships usually start in September, 
suggesting that if the Degree Apprenticeships 
in question aren’t yet approved the 2017 starts 
indicated above may fail to materialise.
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the 2017 starts indicated 
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Compared to the responses for approved Standards 
outlined overleaf, those Degree Apprenticeships 
in the pipeline will be offered to new recruits 
to a slightly greater degree, particularly in 2017. 
However overall employers are still looking to 
utilise them for both new and existing staff.  By 

2019, 58% of employers will be offering Degree 
Apprenticeships to both new recruits and 
existing staff, up from 47% in 2017 (note, the 
figures from 2017 are from a slightly lower base, 
as some respondents are not offering Degree 
Apprenticeships in this year), see Chart 16 below.
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Employers in the construction sector remain consistent in 
their projections for starts over the three year period, set 
out in Chart 17, but the Degree Apprenticeship in business, 
management and administration stand out in terms of being 
offered at a significant level to upskill current employees, at a 
greater level than any of those in the standards approved for 
delivery or in development, see Chart 18.  Over the three year 
period analysed the number of employers offering a Degree 
Apprenticeship in this sector category only to new recruits 
reduces by 18 percentage points, as those that offering mixed 
provision increases (note this is from a small base).  Degree 
Apprenticeships in the digital industries and IT (Chart 19) and 
financial services, banking and insurance (Chart 20) sector 
categories have a similar profile to that of construction, and 
as shown in Chart 15 will have approximately 700 and 400 
starts respectively over this period, despite only having small 
employer bases. 
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Regional spread of demand
Notwithstanding the fact that many employers are still in the planning stage and have not as yet 
identified a provider to work with, the survey asked employers for both Standards approved and in 
development, in which regions their provider(s) were. Chart 21 shows London and the South East, the 
West Midlands and the North West as the most common clusters, along with the Gloucestershire, 
Wiltshire and Bath/Bristol area. The dynamics shift somewhat for Standards in development with 
a greater number of employers planning to work with an increased number of providers across a 
greater number of regions, demonstrating more providers gearing up to offer Degree Apprenticeship 
provision in the pipeline.

In what regions are the providers you are working with or expect to be working with?
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There is a good correlation between where the providers are that employers are going to be working with 
and where in England they are intending to offer Degree Apprenticeships suggesting there is an aspect of 
local delivery for apprentices at play, see Chart 22 below. While some employers are looking for providers 
that can cover multiple geographic areas, some are keen to offer apprentices the face-to-face, on campus 
opportunity that a local provider can deliver. In fact, some employers are finding students are expecting 
the university ‘experience’ as part of the package and are having to either manage those expectations or 
alter how they are offering their programme. This is also reflected in the Universities UK survey which 
found that 52% of the institutions that responded said their apprentices are mostly based locally.
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C
ha

rt
 2

2

29

Inner London - East

Gloucestershire, Wiltshire and Bath/Bristol area

Inner London - West

Surrey, East and West Sussex

Greater Manchester

West Midlands

South Yorkshire

Outer London - East and North East

Hampshire and Isle of Wight

Berkshire, Buckinghamshire and Oxfordshire

Outer London - West and North West

Outer London - South

Merseyside

Kent

Cheshire

West Yorkshire

Tees Valley and Durham

Northumberland and Tyne and Wear

East Anglia

Devon

Cumbria

Shropshire and Staffordshire

North Yorkshire

Leicestershire, Rutland and Northamptonshire

Herefordshire, Worcestershire and Warwickshire

Essex

East Yorkshire and Northern Lincolnshire

Dorset and Somerset

Bedfordshire and Hertfordshire

Lincolnshire

Lancashire

Derbyshire and Nottinghamshire

Cornwall and Isles of Scilly

0 10 20 30 40

Number of employers

29

Standards in development

Standards already approved



Predictably, some Degree Apprenticeships that are approved for are being or will be offered in a high 
number of regions, to either the breadth of the occupational role, such as management or digital, or the 
geographic spread of the sector, such as construction or law, see Table 2. These were approved for delivery 
at various points over the last few years and are collectively more established. This means employers have 
had more time to work with providers to plan their programmes hence it is expected that these figures are 
likely to be more robust than those for Degree Apprenticeships yet to be fully developed.

Manufacturing and construction are also expected to have a wide geographical spread. As has been noted 
previously, the low response to the healthcare, nursing and dentistry sector category is indicative of the 
few employers in the health and public sector that are part of the AGR network.

Degree Apprenticeship Standard  Number of 
approved for delivery regions

Chartered Manager 33
Digital and Technology Solutions Professional 19
Chartered Surveyor 16
Solicitor 12
Relationship Manager (Banking) 9
Electrical/Electronic Technical Support Engineer 6
Chartered Legal Executive 4
Aerospace Engineer 3
Systems Engineering Masters Level 3
Manufacturing Engineer 2
Product Design and Development Engineer 2
Nuclear Scientist and Nuclear Engineer 1

Table 2

It’s a similar picture for the sector categories for Trailblazers in development, with employers planning  
to offer Degree Apprenticeships in business, finance and retail across all regions, see Table 3. 

Sector category for Standard in development Number of  

 regions

Business, management and administration 33
Financial services, banking and insurance 33
Manufacturing 33
Retail sales and customer service 33
Construction 30
Digital industries and IT 18
Food and drink 9
Public sector 6
Science and research 6
Education and training 4
Legal services 4
Power and utilities 4
Fashion and tailoring 2
Housing and property management 2
Sports and leisure 2
Transport 2
Healthcare, nursing and dentistry 1
Sales and marketing 1

Social work 1

Table 3

These figures  
are likely to be more 
robust than those for 

Degree Apprenticeships 
yet to be fully  

developed.
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Learning providers and 
modes of delivery

Employers were asked what types of providers 
they are or are planning to work with to deliver 
Degree Apprenticeships. Both now and in the 
future, the most favoured response was to work 
in partnership with universities, see Chart 
23. However, there is a lower proportion of 
universities as providers for those Standards in 
development, as the percentage of FE colleges 
in the response increases from 13% to 24%, 

reducing the university response from 48% to 
43%. The reason for this could be an increasing 
number of partnerships or consortia between FE 
colleges and universities to deliver those Degree 
Apprenticeships that are currently being developed 
as a response to the desire for local provision, but 
that isn’t clear from the research and should be 
explored further. 

What types of HE providers are you working with for degree apprenticeships?
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Further Education College (FEC)

Other Higher Education Institution
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The majority of employers responding are still 
unsure of the learning mode that their Degree 
Apprenticeship programme will be delivered in and 
as would be expected, that majority increases from 
34% to 51% for the Trailblazers still in development 
(see Chart 24). Blended learning is the preferred 
method by some margin at around 30% for both 
categories. For some employers that are offering 

or planning to offer multiple programmes they 
may choose differing learning modes – see the 
Arcadis and IBM examples below for illustrations 
of organisations working with multiple providers. 
This may be true for a number of employers, but 
there are not enough instances in the responses to 
establish whether that is a likely scenario.

Unsure - early stage of planning

Block or day release with distance learning 
(blended learning)

Regular day release

Online/ distance learning only

Block release
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“We’ve got two different pilots with different 

universities. One is a traditional day release 

part time university course, which was chosen 

because of the good working relationship 

they had with the line manager. The other 

offer a distance learning blended learning 

degree, where there’s a lot of new learning, 

webinars, workshops intermittently - we 

use them predominantly because they’ve got 

great feedback, they’re very good at employer 

engagement and we can use them throughout 

the whole of England because they’re not 

just based in London. So it’s great for having 

everybody on the same course regardless of 

which office they’re in.

Emma Choat, emerging talent development manager, Arcadis   

We are doing the evaluation at the end of 

the first academic year, and we can evaluate 

whether day release is better than virtual 

delivery. We have had some feedback already 

that some of them doing the blended learning 

don’t feel they get the university experience – 

I think they were expecting that as a student 

they would go to university and I don’t think 

their experience is quite what they expected.  

But we’re going to talk to the university to 

see whether they can have more contact with 

them and less e-learning. This is all new so 

it’s all about reflection and trying to work out 

what’s best because of the logistics as well of 

having people across the country.” 

Chapter 5
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Charlotte Fisher-Morecroft, Early Professionals Manager  

and Degree Apprenticeships Scheme Lead, IBM

”We work with four different universities 

as each offer a different learning model 

and therefore different options for the 

business.  The Digital & Technology Solutions 

degree at Queen Mary University of London 

is ideal for developing the technical skills 

we need.  Degree apprentices study at the 

University for two days a week, with some 

free time on campus where they can use 

libraries and other facilities; they can get 

some experience of university life.  Glasgow 

Caledonian University’s one day a week 

model works well for locally based consulting 

degree apprentices.  In 2016 we partnered 

with Pearson College to provide an innovative 

Business Management Degree Apprenticeship 

with rotation placements at different 

companies.  Finally, our partnership with 

University of Exeter provides block release 

and remote learning, which fits well alongside 

the busy, real roles our apprentices do. Strong 

relationships with partner universities are 

vital.  It was important to know that our 

partner universities had sponsorship for 

Degree Apprenticeships from the top of their 

organisations.  At our very first meeting with 

one university they had all the right sponsors 

there; you could see the hierarchy of university 

personnel who put their head around the door. 

I think there are two aspects to a successful 

partnership: one is the universities approach 

in developing and delivering the relevant 

academic content to complement what the 

apprentices are learning in the workplace; the 

second is their support in managing logistics 

and day to day issues.” 
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Opportunities and challenges
One of the main drivers for the apprenticeship policies and the levy in particular is to increase the level 
of productivity in the UK by addressing skills gaps. Employers see the link as well, with 73% stating that 
Degree Apprenticeships may be a part of solving the skills gap issue within their organisation, rising to 78% 
when just considering the larger levy-paying organisations, see Chart 25. Only 13% did not see a fit between 
known skills issues and Degree Apprenticeships. The research does not distinguish between technical and 
soft skills gaps but the way the standards are created and the fact that Trailblazers are led by employers 
should mean Degree Apprenticeships tackle both. 

However, a number of employers have expressed 
a ‘skills expectations’ gap, where apprenticeships 
that join their organisation do not have the 
(usually) soft skills that were expected of them. 
This is confirmed in AGR’s apprenticeship 

research (2017), and may be a result of an internal 
adjustment from recruiting graduates to school 
leavers for the first time. Arcadis are one example 
of an organisation that has experienced this 
challenge.

38%

35%

11%

7%

6%

4%

Somewhat clear, degree apprenticeships may be a part of 
addressing the gaps

Very clear, degree apprenticeships may be a part of  
addressing the gaps

Not clear at all

Very clear, but degree apprenticeships are not part of  
addressing the gaps

Somewhat clear, but degree apprenticeships are not part of 
addressing the gaps

There are no skills gaps in our organisation

How aware are you of the skills gaps that are likely to be faced by your 
organisation over the next five years?

“When I started at Arcadis we needed to 

be looking at higher level skills, as that’s 

where the skills gaps are and with the ageing 

population we needed to grow skills at a 

younger age. I knew apprenticeships and in 

particular the new Degree Apprenticeships 

would be a great way to do that.  A graduate 

doesn’t always have the employability skills.  

They might come out with the technical 

knowledge but they might not have the work 

skills because they might not have had any 

work experience, so actually an apprenticeship 

is a really good way of growing our own.  The 

feedback I get from my line managers is that 

at the beginning apprentices are more difficult 

to manage because they have limited skills and 

knowledge, but by the time they finish their 

apprenticeship they are so much more valuable 

than a graduate coming through the door.” 

Emma Choat, emerging talent development 

manager, Arcadis   
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There may be an appetite for additional 
Trailblazers to be formed, as more than a 
third of those employers who agreed Degree 
Apprenticeships could help solve their skills 
gap think it could be done so by a Degree 
Apprenticeship not currently being developed, 
see Chart 26.  However, this response could 
also be explained by a lack of knowledge of 
the Trailblazers currently developing Degree 
Apprenticeship Standards, especially when 
combined with the 55% of employers that don’t 
know if a Degree Apprenticehip could address their 

skills gap, as it is not obvious unless an employer 
is involved in the Trailblazer group what is in 
development at each apprenticeship level.

Another driver for the apprenticeship agenda is 
to offer career opportunities to young people that 
might not otherwise have considered them. This 
might be linked to avoiding the cost of attending 
university in the traditional way, reaching young 
people who did not realise such career options 
were open to them, or simply offering a more 
attractive ‘earn and learn’ option. The survey 
asked employers whether their apprenticeship 
and social mobility strategy are linked, and 77% 
answered positively with only 5% of employers 
stating outright that recruiting apprentices will 
not contribute to their social mobility agenda, see 
Chart 27. 
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Challenges 
Through interviews with employers a number of challenges with the journey towards offering Degree 
Apprenticeships have been highlighted, and this is backed up by the survey findings. Some of these, 
as expected, are to do with the technicalities of the levy, funding rules and the delivery of Degree 
Apprenticeships. However more frequently cited are issues to do with the lack of awareness of Degree 
Apprenticeships (60%), their reputation (60%) and unknown student demand (42%), see Chart 28. Given how 
much investment, financial and development time, goes into the development of an offering, employers 
are concerned about being able to attract the talent they need to their programmes. 

Many conversations with employers and in some 
cases providers, have resulted in a consensus that 
careers advice and guidance is not focused on the 
apprenticeship agenda enough, and that parents 
in particular need education and support to 
understand the value that Degree Apprenticeships 
can bring. The latter is particularly true for 
employers that want Degree Apprenticeships to 
help improve the social diversity of their recruits. 
There is a fear that more educated and experienced 
parents will have access to information and a 
greater understanding of the benefits, whereas 

those in less advantaged situations may still see a 
traditional university route as the ultimate goal for 
their children. Some organisations and sectors are 
working hard to try and combat this – see Emma 
Choat’s experience at Arcadis as an example.
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Lack of degree apprenticeships in key occupational areas of interest 
to your organisation

Skills Funding Agency Apprenticeship funding rules
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Uncertainty of how to deliver degree apprenticeships
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Degree apprenticeships do not fit with current priorities 

*Note, employers could select multiple responses to the question

What challenges do you, or do you expect, to experience in the offering 
of Degree Apprenticeships?
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The other significant challenge for large employers 
is that there are a lack of Degree Apprenticeships 
in the occupational areas that they need, and this is 
backed up by findings in the AGR Apprenticeship 
Report. This may relate to two of the points above, 
either Trailblazers in development that are taking 
too long to reach approval, or the need for more 
Trailblazers to be formed.

There are a  
lack of Degree 

Apprenticeships in the 
occupational areas that 

employers need.

39



The issue of apprenticeships having a poor reputation doesn’t appear to be a reason not to offer a Degree 
Apprenticeship. When we asked that question, the highest response was that they do not fit with 
current priorities, see Chart 29 below. There are numerous reasons why that could be the case, and in the 
comments section, multiple employers referred to starting with lower level apprenticeships and working 
up from there. AGR’s apprenticeship research (2017) shows that higher level apprenticeships account for 
29% of total AGR employer apprenticeship vacancies, so it is clear that the vast majority are offering levels 2 
and 3; degree apprenticeships are a small proportion of the wider apprenticeship numbers.

In interviews and round tables with employers, it is clear that there are a few sizeable employers who 
do not currently recruit to a formal graduate or apprenticeship scheme, or do so only in small numbers, 
and so setting up the internal infrastructure to run a Degree Apprenticeship programme would require 
considerable investment. Others have sectoral challenges; the consulting sector for example relies on the 
elevated critical thinking that comes from a traditional Bachelor’s degree route, and parts of the legal sector 
have long-embedded recruitment and training practices that may take some time to change. What is true 
is that there is little consistency across sectors; even within consulting and law there are employers keen to 
push for internal change and embrace the opportunities that Degree Apprenticeships offer.

Other responses to the question of what is holding 
back employers from offering Degree 
Apprenticeships centre on uncertainty and a lack 
of clarity. Uncertainty about the Levy will reduce 
now it is live, but a lack of understanding of how to 

develop and deliver programmes might take longer 
to reverse. Thankfully there is a willingness to share 
best practice both by employers and providers, and 
an increasing amount of material available for 
those that have the time to search for it.

27%

18%

18%

18%

14%

9%

9%

9%

5%

0%

46%

Degree apprenticeships do not fit with current priorities 

Uncertainty of how to deliver degree apprenticeships

Uncertainty of how the Levy will operate

Unclear how to develop a degree apprenticeship with an  
HEI/ alternative provider

Uncertainty of student demands for degree apprenticeships

Lack of degree apprenticeships in key occupational areas of interest 
to your organisation

Lack of support for degree apprenticeships from senior management 

Skills Funding Agency Apprenticeship funding rules

Lack of awareness of degree apprenticeships amongst students

The reputation of apprenticeships

Other (please specify below)

 Why are you not intending to offer any Degree Apprenticeships?

*Note, employers could select multiple responses to the question
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Where they are offered, degree apprenticeships 
look set to tackle known skills gaps in businesses 
of all sectors. A small majority of AGR employer 
members are already offering or planning to offer 
a programme in one of the approved Standards, 
and more are looking ahead to the Trailblazers still 
in development.  This is more accurate for larger 
employers than small ones. Growth is expected – 
both in the number of employers offering degree 
apprenticeships and also in the number of regions 
and sector categories in which they’re offered. 
Growth in the size of cohorts however might be 
slower to materialise, as employers start with pilot 
numbers and look to adjust and develop based on 
experience. 

It is also clear that many employers will have 
mixed cohorts of new and existing staff on their 
programmes, but that this differs by the Standard/
sector category in question. This could be driven 
by the Apprenticeship Levy, but if organisations are 
genuinely looking to tackle shortages of skills then 
upskilling across the board makes strategic sense. 

The concerns of universities that employers will 
cut their traditional graduate programmes in 
favour of degree apprenticeships do not seem to 
be materialising yet. This is and will continue to 
be true for some employers in some sectors, but it 
is the AGR’s view that there will not be a wholesale 
switch over. In fact for some sectors such as 
consulting, degree apprenticeships are not an 
attractive offer. 

There is still a lot of learning to do, both about the 
design and development of programmes, and to 
understand student awareness and demand. These 
are the principle concerns of employers, and not 
just those that have yet to test the water.  Some 
employers fear that student demand is just not 
there at a high enough density to give confidence 
that their attraction strategies will be successful 
– another reason to start small and build on and 
share best practice.

Ultimately, Degree Apprenticeships will prove 
a success if enough are developed in key 
occupational areas, and employers and providers 
can work in partnership with flexibility on both 
sides. The future of early talent recruitment and 
development will look different, but this is a long-
term game and not a short-term fix.

Some employers fear 
that student demand is 
just not there at a high 
enough density to give 

them confidence.

Conclusion
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Below is the key demographic data for the survey respondents, for their organisation headquarters and 
regional offices, size of organisation and sector.

54%

11%

8%

7%

3%

3%

2%

2%

1%

1%

1%

1%

1%

1%

1%

1%

1%

London

Surrey, East and West Sussex

Gloucestershire, Wiltshire and Bath/Bristol area

Berkshire, Buckinghamshire and Oxfordshire

South Yorkshire

West Midlands

East Anglia

Hampshire and Isle of Wight

Tees Valley and Durham

Cumbria

Merseyside

West Yorkshire

Leicestershire, Rutland and Northamptonshire

Herefordshire, Worcestershire and Warwickshire

Kent

Dorset and Somerset

Devon

Where is your organisation’s headquarters?
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48%

41%

37%

29%

22%

22%

17%

16%

16%

15%

14%

14%

14%

14%

13%

12%

12%

12%

11%

11%

10%

9%

8%

8%

8%

7%

5%

4%

3%

London

Greater Manchester

West Midlands

Gloucestershire, Wiltshire and Bath/Bristol area

West Yorkshire

Surrey, East and West Sussex

Leicestershire, Rutland and Northamptonshire

East Anglia

Berkshire, Buckinghamshire and Oxfordshire

Hampshire and Isle of Wight

Northumberland and Tyne and Wear

Merseyside

North Yorkshire

South Yorkshire

Derbyshire and Nottinghamshire

Herefordshire, Worcestershire and Warwickshire

Kent

Dorset and Somerset

Tees Valley and Durham

Cheshire

Bedfordshire and Hertfordshire

East Yorkshire and Northern Lincolnshire

Lancashire

Essex

Devon

Cumbria

Shropshire and Staffordshire

Lincolnshire

Cornwall and Isles of Scilly

Where are your regional offices?
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3%

1%

1%

4%

9%

35%

47%

10 to 49

50 to 99

100 to 249

250 to 499

500 to 999

1,000 to 4,999

More than 5,000

How many people are currently employed by your organisation in the UK?

18.8%

15.2%

12.1%

11.0%

9.8%

5.4%

5.4%%

4.3%

3.3%

2.2%

2.2%

2.2%

1.1%

1.1%

1.1%

1.1%

1.1%

1.1%

1.1%

1.1%

Financial services, banking and insurance

Legal services

Construction

Manufacturing and engineering

Education and training

Digital industries and IT

Retail sales and customer service

Power and utilities

Public sector

Business, management and administration

Freight, logistics and distribution

Hospitality and tourism

Arts, crafts and design

Food and drink

Hair and beauty

Healthcare, nursing and dentistry

Housing and property management

Performing arts, broadcast and media

Sales and marketing

Science and research

What sector does your organisation mainly operate in?
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