
              

                                                                                                        

 

 

Growing Apprenticeship Partnerships for SMEs (SME GAP) 

Initial Summary 

 

1.Introduction: 

Growing Apprenticeship Partnerships for SMEs (SME GAP)  is funded under Key Action 3 of 

the Erasmus+ programme ‘Support for Policy Reform’.  The specific call focused on ‘support 

for small and medium sized enterprises engaging in apprenticeships’.  The project runs for 2 

years and its remit is to identify strengths and limitations in current policy and practice that 

affect the propensity for  small and medium enterprises (SMEs) to engage with the 

apprenticeship system.   It seeks to address these limitations through targeted campaigns in 

Year 2  that will encourage a greater number of SMEs to host  an apprentice and in so doing 

increase the number of apprenticeship places available..   A particular focus of the project is 

the role of intermediary organisations in closing the gap that exists between apprenticeship 

policy and take up of apprenticeships by small business owners. 

Apprenticeships are high on the political agenda across the European Union.  In June 2016 

the European Commission set out its thoughts on the future of skill development in a 

Communication1 document entitled ‘The New Skill Agenda for Europe’.   In this, they highlight 

the role of skills in increasing individual employability and prosperity, driving innovation and 

competitiveness at regional and national level, and in serving as a catalyst for investment 

leading to job creation and economic growth.2   Yet the skills gap remains a problem across 

the European Union.   The Commission estimates that around 40% of employers across 

Europe can’t find workers with the skills they require2.   Apprenticeships are key to policy 

initiatives designed to address the skills gap.  The New Skills Agenda for Europe highlights the 

                                                           
1
 A Communication is a policy document with no mandatory authority. The Commission takes the initiative of 

publishing a Communication when it wishes to set out its own thinking on a topical issue. A Communication has 
no legal effect. 
 
2
  COM(2016) 381 final  Communication From The Commission to The European Parliament, The Council, The 

European Economic and Social Committee and The Committee Of The Regions ‘A New Skills Agenda For 
Europe: Working together to strengthen human capital, employability and competitiveness’ 
http://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?catId=1223  (accessed 7

th
 Aug 2017) 

 

http://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?catId=1223


              

                                                                                                        

importance of work-based learning and apprenticeships in developing skills relevant to the 

current labour market, particularly where education and business partnerships are involved.  

In a similar vein the European Alliance for Apprenticeships, established in 2013, note that 

‘high-quality apprenticeships and other work-based learning schemes are effective 

instruments to improve sustainable transitions from school to work, notably by fostering skills 

that are relevant to the labour market and improving skill matches’3. 

Given the importance of small and medium enterprises (SMEs) in driving economic growth 

and job creation across Europe, it is vital that small as well as large employers engage with 

the apprenticeship system. Yet throughout Europe, SMEs are considerably less-likely than 

large employers to host an apprentice 4.  Research in the UK suggests that large numbers of 

SMEs believe apprenticeships are not suitable for their business5, are confused by the 

complexity and bureaucracy associated with employing an apprentice, or have concerns 

about the costs involved6.  Calls for clarity and easily accessible, impartial advice are a 

common theme in recent reviews of apprenticeship provision (do these ultimately link to the 

recommendations for GM etc, we should link back to this alter maybe?.   Engaging with SMEs 

through local intermediary organisations such as Chambers of Commerce or regional 

development partnerships offers a promising strategy to increase uptake of apprenticeships7. 

SME GAP is working with partners in Manchester in the UK, Vienna in Austria and Cordoba in 

Spain8 to identify local stakeholders and to assess the needs of SMEs in respect of  

intermediary organisations.   In doing this, it will contribute not only to a better 

understanding  of the specific needs of SMEs in relation to apprenticeships but also to a 

strengthening of local partnerships.   Moreover the project will assist local stakeholders in 

developing better-targeted strategies for raising awareness of apprenticeships among small 

business owners.   SME GAP aims to increase the capacity of intermediary organisations to 

support and facilitate growth in the supply of apprenticeships in SMEs by identifying and 

addressing barriers in three member states with differing policies and frameworks governing 

apprenticeships.   In doing so it will facilitate the development of solutions tailored to the 

needs of small businesses across Europe by: producing an online toolkit to help SMEs assess 

their own capacity to employ an apprentice; developing a best practice guide; facilitating 

ongoing awareness and attractiveness campaigns promoted through established and new 

SME engagement channels.  A key tenet of the programme is mutual learning among 

partners through a series of peer learning activities, peer reviews and case studies.   As the 
                                                           
3
 Declaration on the European Alliance for Apprenticeships (14986/13), a joint employment/education initiative, 

adopted by the Council (EPSCO) on 15 October 2013. 
 
4
 Eurochambres (2014)  Great Apprenticeships in Small Businesses : best practices and recommendations form 

the Chamber Network  Brussels: Eurochambres  
http://www.eurochambres.eu/custom/Great_apprenticeships_in_small_businesses_Final_brochure-2014-00340-
01.pdf (accessed 7th Aug 2017) 
5
 Demos. (2015) The Commission on Apprenticeships. London: Demos 

6
 CBI/Pearson (2015) Inspiring Growth: CBI/Pearson Education and Skills Survey 2015  London:CBI FSB. (2012) 

The Apprenticeship Journey. London: Federation of Small Businesses. 
7
 Universities UK (2015) The Future Growth of Degree Apprenticeships  London: Universities UK 

 
8
 A Full list of partner organisations can be found in Appendix 1 

http://register.consilium.europa.eu/pdf/en/13/st14/st14986.en13.pdf
http://register.consilium.europa.eu/pdf/en/13/st14/st14986.en13.pdf
http://register.consilium.europa.eu/pdf/en/13/st14/st14986.en13.pdf
http://www.eurochambres.eu/custom/Great_apprenticeships_in_small_businesses_Final_brochure-2014-00340-01.pdf
http://www.eurochambres.eu/custom/Great_apprenticeships_in_small_businesses_Final_brochure-2014-00340-01.pdf


              

                                                                                                        

lead partner Manchester Metropolitan University was tasked with designing and 

implementing a series of mutual learning activities to steer the project towards the most 

productive and mutually beneficial solutions for SMEs and local stakeholders across the 

partnership. 

2.  Overview of the Mutual Learning Activities: 

The overall aim of the mutual learning activities is to promote understanding both of the 

needs of small businesses with regard to apprenticeships, and the current activities of 

support agencies in the partner states.  In so doing the project will support partners to 

develop effective policies and practices to encourage take up of apprenticeships among 

SMEs.  To that end the team at Manchester Metropolitan University designed a coordinated 

series of mutual learning events at both local and national level: 

 Formation of regional stakeholder groups to identify local issues regarding 

apprenticeships in small businesses 

 

 An initial European level thematic event for partners and stakeholders comprising 

presentations, panel discussions and workshop activities designed to support partners 

and stakeholders in identifying the opportunities and challenges of apprenticeships 

within SMEs in their own region. 

 

 The thematic event gave rise to a series of questions that shaped the reciprocal peer 

review process.   Each of the participating states hosted a peer review.   Peer reviews 

were attended by partners, stakeholders and academic experts.  Each review 

comprised a range of presentations, visits and interactive working groups organised 

over two and a half days. 

 

 Learning exchange activities will build on the outcomes of peer reviews and aim to 

offer targeted advice and support to stakeholders in addressing the practical and 

policy challenges associated with increasing the take up of apprenticeships by SMEs. 

 

 

2.1  Initial Thematic Event 

The first of three European thematic events was held on 26th January 2016, in Manchester.   

The partner organisations attended, but the participants were predominantly from the 

Manchester region. More than one hundred small businesses attended the event.  The 

morning session comprised workshop sessions where small businesses identified strengths 

and limitations of the present apprenticeship system.   A separate workshop was held in the 

afternoon for partners to reflect on key policy issues identified at the earlier regional 

stakeholder groups. 

2.2 Summary of key themes identified by partners and stakeholders 

Key opportunities identified by UK SMEs: 



              

                                                                                                        

 Address local and national skills gaps 

 Upgrade the skills of existing workers 

 Provide a clear career path 

 Facilitate business growth/job creation 

 Support social inclusion 

 Encourage staff retention/loyalty 

 

Key challenges identified by SMEs: 

 Confusion  about where to seek informed, impartial advice 

 Lack of clear, concise information about the process of employing an apprentice 

 Insufficient time, financial resources and managerial expertise  to fully engage with 

the apprenticeship system 

 Failure of schools to promote apprenticeships to students 

 Large number of training providers leading to confusion and difficulties in assessing 

the quality of training provision 

 Negative perceptions of apprenticeships as ‘second best’ to formal academic 

qualifications deters the most able students 

Taken together these opportunities and challenges gave rise to four key issues that SMEs felt 

policy makers need to address: 

 Provision of clear, concise, easily accessible information for SMEs who have no 

previous experience of the apprenticeship system. 

 Better promotion of organisations that can provide informed, impartial advice about 

apprenticeships at local level 

 Improved information to allow SMEs to assess the suitability and quality of training 

provision 

 Continuing support for SMEs throughout the apprenticeship process 

The key policy messages from SMEs were: 

 A single, local point of contact for informed, impartial information about 

apprenticeships for SMEs, including advice about the quality and suitability of local 

training provision 

 A package of support for SMEs taking on an apprentice to include advice about 

mentoring apprentices in the workplace, financial, legal and employment relationship 

issues not only recruitment. 

 Marketing and communication strategies that include campaigns directed at SMEs.   

Schools also need to raise awareness and increase understanding of apprenticeships 

among school leavers and parents. 

 

 



              

                                                                                                        

Themes identified by partners (having consulted locally prior to the event): 

Key Policy issues 

Spain Excessive bureaucracy, multiple Government Ministries  involved 

 Companies failing to provide incentives to apprentices 
 Role of the training provider not clearly defined 
  
Austria Complex governance models 
 A need to combine the apprenticeship system with Higher 

Education. 
 All risk is born by the apprentice, there are no consequences for 

the employer or trainer if the apprenticeship fails 
  
UK A need for continuity and stability in both apprenticeship policy 

and support services for SMEs 
 Mandatory information and advice about apprenticeships in 

schools 
  
Practical issues and barriers to engaging SMEs in apprenticeships 

Spain Insufficient information for SMEs 

 Large numbers of micro enterprises 
 Many SMEs have no training plan 
 Status of vocational qualifications is poorly defined 
Austria A need to make apprenticeships more attractive to SMEs 
 SMEs need to be able to assess the quality of external training 
 Experiences of employing an apprentice need to be shared 

among SMEs 
UK SMEs need to able to assess the quality of external training 

providers and the training they provide 
 Insufficient information about the financial and practical support 

available to SMEs with limited resources wishing to engage with 
apprenticeships 

 

3. Peer Reviews 

3.1 Background and Purpose of the Peer Reviews 

Peer reviews of policy and practice in different countries are especially useful at two points in 

time: when an established practice has demonstrated efficiency and value, so that 

participants can learn from it, or when a new policy has been (or is about to be) 

implemented, so that the country in question can refine its policy and practice in the light of 

the experiences of others.   The three participating states were chosen because they each 

represent a different stage in the development of apprenticeship systems.  Austria has an 

established scheme based on the German model of dual vocational education and training 

(VET), that is, a model that includes education and training in both a vocational school and 



              

                                                                                                        

the workplace.    The system is regulated by an elaborate legal framework and complex 

governance systems.   At the same time there are well-established and clearly-defined 

standards governing the quality of teaching, assessment  and qualifications.   Spain is in the 

initial stages of developing a system of dual VET.   The process began in 2012 but the 

apprenticeship programme has been marred by a lack of clarity surrounding the quality and 

standard of apprenticeship training, together with a vast array of regional variations9.    In 

England the situation lies somewhere between the two.   While England has a long 

established system of vocational training and apprenticeships, the scheme has recently 

undergone a series of wide-ranging reforms designed to raise standards and to give 

employers a greater say in the design and delivery of apprenticeship training 

 

The peer review element of the mutual learning programme was informed by an adapted 

peer review methodology, previously used in a number of Interreg Europe projects involving 

Manchester Metropolitan University and other Greater Manchester organisations, the 

guiding principle of which is that all regions have both something to learn and something to 

offer.  As such, the peer review is a two way process with the aim of identifying the strengths 

and limitations of a region’s policies in a particular field.  To this end, participants at each of 

the regional peer reviews made site visits to government agencies and offices, employers and 

training providers as well as attending presentations and discussions to learn about the 

apprenticeship system in the host country.   Peers presented their initial findings and 

recommendations based on the visits at a half day workshop immediately following  each 

visit. 

During the first European Thematic Event in Manchester in January it became clear that Spain 

needed more time to observe and contemplate learning, which led to Vienna and 

Manchester conducting  the first of the three  Peer Reviews. The Peer Review in Cordoba will 

take place in November 2017 and will be combined with a large-scale conference and  

workshop. It is hoped that this will heighten impact of the project in Spain,  at a time when  

maximum value can be added.   Thus SMEGAP will allow an influencial group of policy makers 

and state officials in Cordoba to build on previous learning in order to generate concrete 

policy recommendations for an effective and efficient system of apprenticeship provision. 

The summaries below draw on material presented during the peer review process in Vienna 

and Manchester, data collected from partners using a thematic, semi-structured 

questionnaire and on feedback from partners during the half day workshop immediately 

following the visit.   Questionnaires completed by the host and peer countries prior to the 

review provide an overview of the socioeconomic background and key apprenticeship 

policies in each region. A copy of the questionnaire can be found in Appendix 2. .  

 
                                                           
9
 Bassols, C and Salvans, G  (2016) ‘ High-quality dual vocational learning in Spain: the Alliance for Dual 

Vocational Training’   London: Institute for Public Policy Reform New Skills at Work Programme  
http://www.ippr.org/files/publications/pdf/nsaw-case-study-bassols-salvans-may2016.pdf (accessed 15th Aug 
2017) 

 

http://www.ippr.org/files/publications/pdf/nsaw-case-study-bassols-salvans-may2016.pdf


              

                                                                                                        

3.2  Thematic Framework 

Prior to the regional peer review visits partners from Manchester Metropolitan University 

used information from the initial peer learning event to design a series of questions to guide 

the peer review process and to facilitate collection of comparable data across the three 

partner states.  Questions were organised under four principal themes: 

 perceptions and awareness of apprenticeships among SMEs 

 partnership 

 content and quality of apprenticeship training 

 policy and practice 

Full details of the questions posed under each of these themes can be found in Appendix 3 . 

 

3.3 VIENNA PEER REVIEW 

3.3.1  Socio economic Background 

Vienna has a population of around 1.8 million and is one of the fastest growing cities in 

Europe. It is the only city in Austria to have more than one million inhabitants and while 

population growth across Austria remains static, the population of Vienna continues to grow, 

fuelled by both internal and external migration.  Like many European countries, Austria has 

an aging population and the number of 15 year olds has declined significantly in the last 

decade. 

Vienna is a productive city.  In 2015 gross domestic product (GDP) per capita for Austria as a 

whole was 38,700 euros while for Vienna the figure was 47,800 euros, making it one of the 

most productive cities in the EU10.  Vienna also has a high number of business start-ups, on 

average around 8,300 each year11.  This may be due, in some part at least, to the city’s high 

rates of unemployment.  Around ??? percent of apprentices go on to start their own 

business.  In December 2016, the unemployment rate was at 15%, which is far higher than 

the Austrian average of around 10%.   The unemployment rate for young people up to the 

age of 25 was 16%, again substantially higher than the Austrian average of around 10%12. 

The local economy of Vienna is dominated by services, however it also has a significant 

manufacturing sector that represents an important source of work for a range of technical 

and businesses services as well as those directly employed in the manufacturing process.  As 

in many European cities employment in manufacturing has declined in recent years, due in 

part to efficiencies resulting from advances in technology.  At the same time, there has been 

growth in the number of jobs in the tourism, health and social care and retail sectors.    Thus 

                                                           
10

 Economic Affairs, Labour and Statistics (Municipal Department 23), ‘Vienna in Figures  2017’  
https://www.wien.gv.at/statistik/pdf/viennainfigures-2017.pdf (accessed 15th Aug. 2017) 
11

 Economic Affairs, Labour and Statistics (Municipal Department 23), (Business Location Vienna’ 
https://www.wien.gv.at/statistik/pdf/wirtschaftsstandort2014.pdf (accessed 15th Aug. 2017) 
12 EURES Labour Market Information  
https://ec.europa.eu/eures/main.jsp?catId=288&countryId=AT&acro=lmi&lang=en&regionId=
AT1&nuts2Code=AT13&nuts3Code=&regionName=Wien  (accessed 15th Aug 2017) 

https://www.wien.gv.at/statistik/pdf/viennainfigures-2017.pdf
https://www.wien.gv.at/statistik/pdf/wirtschaftsstandort2014.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/eures/main.jsp?catId=288&countryId=AT&acro=lmi&lang=en&regionId=AT1&nuts2Code=AT13&nuts3Code=&regionName=Wien
https://ec.europa.eu/eures/main.jsp?catId=288&countryId=AT&acro=lmi&lang=en&regionId=AT1&nuts2Code=AT13&nuts3Code=&regionName=Wien


              

                                                                                                        

while productivity per capita has increased, and the overall numbers of jobs created in 

tourism and health and social care have risen, the growing population means that the supply 

of labour continues to outstrip demand.  Based on current forecasts it is likely that the 

population of Vienna will continue to increase in the coming years.  This presents the City 

with both opportunities and challenges 

Alongside the growth in population Vienna has experienced a substantial expansion of its 

knowledge and professional services sectors.   The number of businesses active in research 

has tripled over the past 15 years, and more than 40,000 people are currently employed in 

research and development.13   This shift to a knowledge-based economy is likely to result in a 

polarisation of the labour market.   Newly created jobs will require medium or high-level 

qualifications and so exacerbate the problem of unemployment among those with low levels 

of formal schooling.  The unemployment rate for university and vocational secondary school 

graduates is currently around a third of that for those with only compulsory school 

qualifications.     In short, there is a need to upskill the working population 

Against this backdrop Austria faces problems with the integration of young people from a 

migrant background.  While youth unemployment is generally low compared with other 

European states, the education and labour market outcomes for this group lag behind those 

of native Austrians.  The situation is particularly acute in Vienna, where some 42% of 

migrants live.14  . 

3.3.2  Apprenticeship System 

Vocational training has a long history in Austria and it continues to play an important  role in 

upper secondary education.   Students choose between two routes at the age of 14 or 15 : 

full-time education and training at a vocational school or college; or dual VET with time split 

between vocational school and the workplace.   The percentage of young people in full-time 

and dual VET is roughly equal at around 40%.  The remaining 20% choose the general higher 

education route. The high proportion of young people in full-time vocational education is an 

unusual national characteristic of the Austrian VET system.  By comparison the percentage of 

young people attending full-time vocational schools in Germany is 20%15.   For the 40% of 

young people choosing an apprenticeship, training last for between two and four years, 

although three years is the norm.    Around 45 percent of apprentices are trained in micro 

enterprises (nine employees or fewer) or small businesses (10- 25 employees). 

The complex system of governance is organised at three levels: 

                                                           
13

 Economic Affairs, Labour and Statistics (Municipal Department 23) (2015)   Vienna’s economic policy 
guidelines  https://www.wien.gv.at/wirtschaft/standort/pdf/wipo-leitlinien-englisch.pdf (accessed 15th Aug. 2017) 
14

 Krause, K. and T. Liebig (2011),”The labour market integration of immigrants and their children in Austria”, 
OECD Social, Employment and Migration Working Papers No. 127, Directorate for Employment, Labour and 
Social Affairs, OECD Publishing 
15

 Wolfgang Bliem, Alexander Petanovitsch, Kurt Schmid (2016)   Dual Vocational Education and Training in 

Austria, Germany, Liechtenstein and Switzerland   Vienna: Institut für Bildungsforschung der Wirtschaft 

(Research & Development in VET)  https://www.dcdualvet.org/wp-content/uploads/Dual-VET-Comparative-

Study_Full-Study.pdf  (accessed 15
th
 Aug 2017) 

 

https://www.wien.gv.at/wirtschaft/standort/pdf/wipo-leitlinien-englisch.pdf
https://www.dcdualvet.org/wp-content/uploads/Dual-VET-Comparative-Study_Full-Study.pdf
https://www.dcdualvet.org/wp-content/uploads/Dual-VET-Comparative-Study_Full-Study.pdf


              

                                                                                                        

Federal Level:   the Federal Ministry of Economic Affairs is responsible for the regulation 
of vocational training; the Federal Ministry of Economics is responsible for  company-based  
training; the Federal Advisory Board on Apprenticeship, comprising social partners including 
the Chamber of Commerce, the Chamber of Labour, and the Union Confederation looks at 
proposals for the future development of apprenticeship policy and practice and submits 
expert opinions to the Ministry of Economics; the Federal Ministry of Education is responsible 
for pedagogy and curriculum development in vocational education. 
 

Provincial Level: An Apprenticeship Office (Lehrlingsstellen)  is established in each federal 
state. These are located within the regional Chambers of Commerce.   Apprenticeship Offices 
are responsible for monitoring, managing and documenting apprenticeship training.   They 
record apprenticeship contracts,  determine the suitability of the training providers, organise 
final apprenticeship exams and offer advice and support to apprentices and training 
organisations. 
 
Local Level: the local level comprises the training companies   and vocational schools  who 

carry out the apprenticeship training. 

3.3.3 The Role of Social Partners 

Social partners representing the interests of employers and employees play an important role 

in the Austrian apprenticeship system.   Employers’ interests are represented by Economic 

Chamber while the Chamber of Labour and Austrian Trade Union Federation represent the 

interests of employees. 

These social partners play an important strategic role through the Regional and Federal 

Advisory Boards on Apprenticeships.    The Federal Advisory Board in particular has a strong 

influence on the design of apprenticeship training resulting from its authority to sanction 

expert reports on aspects of the apprenticeship system ranging from legal matters to the 

modification of existing apprenticeships and the creation of new ones.   Decisions arising 

from reports are implemented at national level.   Regional Advisory Boards on 

Apprenticeships have similar powers and actions resulting from reports are implemented at 

regional level. 

Social Partners also play an important role at an operational level.   They can take the 

initiative in creating or updating an apprenticeship, prepare draft training regulation, define 

training standards by drawing up job descriptions and training content, design assessment 

methods and take part in examination boards. 

Social partners are also entitled to comment on policies relating to education schools, 

including the curriculum.   A final strand to their involvement in education and training is the 

active role they play in careers guidance, in particular via the Economic Chambers. 

3.3.4 Content of Apprenticeship Training 

Apprenticeships are available in around 200 trades and professions and apprentices can only 

be trained in legally recognised apprenticeship trades.  Content of apprenticeship training is 



              

                                                                                                        

standardised and training organisations are obliged to deliver programmes that adhere to the 

learning outcomes set at national level.   Revisions to apprenticeship training frameworks are 

demand-led.  Thus from time to time the Ministry of Economics,  social partners or 

businesses may decide that an apprenticeship framework needs to be revised or updated.   

This leads  to  a complex, lengthy and opaque process of consultation between all of the 

stakeholders at national level.   Against a background of rapid sociodemographic and 

technological change the inflexibility of the system has raised a number of concerns. Principal 

among these are the concentration of apprentices in too few occupations, this is especially 

true of female apprentices,  a need to create new apprenticeships in future-oriented fields 

and more flexible curricula better able to adapt to the ever-changing needs of the labour 

market.  Measures have been taken to address gendered occupational segregation in 

apprenticeship training through the ‘Frauen in Handwerk und Technik’ – (‘Women in trade 

and engineering’) initiative that offers additional subsidies to companies providing 

apprenticeships for girls in male-dominated occupations.   

3.3.5 The Future of Apprenticeships 

Austria, and Vienna in particular, have low rates of youth unemployment.   One reason for 

this is a well-established system of vocational education and training, including a highly-

regarded apprenticeship programme.   But the system is facing a number of challenges.   

Young people, and their parents, have begun to regard full-time vocational schools and 

general higher education as the ‘best’ option because they can offer better long-term 

prospects and higher wages.   In recent years there has been a sharp decline in the number 

of both apprentices and training providers. This has led to a concentration of apprentices in 

larger firms, with  SMEs  receiving fewer and fewer applications.    Well-financed advertising 

and recruitment campaigns by large companies mean that this decline of apprenticeship 

training in SMEs is likely to continue16 

Faced with a looming skills shortage, the need to reduce youth unemployment among those 

with low educational qualifications and a requirement to adapt the apprenticeship system to 

the needs of a knowledge-based economy it is clear that increasing the attractiveness of 

apprenticeships, especially to SMEs is of a matter of some urgency.   A number of measures 

have been introduced in an attempt to improve the attractiveness of apprenticeships.  these 

include an offer of free coaching to apprentices and training companies designed to reduce 

the rate of drop outs from apprenticeship training, a statutory obligation for young people to 

remain in education or training until the age of eighteen and plans to adapt existing training 

courses to make them relevant to the digital age. 

3.4  Vienna  Peer Review Activities 

Seventeen visiting peers attended a series of visits, presentations and workshops organised 

over two days by the Austrian partners.  Peers included representatives from Manchester 

Metropolitan University, Greater Manchester Chamber of Commerce, IPRODECO,  and other 
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 HELMUT DORNMAYR, SABINE NOWAK  (2016)   Survey of Apprenticeship Training in 2016 Structural Data, 
Trends and Prospects IBW Research Brief No 97  Vienna :Institut für Bildungsforschung der Wirtschaft 

 



              

                                                                                                        

stakeholders from the UK and Spain from the small business community and apprenticeship 

providers, educators and public authorities.    The scope of visits organised by the Austrian 

partners in essence reflected the federal, provincial and local systems of governance outlined 

in Section 3.3.2 above.   The majority of  visits were to Federal Ministries, Chambers and 

research institutions.  The Chamber of Labour represented the social partners, regional and 

local perspectives were explored through visits to an Apprenticeship Office and a local VET 

school. Visiting peers noted that the perspectives of businesses  and apprentices were largely 

absent, perhaps reflecting the governance of the apprenticeship system in Austria, which is 

heavily centralised.   The programme of visits is summarised below: 

 Ministry of Education – The Austrian Ministry of Education is in charge of the entire 

school system, from primary school to the completion of secondary school education, 

as well as university colleges of teacher education. Adult education and lifelong 

learning also fall within its sphere of responsibility. 

 The visit included a presentation by the Institut fur Bildungforchung der Wirtschaft 

(IBW) – IBW is concerned with research and development at the intersection between 

education and business.  Its works with a number of both federal and regional level 

ministries and chambers 

 Apprenticeship Office (Lehringstellen) As part of the Austrian Economic Chamber, each 

region in Austria has its own apprenticeship office.   Apprenticeship Offices are  

responsible  primarily for managing apprenticeship training, organising examinations 

and providing support to apprentices and training providers.     The visit included an 

introduction to  The Austrian Economic Chamber which represents more than 450,000 

companies. Its principal concerns are developing economic policy and supporting 

Austrian companies. 

 Vocational School for Trade & Travel – a local Viennese vocational school offering 

training in a wide range of retail occupations. 

 Federal Ministry of Science, Research & Economy   A key economic policy objective of 

the Ministry of Economics is to reinforce Austria's position as an attractive business 

location. 

 Chamber of Labour – The Chamber of Labour acts as a think-tank for employee 

interests and informs policy-making on behalf of employees.The Chamber evaluates 

draft legislation from the point of view of employees' interests, proposes 

amendments and is subsequently involved in the implementation process. The 

Chamber provides information and advice to apprentices and young workers and is 

one of the principal social partners in the apprenticeship system. 

 Austrian Institute for Research on Vocational Training (Öibf)  The institute’s mission is 

to support VET policy development with high-quality research.  A particular focus is 

the relationship between education and the labour market. 

 

3.5 Initial findings 



              

                                                                                                        

Initial findings have been organised according to the four strands of the peer review thematic 

framework. 

3.5.1 Perceptions and Awareness of Apprenticeships Among SMEs 

Key observations: 

 Austria has a well-established ‘dual VET’  system, which is embedded in schools from 

secondary level.   This means that it is understood by the majority of employers and 

young people, although this is less true of the growing numbers of young migrants.    

Measures in place to raise awareness and engage migrants in the apprenticeship 

system may help to mitigate this 

 The percentage of young people opting to take the apprenticeship route at upper 

secondary level is declining.   This may be due to perceptions among students and 

their parents that apprenticeships are ‘second best’ to full-time vocational school or 

higher education. 

 Around 12 percent  of Austria’s national revenue is from tourism.   Tourism is 

especially important to the Viennese economy.  Consequently,  employer demand for 

apprenticeships in tourism is particularly high in the Vienna region.   The work is 

necessarily seasonal and the view was repeated throughout the peer visits that some 

SMEs consider apprentices ‘cheap labour’. 

 The apprenticeship system is demand-led and prospective apprentices  approach 

employers.   There is no measure in place to assess the suitability of the employer to 

host an apprentice and it was felt that this can drive negative perceptions of 

apprenticeships 

 

Recommendations: 

Understand why perceptions of apprenticeships are deteriorating 

 Research is needed to better understand why apprenticeships are becoming seen as 

‘second best’.   A survey of employers, young people and parents might help to 

understand their views and identify steps that can be taken to address negative 

perceptions 

Take account of supply side requirements as well as student demand for apprenticeships 

 Building on existing initiatives, institutional mechanisms should be developed to 

ensure that the mix of provision in the dual system takes account of employer and 

economic requirements alongside student demand and preferences. 

 

 

 

 



              

                                                                                                        

3.5.2 Partnerships 

Key observations: 

 Although apprenticeships are well-established in Austria there is no clear strategy for 

engaging with schools.  As a result the message to young people appeared to rely on 

promoting and reinforcing the current system, in the expectation that sufficient 

numbers of students will opt for an apprenticeship simply because this has been the 

case in the past. 

 

 The Austrian system of VET has a complex model of governance and includes 

numerous actors at national, provincial and local levels.  The social partners have high 

levels of engagement in the upper secondary VET system, notably through the 

Economic Chamber and the Chamber of Labour.   Despite a decline in the number 

employers taking on an apprentice, none of the stakeholders are working directly to 

promote apprenticeships in small businesses 

 

  

 Curricula and learning outcomes are designed at national level by the Ministry of 

Education, with the Advisory Board on Apprenticeships providing expert guidance.   

Businesses are not represented on the Advisory Board and partnerships around 

curriculum development focus, therefore, on educational, social and economic 

outcomes at national level rather than the specific skills required by small businesses 

in a locality 

 

Recommendations: 

Make the policy process more inclusive: 

 Mechanisms are needed to ensure businesses themselves, of all sizes, are included as 

partners in the policy process, especially at Federal level on the Apprenticeship 

Advisory Board.   At present business are represented through their membership of 

the Chamber, but don’t sit themselves on the Apprenticeship Advisory Board. 

Promote apprenticeships to SMEs 

 The complex mulit-tiered system of governance makes it difficult to identify where 

responsibility for promoting apprenticeships in SMEs lies.   A transparent process with 

clearly defined areas of responsibility should be developed. 

 

 All SMEs are members of their local Chamber of Commerce.   This represents an 

opportunity that could be exploited  to promote the value of  apprenticeships to 

SMEs and to encourage small businesses to share their experiences of employing an 

apprentice. 

 

 



              

                                                                                                        

Improve partnerships between schools, training providers and SMEs 

 A well-defined strategy should be developed to promote apprenticeships in SMEs in 

schools.  Formal structures need to be put in place within schools to ensure high-

quality, productive partnerships between schools and employers.   

Future Planning 

 Compulsory education rising to eighteen years of age in September 2017 should be 

used as a catalyst to review policy and practice in the field of school engagement and 

promotion of apprenticeships 

 

 

  



              

                                                                                                        

3.5.3 Quality and Content 

Key observations: 

Content: 

 Languages and cultural skills are embedded in apprenticeship training in addition to 

sector/occupational knowledge and skills 

 The system seems to have worked well in the past but doesn’t seem to be equipped  

to deal with  changing skills needed to develop a knowledge-based economy.  Labour 

market intelligence is not built into the system to inform curriculum development. 

 Failure to respond quickly to the changing knowledge and skills needed in the 

workplace has resulted in a number of undersubscribed apprenticeship programmes 

remaining in place. 

 Reforms are underway to modernise the content of apprenticeship training using a 

modular approach.  This will create greater flexibility as modules will be able to adapt 

to fast changing technological advances, rather than necessitating a re-evaluation of 

an entire programme.  However the changes are small and incremental, large-scale 

redevelopment of curricula takes one to two years and so is slow to respond to labour 

market and employer needs 

 

Quality: 

 There are formal monitoring procedures for employers offering apprenticeships but 

these are only carried out once.  The system fails, therefore, to identify any worsening 

of working conditions or deterioration in the quality of workplace training.  A high 

drop out rate among apprentices (20%) suggests that conditions in the workplace 

may be a cause for concern. 

 

Recommendations: 

 

 New specialised, focused modules should be developed to reflect developments in 

skills and technological advances.   These should replace broad-based generalist 

modules. 

 A system of ongoing quality checks must be developed to ensure long term standards 

in workplaces and training institutions 

 A system to measure the quality of employers offering apprenticeships should be 

developed.   This information should be made publically available. 

 Closer monitoring and evaluation of failures and dropout rates is needed.    There is 

an urgent need for research  to establish why the rates are so high that includes the 

experiences, attitudes and beliefs of apprentices themselves 

 



              

                                                                                                        

3.5.4  Policy and Practice 

Key observations: 

 Tradition, history and culture play a key role in the development of apprenticeship 

policy in Austria  

 

 The Austrian system of apprenticeships is led by demand from young people, 

however  the attractiveness of apprenticeships among this group is declining 

  

 Apprenticeships are acknowledged as a springboard to self-employment, but 

entrepreneurial skills are not included in the content  nor the marketing of 

apprenticeships 

 

 There is no clear system for the resolution of conflict or redress of grievances 

between parties in the apprenticeship relationship.   

 

Recommendations: 

 The focus of apprenticeship recruitment should be broadened to include marketing 

and promoting apprenticeships to businesses as well as potential apprentices.  

 

 Mechanisms should be put in place to ensure a transparent, accessible and impartial 

system of conflict and grievance resolution.   

 

 Research being undertaken to identify the ‘non-financial’ benefits of apprenticeships 

should be used to encourage SMEs to engage with the apprenticeship programme 

 

 

3.6 .  MANCHESTER PEER REVIEW 

3.6.1  Socioeconomic background 

Greater Manchester is made up of  ten local authority areas of Bolton, Bury, Manchester, 

Oldham, Rochdale, Salford, Stockport, Tameside, Trafford and Wigan.   The combined Greater 

Manchester region has a population of around 2.75 million people, 1.76 million of whom are 

working age (16-64).   Like Vienna Manchester is a fast growing city.   The population of  

Greater Manchester grew by around 7 % between 2004 and 2014, while the population of 

the Manchester City region increased by almost 17%, compared to a national population 

increase of around 7 %. 



              

                                                                                                        

Unemployment across Greater Manchester varies from around 3.5% of the working age 

population in Trafford to 6.6% in the Manchester City area17.   There are a number of 

different methods used to calculate unemployment rates in the UK.  One of those most often 

quoted is the claimant count, which measures the number of individuals unemployed and 

claiming at least one form of state unemployment benefit.   According to this measure 

unemployment among 18-20 year olds has been steadily decreasing in recent years .   There 

is some concern, however, that this figure hides a substantial number of unemployed young 

people who are neither in employment, education or training (NEETs) nor in receipt of state 

benefits.   It is estimated that in March 2016 there were around 15,000 ‘hidden’ unemployed 

young people across Greater Manchester, and that while the claimant count has decreased, 

the number of ‘hidden’ unemployed has risen substantially 18. 

The around 45% of jobs in Greater Manchester are in four industrial sectors: professional, 
scientific and technical; health; business, administration and support service and education.  
The region also has a thriving service sector with a further 18% of jobs in retail, 
accommodation and food services19.   Low pay and poor productivity are a particular concern 
in Greater Manchester.  Food services, retail, social care and accommodation have especially 
low rates of pay  

Unlike Vienna, poor productivity is a concern in Greater Manchester.  Employment in low-

skill, low-pay sectors has increased in recent years and average productivity per capita has 

fallen20.   Against this backdrop, the region has undergone a period of political upheaval.  

Significant powers and responsibilities have been devolved from central government to the 

newly formed Greater Manchester Combine Authority (GMCA).   New policies to be 

administered at local level include incentives for training providers to increase work-related 

training, extra funding to get people back into work and funding to support local businesses.  

The GMCA has developed a Greater Manchester Work and Skills Strategy, with the overall 

aim of improving careers education, information, advice and guidance to support informed 

decision making.   Key among the objectives of the Work and Skills Strategy is to grow the 

quantity and quality of apprenticeships through improved career guidance and strengthening 

of employer engagement.   Emphasis will be placed on developing higher level skills to 

address the needs of  a  21st century knowledge-based economy. 
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3.6.2  The Apprenticeship System 

 Apprenticeships are not new, in fact they have been part of the UK employment landscape 

since the Middle Ages.   From the 1960s onwards, however,  the popularity of 

apprenticeships waned amid criticism that the system was outdated, poorly integrated with 

the education system and offered inferior training21.  Since the mid-1990s successive 

Governments have sought to improve the quality of apprenticeships and to increase their 

relevance to the needs of employers and apprentices. 

A succession of reports have proposed far-reaching reforms to the apprenticeship system in 
England.  The most recent, the Richards Review recommended formalisation of 
apprenticeship training with recognised industry standards; raising the prestige of 
apprenticeships; more flexible and responsive apprenticeship frameworks and a  greater role 
for employers in developing the curriculum.    

At the same time the Government commissioned the Holt Review to investigate the barriers 
to small businesses engaging in the apprenticeship programme.   Holt recommended  raising 
awareness of the benefits of apprenticeships for small businesses through clear and relevant 
advice; creating an environment in which small employers are  able to work with training 
providers to design relevant provision and simplification of the system to reduce complexity 
and confusion about the roles of numerous Government and private sector bodies involved 
in the provision of apprenticeships.   

As a result of the Richards Review changes have been made to two key areas of 
apprenticeship policy in England – curriculum development and funding.  

3.6.3 Content and Curriculum Development 

Following Richard’s call for a greater role for employers in curriculum development, the 
Government introduced the Apprenticeship Trailblazer scheme.  A Trailblazer network is a 
group of employers who work together to develop apprenticeships standards specific to job 
roles in their sector.  These may be completely new (i.e. for job roles that have never had an 
apprenticeship programme before) or they might replace existing apprenticeship frameworks 
for job.   Trailblazer groups comprise a minimum of ten employers including small businesses.  

The trailblazer system means that education providers and awarding bodies no longer play an 
explicit part in developing the content of apprenticeships.    To safeguard standards a new 
independent body, the Institute for Apprenticeships has been created to oversee the 
development of apprenticeship content and assessment.   This too is led by employers.    An 
independent Chair heads a small board made up primarily of employers and business leaders 
has the task of  maintaining  quality criteria and ensuring that only standards valued by 
employers are approved. 
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3.6.4 Funding 

Alongside changes to curriculum development the way in which Apprenticeships are funded 

in England is also being transformed. Overall the changes represent a shift from central 

funding for apprenticeships with large employers, towards  more shared ownership and 

greater control by employers.  This is achieved through an apprenticeship levy that came into 

effect in April 2017.  All UK employers with a wage bill of over £3 million per year are obliged 

to contribute. The levy is set at 0.5% of the value of the employer’s wage bill, minus an 

apprenticeship levy allowance of £15,000 per financial year. The levy is paid into an individual 

apprenticeship service account, and funds in this account have to be spent on apprenticeship 

training and assessment.   Money from the service account can only be spent on 

apprenticeship training and assessment with a training provider. It cannot be used for other 

apprenticeship costs, such as the wages.   Any levy funds which have not been spent after 18 

months will expire and may be reinvested by the government in apprenticeships for smaller 

employers. 

Employers who do not pay the levy will pay 10% of the cost of apprenticeship training and 

the government will provide the remaining 90%.  For small employers the government will 

also pay the costs of training apprentices aged 16-18 for employers. 

The levy system means that while Government and employers contribute to the cost of 

apprenticeships, employers have control over their choice of training provider.     

3.6.5  Future Developments: 

The government has made a commitment  to deliver 3 million apprenticeship starts between 

2015 and 2020. In addition to the  levy, which is designed to provide an incentive for 

employers to offer apprenticeships, public sector organisations with more than 250 staff will 

have an apprenticeship recruitment target of 2.3 per cent of their workforce per year.   It has 

been suggested that the system remains skewed in favour of large employers and sectors 

with a strong occupational identity.   While SMEs have to be included in the development of 

new standards their involvement  does not guarantee that it will subsequently be accepted 

and used by large numbers of SMEs in that sector.  Moreover, in sectors with few large 

employers , it is unclear whether SMEs will have the capacity, incentive or structures in place 

to come together and develop new standards22.    

 

3.6.7 Manchester Peer Review Activities 

Nine visiting peers, four from the Amadeus Verein fur Transnationale Bildung in Vienna and 

five from the Diputacion Provincial de Cordoba were joined by host peers from Manchester 

Metropolitan University, the Greater Manchester Chamber of Commerce and the local small 

business community.  Peers attended a series of visits, presentations and workshops 
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organised by Manchester Metropolitan University over two and a half days.  As was the case 

in Vienna, the programme of peer review activities reflected the principal actors in the 

English apprenticeship system.   Visits focused on businesses employing at least one 

apprentice, apprentices themselves, training providers and local public and voluntary sector 

organisations offering support to businesses and young people.  Visiting peers noted that it 

was difficult to build up a picture of the complete system of apprenticeships in England.  

Taken alongside comments that the voice of business was largely absent from the Austrian 

peer review activities, this can be seen as a reflection of the different economic models 

underpinning the two systems.  The Austrian system developed under a coordinated 

economy which values stability and long-term planning.   Vocational training is organised  

collectively through the cooperation of firms, the state and social partners including trade 

unions23.   In contrast the English system is underpinned by a liberal market economy that 

values flexibility and competitive markets.  Vocational training is organised as a competitive 

market within which training providers must be able to react to the needs of local employers 

if they are to remain competitive.  The role of the state is thus limited to regulating the 

quality of training providers.  

The programme of activities is summarised below: 

 Greater Manchester Chamber of Commerce  - the Chamber influences key decision-

makers in local and central government and are consulted regularly for feedback from 

the business community in the course of local and national policy development.  It 

has the largest policy team of any English Chamber of Commerce and represents their 

members' views on issues such as transport, environment, skills and the economy 

across ten local authority areas.  The visit included an overview of the English 

apprenticeship system 

 MAN Diesel & Turbo  - a manufacturing company based in Stockport in Greater 

Manchester.  Technical and mechanical skills are particularly important to Man Diesel 

& Turbo and vocational training plays a key role in their ability to compete.   While 

MAN Diesel & Turbo is a large company, their positive perceptions and attitudes to 

apprenticeships make them an excellent example to SMEs seeking to promote 

apprenticeships.   The visit included talks by two apprentices about their experiences. 

 MC2  - a small strategic communications company.  MC2 has two degree apprentices 

at Manchester Metropolitan University and is  currently recruiting a digital marketing 

apprentice to start in January 2018. MC2 were involved in a Greater Manchester 

apprenticeship marketing campaign ‘‘See Things Differently’ in 2016  which led  to the 

development of The Apprenticeship Hub (http://theapprenticeshiphub.co.uk  ), a 

portal  designed to maximise employer take-up of apprenticeships, improve 

information, advice and guidance services for young people and develop the capacity 

of training providers. 
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 Dreamr   -  a small business that develops apps for smart phones, television and the 

web.  Dreamr has experienced the advantages of employing apprentices and also  a 

few of the challenges.   The informal visit involved sharing these experiences.   

 Oldham College – an apprenticeship training provider.  The College offers an extensive 

range of qualifications in areas including digital and creative occupations, performing 

arts and media, financial and professional services, sport, travel and public services, 

construction and the built environment, caring professions and retail and commercial.  

The College works closely with employers to ensure it is providing courses and 

developing students in sectors that are relevant to the local economy. Employers 

contribute to the development of the College curriculum and provide work 

experience, master classes and workshops.   The visit included a short talk by an 

apprentice about how they discovered apprenticeships. 

Manchester Metropolitan University  - hosted a half day workshop that included 

presentations from the Greater Manchester Combined Authority about their role in 

supporting SMEs seeking to access apprenticeships,   Greater Manchester Talent Match a 

Lottery-funded programme bringing together private, public and voluntary sectors to support 

young people aged 18-24 who have not been in employment, education or training for 

twelve months or more and who need extra support to help them into the labour market,  

Manchester Metropolitan University who presented an overview of degree apprenticeships 

 

3.7  Initial findings  

3.7.1  Perceptions and Awareness of Apprenticeships Among SMEs 

Key observations: 

 There is a lack of awareness among young people about apprenticeships.  The 

principal source of information appears to be word of mouth as is  the case in Vienna. 

 The apprenticeship system in England has been unstable and subject to frequent 

change.    

 The current system is flexible and well-equipped to react to changes in skills and 

labour market requirements 

 Apprenticeship provision is supply –led.   Employers offer apprenticeships according 

to their needs.  This creates a competitive market for young people seeking an 

apprenticeship.  

 Training providers are closely monitored, a system that appears to ensure high quality 

provision 

 Training provision is organised as a competitive market.   Employers are faced with 

large numbers of providers ‘selling’ apprenticeships. 

 The apprenticeship market that characterises the English system makes it difficult to 

have a clear view of the overall structure. 

 



              

                                                                                                        

Recommendations 

 The system seems to be stablising.   This is an opportunity to allow apprenticeships to 

become embedded in the educations system and to develop longer term plans for 

vocational training 

 Campaigns to raise the awareness of young people about apprenticeships should be 

developed, especially in schools 

 

3.7.2 Quality 

 The system is  flexible system with a wide range of different levels and opportunities 

for progression. 

  It was noted that this is an opportunity to promote as a strength to both trainees and 

businesses alike 

 A wide range of content and a large number of providers exist.   While this offers 

choice it can also lead to confusion.  

 A national inspection system and minimum requirements exist.  Training providers are 

free to exceed these and to put in place their own quality assurance systems   This 

can encourage competition, but also lead to confusion for apprentices and 

employers.  

 Apprentices are not being matched effectively with suitable businesses or training 

providers.   There is evidence that some training providers are failing to assess the 

needs of the business and apprentice, and focusing on the number rather than quality 

of placements. 

 

3.7.3  Policy and Practice 

Key observations 

 League tables and targets in the education system create a disincentive for schools to 

promote apprenticeships.   League tables based on ‘A’ level results and university 

entrance figures can act as an incentive to retain the most able pupils at 16 and to 

encourage school leavers to apply for university entrance. 

    

 It is not clear how the newly formed Institute for Apprenticeships will operate to 

ensure quality in apprenticeship standards and assessment.   It’s position as an 

‘ executive non-departmental public body, sponsored by the Department for 

Education’  is confusing.  The institute is employer-led with an independent chair who 

leads a board of employers, business leaders and their representatives.   Although it is 

sponsored by the Department of Education their role in  developing standards and 

assessment plans is vague. 



              

                                                                                                        

 

 

 Overall there is a risk that the voice of employers, especially large companies will be 

too powerful.   

 

 

3.8 . CORDOBA PEER REVIEW 

 

3.8.1 Socioeconomic background 

Cordoba is the 11th largest city in Spain, by population and the third largest in Andalucia, after 

Seville and Malaga24.  The province of Cordoba is one of eight provinces that make up the 

autonomous  region of Andalucia in southern Spain.   The province of Cordoba has a 

population of just over 791,000, almost forty percent of whom (326,000) live in the city of 

Cordoba, the regional capital.  The OECD describe this phenomenon as a region characterised 

by a densely populated ‘urban core’ and ‘hinterland’, where employment is largely 

dependent on the core.  The province of Cordoba covers a large geographic area, and the 

population outside of the city of Cordoba is widely dispersed across the remaining 74 

municipalities.      

In common with the rest of Spain, the Andalucian economy is dominated by small and 

especially micro businesses consisting of the solo self-employed, or enterprises with fewer 

than ten employees.   The large geographic area and widely dispersed population mean that 

outside of the major cities, the socio economic landscape of Andalucia is one of small 

business scattered across an extensive rural ‘hinterland’.   

Andalucia has the second lowest GDP per capita in Spain, 17,691 euros compared with 

23,970 euros  for Spain as a whole and 32,793 euros for the Madrid region25.   At the same 

time youth unemployment remains stubbornly high.  It is well-documented that Spain has an 

exceptionally high rate of youth unemployment.  Recent figures for the whole of Spain 

estimate unemployment among those under 25 years of age at 37%, an improvement on the 

all-time highest rate of 55% in February 2013, but still the third highest in Europe, after 

Kosovo and Greece.  However, latest figures for Andalucia show that youth unemployment in 

2015 remained at 56%, substantially higher than the national figure26. 

Historically agriculture has been central to the economy of Andalucia alongside construction 

and tourism.  These sectors have a tendency to generate low-skilled, temporary work and 
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construction and tourism are particularly vulnerable in times of economic recession.   As a 

result the global financial crisis of 2008 hit Andalucia harder than other regions in Spain.  The 

faltering economy and high youth unemployment have  led large numbers of young people 

to leave Andalucia in search of education and employment opportunities elsewhere in Spain 

and Europe.   The region thus faces the twin challenges of building a sustainable economy for 

the twenty first century and retaining its own young talent to develop and support that 

economy in the future. 

Key among the barriers to economic development identified in Andalucia is a lack of 

industrial diversity.   A number of European level initiatives have begun to address this 

through funding designed to develop new industrial sectors, encourage small businesses to 

diversify and internationalise, create sustainable employment and so boost the economy.   

Principal among these initiatives are the Economic and Regional Development Fund 2014-

2020 OP project, and the National and Regional Specialisation Strategies for Smart 

Specialisation (RIS3 ).    Included in the priorities identified in these strategies are: 

development of the logistics and transport sector; research and development in the agri food 

sector; renewable energy and efficient and sustainable use of the regions natural resources.   

In addition the Smart Specialisation Strategy for the Region emphasises the need to support 

and develop research institutions to enhance relationships and knowledge transfer between 

businesses and research centres.    The priorities outlined in these strategies were evident in 

the locations chosen for the Peer Review visit.    

One example of these priorities in action is the sustained growth experienced in the organic 

production sector.  The most important crop in terms of revenue and area cultivated is olives 

for olive oil.    New cooperatives dedicated entirely to organic olive oil production are 

developing across Andalucia and the province of Córdoba is taking the lead in this sector..     

However, as in both Austria and especially England, preference for a University degree over 

vocational training remains high, despite labour market outcomes for graduates that are no 

better then their counterparts with vocational qualifications.   This has led to an over supply 

of graduates on the one hand, together with low overall levels of education.27 

 

3.8.2 Apprenticeship system 

There are currently two systems of vocational training in Spain, the traditional model and the 

dual vocational training mode, introduced by Royal Decree in 2012.   Under the traditional 

model young people can choose to enter intermediate vocational training at the end of 

compulsory education.     Advanced vocational training consists of further two year cycle 

organised in the same way and can be entered after intermediate vocational training or via 

an academic route following upper secondary education.   In an effort to remedy low levels of 

educational achievement, a third form of VET known as Vocational Initiation Programmes 
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offers an opportunity for those who failed their lower secondary school education to achieve 

basic academic qualifications alongside the lowest level of professional /vocational 

certificates.   Each of these forms of VET requires students to complete a ‘professional 

module’ consisting of between three and six months working in a company towards the end 

of the two year cycle.   The professional module is assessed by tutors within the company and 

the training school.    

Faced with increasing levels of youth unemployment the Spanish government decided to 

introduce a second system of dual vocational training based on the German model.  There 

are, however, some fundamental difference between the two systems.   Most notably that 

apprentices enrol in a training centre first, which is then responsible for finding an 

apprenticeship.   Schools, and teachers themselves, thus play a pivotal role in engaging 

businesses and allocating apprenticeship places.    

Dual VET is a complex system that requires shared responsibility for training between schools 

and employers.   The future of dual VET in Spain depends on the willingness of businesses to 

take part.  However, assuming some responsibility for training imposes both a financial cost 

and an administrative burden on businesses, which is particularly onerous for small 

businesses.   Given the large number of small businesses in the Cordoba region, creating 

incentives to engage them in the dual VET system will be crucial to its success. 

Having secured an apprenticeship, unlike their counterparts in Austria and England, Spanish 

apprentices have no statutory contract to regulate their relationship with the employer.  

Under the  decree establishing Dual VET in Spain the 17 regions  autonomous regions are 

each responsible for developing their own systems .   This has led to considerable regional 

variation, for example,  contracts of employment or scholarships may issued by some 

employers, but they are not compulsory in all regions of Spain.   In Andalucia it is only 

permitted to pay dual vet  apprentices travel expenses, although all apprentices are  covered 

by the Spanish Social Security System. 

Future Developments 

Both economic development and vocational training systems are at an important crossroads 

in Andalucia.    Public funding to encourage industrial diversification has coincided with a new 

system of dual vocational training to create a unique opportunity to develop an effective and 

sustainable model of apprenticeship education and training.  Success will depend on 

providing sufficient incentives to fully engage small businesses with apprenticeships. 

 

3.8.3 Spanish Peer review Activities 

 

Thirteen visiting peers, four from Austria, four from Manchester Metropolitan University, 

three from Manchester Chamber of Commerce and two small business owners from 

Manchester worked alongside the peer review team from Cordoba to complete the final peer 

review exercise.   A series of peer review activities took place over three days between the 



              

                                                                                                        

14th and 16th of November 2017.   The Spanish system of dual vocational education and 

training has only been in place since 2012 hence it is currently underdeveloped.   This 

presented peers with a unique opportunity to contribute to the development of the 

apprenticeship programme in the Cordoba region. 

The programme of visits is summarised belwo: 

 CONSEJERIA DE EDUCACIÓN – JUNTA DE ANDALUCIA  

Introduction to the Dual System in Spain and at regional level    

The Consejeria of Education is a council of the Junta de Andalucía (the regional 

government).  It has responsibilities for non-university education, culture and sport.  

https:// www.juntadeandalucia.es/organismos/educacion.html 

 Visit to the University of Cordoba: CeiA3 Campus of Excellence  The Campus of 

International Excellence in Agri-Food ceiA3 is the result of the integration of the 

Universities of Almería, Cádiz, Huelva and Jaén, led by the University of Córdoba. Five 

institutions with a long scientific career working for the agri-food sector with the aim 

of contributing to the development of the sector and, especially, to respond to their 

challenges of the 21st century.  The visit included an iintroduction to their 

programmes related to apprenticeship in the workplace, in particular studying for a  

doctorate while working within an SME. http://www.ceia3.es/ 

 IMIBIC “Instituto Maimonides” Biomedical Research Centre in Cordoba.  

The Maimónides Institute of Biomedical Research of Córdoba (IMIBIC) is a 

multidisciplinary research center where scientists from the university and health 

sector work together to improve the health of citizens and the social and economic 

development of Andalusia. Its mission is to develop and promote a scientific and 

innovative collaborative and multidisciplinary space where projects are developed to 

solve health problems based on precision medicine and the generation of excellent 

science. http://www.imibic.org/ 

 FUNDECOR 

The University Foundation for the Development of the Province of Córdoba 

(FUNDECOR) aims to promote employment and entrepreneurship in the province, 

FUNDECOR intends to become the bridge that will facilitate university students their 

job placement, enhancing their employability and entrepreneurship. The Foundation 

also intends to be the link that aligns the knowledge collected and generated in the 

University with the needs and demands of our society.  This Foundation offers the 

following services: Training, Labour Orientation, Internships in Companies, Job 

Placement Agency and Entrepreneurship. https://www.fundecor.es/ 

 Chamber of Commerce of Cordoba.  

Presentation of the programme for training mentors of SMEs involved in dual training 

system. The Chamber of Commerce is an intermediary institution  between the 

Administration and companies. The Chambers, managed by the companies 

themselves, administer public resources and perform public-administrative functions 

with business criteria.  https://www.camaracordoba.com/ 

 IES EL Tablero.  

http://www.juntadeandalucia.es/organismos/educacion.html
http://www.ceia3.es/
http://www.imibic.org/
https://www.fundecor.es/
https://www.camaracordoba.com/


              

                                                                                                        

"El Tablero" is a public centre that offers an extensive range of qualifications, 

(Secondary High Education and vocational training) in a variety of areas including 

graphic arts, transport management or beauty care, in both traditional training in the 

centre and apprenticeship in the work place. They work closely with employers to 

ensure they are providing  new staff with the right skills in sectors that are relevant. 

https://www.ieseltablero.org/ 

 IFAPA Cabra and Subbetica Ecologica: 

The Andalusian Institute for Research and Training in Agriculture, Fisheries, Food and 

Ecological Production (IFAPA) is an autonomous body attached to the Ministry of 

Agriculture, Fisheries and Rural Development of the Junta de Andalucía. The Center 

develops an extensive program of research, transfer and training (R + D + F), whose 

main lines of action are: olive growing and its processing industries  viticulture and 

oenology.  http://www.juntadeandalucia.es/.../ifapa/web/centro/ 

 CIAT (Montilla)  

CIAT designs, manufactures and markets solutions for the residential, tertiary, 

healthcare and industrial sectors. Its activities are founded on optimising energy 

consumption levels and improving air quality and comfort in buildings. The group is 

also strongly committed to protecting the environment, which is a major part of its 

development strategy.    https://www.grupociat.es 

 

 

3.8.4 Initial findings  

Perceptions and Awareness of Apprenticeships Among SMEs 

Key observations: 

 The dual Vet system in Spain is only six years old.   At the moment it seems that a  

University degree is still perceived as higher status than an apprenticeship, especially 

by parents.   This is similar to the situation in the UK.  

 There seem to be more companies wanting to engage in vocational training, 

especially the dual model, than there are students.   This may be because of 

perceptions about the superior status of a degree. 

 However, the majority of companies engaging with both traditional and dual 

vocational training through the schools are large organisations.   This despite the fact 

that the region is dominated by small and micro enterprises. 

 The system for financing dual VET seems complex and appears to be poorly 

understood.  What is clear is that there is a lack of financial incentives for SMEs 

employing an apprentice and for young people wanting to undertake an 

apprenticeship.     

 Because the system is new, smaller companies will need to be convinced of the 

financial and non-financial benefits to their company of training an apprentice. 

https://www.ieseltablero.org/
https://www.grupociat.es/


              

                                                                                                        

 It appears that teachers play a key role in deciding which students become involved in 

the apprenticeship system 

 

Recommendations: 

 Many schools already have good relationships with local businesses and work closely 

with young people informing them about their options.   A co-ordinated system of 

communication, with a unified message about the benefits of apprenticeships for 

young people and companies could help to make the system more attractive.   This 

could draw on case studies of successful apprenticeships and stories of young 

peoples’ success in the labour market.   

 Schools could do more to raise parental awareness about the opportunities 

apprenticeships can offer young people. 

 Given the lack of public finance available to fund apprenticeships, more creative 

solutions could be considered such as compensation through the social security 

system for tutors within businesses, and for businesses employing an apprentice once 

their training is complete. 

 Non-financial solutions could be considered, for example, companies could offer 

tools, or equipment they no longer use to apprentices beginning their careers.   SMEs 

could be encouraged to consider the social value of training an apprentice. 

 Regional scholarships might encourage the most able students to consider an 

apprenticeship. 

 

3.8.5  Quality and Content 

Key observations: 

 Peers perceived apprenticeship training to be well-aligned with the needs of SMEs.   

 The system is flexible and can respond to the needs of SMEs in the local economy at 

the present time, however there is a risk that it will become less responsive to the 

needs of individual companies as demand for apprenticeship increases. 

 Under the dual system there can be conflict between the academic content of 

classroom teaching and the requirements of business 

 The number of hours of training is highly prescriptive under the dual system, 2,000 

hours for all occupations.   Greater flexibility would allow the amount of workplace 

training to reflect the needs of individual occupations.   

 To date the system is not fully engaging the large number of micro businesses in the 

region.   One reason is the commitment to providing full time training/mentoring of 

the apprentice during their time in the business.   

  The quality of tutors within businesses is also a cause for concern.  The quality of 

training apprentices receive in the workplace can vary greatly. 



              

                                                                                                        

 Final assessment of apprentices is standardised and reflects academic concerns rather 

than practical and social skills that may be valued by employers. 

 No data is collected about the number of apprenticeships that lead to permanent 

employment, nor the number that drop out of the system 

Recommendations: 

 It would be useful to collect more data centrally, in order to demonstrate the impact 

of the various initiatives within region.    

 Training/mentoring an apprentice within a micro business is a big commitment given 

their limited resources.  Could alternative models be considered, such as part-time 

apprenticeships, or apprenticeships shared across two or more businesses? 

 With regard to apprenticeships under the dual system.  More flexibility in the number 

of hours spent in workplace training, and greater involvement of businesses in the 

development of classroom modules could make the system more responsive to the 

needs of different professions and occupations.    However, there is a risk that 

apprentices would develop fewer transferable skills and so limit their opportunities in 

the wider labour market. 

 

3.8.6  Partnerships 

Key observations: 

 There are some effective systems in place to encourage cooperation between 

Universities and large businesses in the areas of innovation and research and 

development.   There does not appear to be a direct relationship between these 

initiatives and small businesses. 

 Maintaining relationships with large numbers of SMEs and micro businesses is a 

challenge. 

 The Chamber of Commerce and Ministry of Education engage well with schools, this 

seems to be mainly via  careers fairs.   Large companies appear to be happy to host 

school visits on the request of the schools. 

 There doesn’t seem to be any engagement between schools and other public bodies 

or businesses earlier on in the education system to inform pupils of their choices. 

 Teachers play a pivotal role in allocating apprenticeships, but the process for deciding 

which pupils are required to complete basic level apprenticeships isn’t clear. 

  Where training providers are unable to match a student with the requirements of a 

business the onus is on the business to adjust its job role or specification.  This could 

be a barrier to small businesses who have less scope to alter job roles. 

 

 

 

 



              

                                                                                                        

Recommendations: 

 There appear to be close links between the Universities in the Cordoba region, the 

local chambers of commerce and business.   This could be built on to develop 

apprenticeships at higher or degree level in the future. 

 As large companies are providing the majority of apprenticeships at present they 

could be encouraged to share their experiences and examples of best practice with 

small businesses 

 

3.8.7  

Policy and Practice 

Key observations: 

 The system is relatively new in Spain and, as such, the Spanish Government are 

generally supportive of apprenticeships.    The system has been introduced using a 

national level framework but the autonomous regions, and their provinces have a 

degree of autonomy in implementing national policies.   In Cordoba, the desire to 

develop an effective apprenticeship system tailored to the needs of their own region 

is apparent, and Regional Government/Local Chamber of Commerce have created a 

supportive environment.  

 However, a number of Peers noted that this support was mainly in the form of 

encouragement and practical help, financial resources to develop the system were 

scarce. 

 Unlike England, apprentices are not employed by the business, they remain students.  

This could make apprenticeships less attractive to young people. 

 Small businesses are dependent on training providers and schools to provide 

information and potential apprentices.   It is the responsibility of training providers to  

approach SMEs and convince them to take part in the apprenticeship programme.  

 Because there are no social partners involved it is likely that training providers would 

also be responsible for resolving disputes that arise in the workplace. 

 The lack of financial incentives is likely to be a barrier to small businesses engaging 

with the apprenticeship programme. 

 

 Recommendations: 

 

 The main recommendations of the Peers focused on finance.  Given the lack of 

financial incentives to engage an apprentice, small businesses need to be convinced 

of the economic benefits of apprenticeships.   An analysis of the costs and benefits to 

small businesses could be undertaken to demonstrate this. 

 



              

                                                                                                        

 Overall there seems to be a need to change the mindset of small businesses with 

regard not only to the financial cost of apprenticeships, but also the time and 

administrative burden involved.   As above campaigns to inform businesses of the 

longer term benefits of investing in apprentices could help. 

 

 Regional variations allow apprenticeship programmes to be tailored to the needs of a 

region.   However there is a danger that they may become too specialised, and so 

limit the prospects of apprentices who wish to seek work elsewhere, 
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APPENIDICES 

Appendix 1  List of Partner Organisations 

 

Spain:  Diputacion Provincial De Cordoba  , Regional Public Authority 

Austria:  Amadeus Association, Intermediary organisation, VET provider, NGO 

England: Manchester Metropolitan University, Higher Education Institution, VET provider 

               Greater Manchester Chamber of Commerce,  Intermediary organisation 

 

  



              

                                                                                                        

Appendix 2  Local Statistical Information Questionnaire 

 

 

PEER REVIEW 
PRE VISIT BACKGROUND 

QUESTIONNAIRE 

 

The following information will be used to give some general economic background in each of 

the partner regions/sub regions. The aim is to give some context for your situation in advance 

of the visit. 

ECONOMIC BACKGROUND Region/sub region (specify) 
Vienna  

National 

What is the current unemployment 
level in your region/nationally (all 
ages) 

  

All Ages By Gender (M/F)   

What is the current unemployment 
level for young people (give ages) in 
your region/nationally 

  

Young people by Gender (M/F)   

What are considered the priority 
sectors for employment/growth in 
your region? Give % employment for 
these sectors.  

  

Are there direct links between these 
sectors and apprenticeship 
programmes? for example are they 
directly targeted?) 

  

What % of the employment is in:   

Micro business (<10)   

SME 10 - 49   

SME (50 - 249)   

Large companies (250+)   

Public Sector    

 

What strategies are in place for 
apprenticeship provision in your 
regional/nationally? (give web link) 

 

Who/which body is ultimately 
responsible for apprenticeship 
provision in your country? 

 

Which organisations fund your 
apprenticeship provision? 

 



              

                                                                                                        

Which organisations/ bodies are 
responsible for assessment of 
provision? 

 

How many providers of apprenticeship 
programmes are there in your 
region/area (please state the area 
covered) 

 

Are there any online tools being used 
currently to enable people to identify 
providers? Please give the web 
address.  

 

STRATEGY & SKILLS   

  

What regional / national strategies are 
in place for skills development? Please 
identify the main priorities in these 
strategies. 

 

What strategies are in place for 
supporting SME growth? Please 
identify the main priorities. 

Supporting measures for Start-ups and one-person-companies, 
deregulation of trade regulations 

What organisations provide direct 
support for SMEs in your region? 

Economic Chamber Austria  
Regional Economic Chambers 
Federal Ministry for Science, Research and Economic Affairs 

What opportunities are there for 
influencing how apprenticeship 
provision and SME support can be 
brought together? 

See national SERFA report Austria 

Please give the names of your 
identified SME GAP Good Practices 
and attach with this form.  

See national SERFA report Austria 

 

 

 

 



              

                                                                                                        

Appendix 3  Peer Review Feedback Form 

 

        

 

   Peer Review Questionnaire  
           To be used with reference to pre visit questionnaire 

 

  Peer Reviewed Country………………………….  

VISITED ORGANISATION NAME:   

 

 
Group 1 (Green Group):  Perceptions of Apprenticeships. Awareness of Current Opportunities for Employing an Apprentice  

 

Perceptions 

1.To what extent 
are 
apprenticeships 
regarded as equal 
to an academic 
education by 
employers? And 
by young people? 

 



              

                                                                                                        

2.To what extent 
are SMEs in favour 
of employing 
apprentices? 

 

3.Do attitudes to 
employing an 
apprentice vary 
across sectors?  
If so, in what 
ways? 

 

 
Partnerships 

 

Partnerships with schools 

1. What are the 
main strengths 
and limitations of 
current systems 
for engaging with 
schools about 
apprenticeships? 

 
 
 

2. Who is 
responsible for 
marketing 
apprenticeships in 
SMEs to young 
people? 

 

3. How are 
apprenticeships in 

 



              

                                                                                                        

SMEs marketed to 
young people? 

 
Sharing Information 

1. What 
opportunities, if 
any, are there for 
SMEs to share 
information about 
employing an 
apprentice? 

 

 
Group 2 (Red Group) :  Content and Quality of Apprenticeship Training 

 

Content 

1.How well-
aligned is 
apprenticeship 
training to the 
skills needs of 
SMEs? 

 

2.Which partners 
are  involved in 
designing the 
curriculum? 

 

3.How effectively 
are partners 
working together 
to address the 
skills/training 

 



              

                                                                                                        

requirements of 
SMEs 

4.What role, if 
any, do employers 
play in curriculum 
development? 

 

Quality 

1.What systems, if 
any are currently 
in place to assess 
the quality of 
apprenticeship 
training? 

 

2. What are the 
main strengths 
and limitations of 
current systems 
for assessing the 
quality of 
apprenticeship 
training? 

 

3. Is regulation of 
training providers 
adequate? 

 

4. Do 
apprenticeships in 
SMEs provide a 
clear career path 

 



              

                                                                                                        

for young people? 

 
Group 3 (Blue Group) Policy and Practice 

 

Policy 

1.In what ways 
does the State 
facilitate or 
impede the 
provision of 
apprenticeships in 
SMEs? 

 

2.How do SMEs 
find reliable 
information about 
the legal aspect of 
employing an 
apprentice? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Practice 

1. What support, if 
any, is available to 
SMEs during the 
recruitment 
process? 

 

2. What support, if 
any, is available to 
SMEs if there are 
problems between 
the employer and 

 



              

                                                                                                        

apprentice in the 
workplace? 

3. What are the 
non financial 
benefits for SMEs 
of employing an 
apprentice, for 
example loyalty, 
motivation, 
innovation? 

 

4. In general, do 
SMEs make a 
financial return on 
their investment 
in an apprentice? 

 

 

 


