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Work experience is a vital stepping stone to help young people on the 
path towards employment. At its best, work experience can inform 
career choices and open young people’s eyes to careers they’d not 
previously considered, or didn’t even know existed. It boosts self-
confidence about entering the world of work and helps to instil the 
attitudes and behaviours that will be expected of them. For some, it 
offers an opportunity to prove themselves to a future employer. When 
recruiting for jobs, employers consistently prefer candidates who 
already have some experience.  For all these reasons, we want to make 
it easier for young people to find good quality work experience. But the 
evidence suggests that it is getting harder. 

Too often, gaining experience relies upon existing contacts. For those 
who don’t have access to a ready made network, this represents a 
clear barrier to entry. If we are to address the UK’s youth employment 
challenge, it is essential that we find a way for all young people to benefit 
from these opportunities. Many enlightened employers have already 
developed highly successful work experience or apprenticeship 
programmes. Some of the best examples demonstrate strong 
collaboration with local schools, colleges and training providers. But we 
need more employers to follow their lead. 

This report highlights how employers are engaging with young people 
across the UK, from participating in work experience to offering 
apprenticeships and jobs.  But there is more to be done to address the 
barriers young people face getting into work. Clearly, Government has 
an important role to play. At the UK Commission for Employment and 
Skills, we believe that Government can create the right conditions for 
employers to take a leading role. Here we set out some practical steps 
that can help us all work together to help young people into employment. 

Foreword 
by  Commissioner Valerie Todd

Valerie Todd 
Commissioner, UK Commission for Employment and Skills 
Talent & Resources Director, Crossrail
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In summer 2012 the UK Commission for Employment and 
Skills published The youth employment challenge.  This  set 
out the structural changes in the labour market that have 
made it increasingly difficult for young people to get into 
work and progress on a career path.

It highlighted the importance of employer practice in 
tackling this challenge and called for UK employers to adopt 
a “youth policy”: to do something, no matter how small, to 
help young people get into work.  This includes activities 
like opening up recruitment practices and offering work 
experience or apprenticeships.  

In this report we examine the extent to which UK employers 
are engaging in these types of activities and some of the 
barriers to making them more widespread.  There are many 
excellent examples, but there is scope to do much more.

The way in which employers fill their vacancies is key.  
Word of mouth recruitment disadvantages young people 
without the right networks and contacts.  But this is on 
the rise and is now the number one method of recruiting.  
Unless recruitment becomes less about who you know 
and more about what you know and what you can do, 
employers risk missing out on a rich and diverse talent 
pool.  Use of Jobcentre Plus for recruitment has fallen 
in the last two years, however the recent launch of the 
Government backed online vacancy matching service 
Universal Jobmatch offers an accessible and free means 
for businesses to advertise their jobs widely. 

The majority of employers who take on young people 
straight from education find them well or very well prepared 
for work, but they attach vital importance to experience 
when they recruit.  And lack of experience is the number 
one reason why recruiting employers turn young job 
applicants away.  It’s also the main reason they find them 
poorly prepared for work.

Despite the importance employers place on work 
experience, only one in four offer work experience 
placements to young people in education.  Combined with 
decreasing opportunities to work while learning, this means 
that young people continue to face a ‘Catch 22’ situation.  

Executive 
Summary

To tackle this, work experience needs to become much 
more widespread and seen by employers as an integral 
part of their recruitment strategies.  Employers who provide 
work experience say they gain considerable benefits, so 
there is a strong case for others to get involved. And there is 
untapped demand: 20% of employers who don’t offer work 
experience have never been approached to offer it and 
many employers recruit young people without offering work 
experience.  Our goal should be to raise the overall number 
participating from a quarter to a half of all UK employers.

Although the recession has caused a fall off in recruitment 
generally, employment in high skill managerial and 
professional roles has grown by over 900,000 and this 
growth is set to continue.  Employers who specialise in 
these roles are the least likely to recruit young people and 
where they do, they tend to rely on university graduates.  
Creating more non-graduate routes into professional and 
managerial jobs would offer ladders of opportunity to 
young people, and feed the talent pipeline for employers.  
Apprenticeships offer just such a gateway into a great 
career for young people and bring well documented returns 
to employers.  Yet currently, just 15% of employers have or 
offer apprenticeships. Twice that number say they plan to 
offer apprenticeships in the future, so again, we should be 
aiming to double participation. 

In 2011 the UK Commission, supported by Government, 
launched a new vision for how we invest in our current and 
future workforce – Employer Ownership of Skills.  Realising 
this vision through a series of significant steps would play 
a big part in tackling the youth employment challenge.  We 
believe that by empowering employers and giving them 
far greater sway over public spending on skills, we will see 
innovative ideas and increased investment in return. We are 
encouraged by the bids from employers in the first round 
of the Employer Ownership Pilot (EOP) fund in England. In 
Round 2 we are looking for more ambitious proposals.

We know that there is significant variation in youth policy 
type activity by industry sector, which suggests there are 
sectoral solutions to youth employment.  In Round 2 of 
the Employer Ownership Pilot, we want to encourage the 
establishment of employer owned and run partnerships that 
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bring together employees, unions and training providers 
around common issues like recruitment, work experience 
and apprenticeships. These ‘Industrial Partnerships’ will 
take end to end responsibility for workforce development  
-  setting standards, designing qualifications and creating 
career pathways in key sectors of the economy. 

There is huge potential for expansion of apprenticeships, 
but barriers to achieving this include perceptions of lack 
of need, suitability and cost, and a widespread lack of 
awareness of the Government subsidy for training.  Giving 
employers far greater purchasing power for apprenticeship 
training by funding them directly instead of channelling 
funding through training providers could help raise 
awareness of the public subsidy, and encourage more 
employers to get involved.

We know that the best outcomes are achieved when 
employers and colleges/providers collaborate, especially in 
opening up jobs and training opportunities and tapping into 
the  potential for work experience in small businesses. There 
are great examples of such collaboration in the first round 
of the Employer Ownership Pilots. The UK Commission 
will continue to promote and evaluate this approach in the 
second round.

Finally, the skills system has tended to measure success 
by fairly narrow outputs, like qualification achievements.  
Shifting accountability and success measures toward 
labour market outcomes - earnings and employment 
chances for learners, for example - would further encourage 
employer and college/provider collaboration.  This could 
be achieved by emphasising these outcomes in quality 
assurance regimes, and by tying funding to them. 

Nothing less than a radical shift in approach will be sufficient 
to redress the UK’s youth employment problems. But as 
we have seen, there is huge scope to raise our game.  By 
taking a few significant steps we can make a start towards 
embedding a culture where recruiting and developing 
young people are part of standard business practice in the 
UK.
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In this report we set out the extent to which UK 
employers are engaging in youth policy type 
activities including opening up recruitment 
practices and offering work experience or 
apprenticeships; and we look at some of 
the barriers to making these activities more 
widespread.  Our findings are based largely on 
the UK Commission’s Employer Perspectives 
Survey (UKCEPS) 20121.  We also suggest some 
actions that we believe will support the radical 
shift needed to create more and better career 
opportunities for young people. Throughout the 
report we showcase the youth policies of UKCES 
Commissioners2, who represent large and small 
businesses, further and higher education, trade 
unions and the voluntary sector.  

The labour market’s resilience in the face of a weak 
recovery is a key success story for the UK economy.  In 
the final quarter of 2012 (October to December) the level 
of employment reached “record” levels. There are now 
more people employed in the UK than before the recession 
(29.7m).  However, the employment rate, which is the 
share of the working age population with a job, has not yet 
recovered to previous highs. More importantly, the recovery 
in employment has not been shared equally across the age 
spectrum.

The chart above shows the change in employment rates for 
different age groups, from the period immediately before the 

1 UKCES – “Employer Perspectives Survey 2012” http://www.ukces.
org.uk/publications/er64-uk-employer-perspectives-survey-2012 data 
tables can be found here http://www.ukces.org.uk/ourwork/employer-
surveys
2 http://www.ukces.org.uk/commissioners 

The labour market 
for young people

65+
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35–49
25–34
18–24
16–17

16–64
16 and over
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-1.6
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-13.1
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recession (final quarter of 2007) to the latest quarter (final 
quarter of 2012).  From this it is apparent that the recovery 
in employment has left young people behind.  The overall 
employment rate gap, which is the difference between now 
and before the recession, is 1.6% (having gone down from 
60.2% to 58.7%).  But for 16-17 year olds the gap is 13%, 
and for 18-24 year olds, it is 6%.  In marked contrast, the 
employment rates for the oldest age groups are actually 
higher than pre-recession3. To get the employment rate 
for 16-24 year olds back up to pre-recession levels, over 
550,000 young people would need to break into the labour 
market.  

A resilient labour market hasn’t been enough to temper 
low levels of demand across the economy. Subdued 
recruitment activity is a major cause of unemployment for 
all age groups, but especially for young people.  The chart 
below plots the level of youth unemployment against the 
level of vacancies.  It shows firstly that the level of vacancies 
is still far below pre-recession levels, and secondly 
that youth unemployment is strongly tied to the level of 

vacancies.  
From the UK Commission’s Employer Perspectives Survey 
2012 (UKCEPS 2012) we know that just over a quarter 
(27%) of employers in England (the UK figure is also 27%)
have recruited a young person in the past year.  By contrast, 

3 This is not to imply that growth in employment for older workers is in 
conflict with that for younger workers.  This would be based on the “lump 
of labour” fallacy.
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in 2007, 40% of employers had recruited a young person4.  
A return to growth and a significant rise in vacancies are 
clearly necessary for employment levels to return to pre-
recession levels. However, this alone may not be enough.
 
The structure of the economy is changing and the 
recession and recovery have accelerated this change.  
While employment has recovered to some extent, the types 
of opportunities that have come back are different to those 
that they replaced.  Full-time employee jobs are still well 
below pre-recession levels. Instead, much of the recovery 
in employment is part-time, temporary or self employed. 
The growth in part-time work is partly responsible for one 
in five young people in work being under-employed, more 
than any other age group5.  And young people struggle to 
become self employed because they lack the necessary 
experience, know-how, connections and access to finance6  

The balance of occupations in the economy is also 
changing.  Young people tend to be employed in two 
occupations: sales and elementary roles, such as bar staff, 
waiters, cleaners etc.  Between them, these account for 
just under half of all jobs that young people do, compared 
to only 15% of those 25 or over.  Over the course of the 
recession and recovery the picture for these occupations 
is one of net stagnation. They declined significantly and 
although they have recovered to some extent, there are still 
145,000 fewer people employed in these occupations than 
pre- recession.
 
By contrast, high skill managerial and professional 
occupations have seen ongoing growth over the past few 
years. Employment in these occupations has increased by 
930,000 over the course of the recession and recovery.  
Other mid skill occupations have seen large overall declines 
with little recovery.  
 
 These changes mean that young people are competing 
with older and more experienced workers, who have been 
forced to trade down for the lower and mid level jobs that 

4 National employer skills survey for England 2007 and UKCEPS 2012.  
Note that these findings are indicative only as the two surveys are not 
directly comparable due to methodological differences
5 ONS – Underemployed workers in the UK, 2012
6 ONS – Self employed workers in the UK, February 2013

young people would normally take. Meanwhile, the higher 
level growth occupations only tend to be available to 
graduates.  What’s more, the UK Commission’s forecasts 
on the structure of the labour market in 2020,7   Working 
Futures, predicts that this occupational rebalancing is set to 
continue. There will be ongoing growth at the top, decline in 
the middle and stagnation at the bottom
 
Summary

 
27% of employers have recruited a young person in the 
previous year.  Before the recession, in 2007, 40% of 
employers had recruited a young person in the previous 
12 months.  Much of this difference is down to depressed 
recruitment overall.  But there are other structural factors at 
play, in particular changes in the type of jobs available and 
employer practices in recruiting to these jobs.

7  UKCES – “Working Futures 2010-2020” http://www.ukces.org.uk/
publications/er41-working-futures-2010-2020
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Just under two thirds (62%) of recruiting employers have 
taken on a young person in the previous year, leaving just 
over a third (37%) who have only taken on adults8. So the 
good news is that more employers take on young people 
than those who don’t.  

When we look below the surface, just 24% of recruiters 
taken on 16-18 year olds, which is less than half of the 53% 
of recruiters who have taken on 19-24 year olds. This is 
driven by both push and pull factors push from the lack of 
appropriate jobs available and pull from further and higher 
education9.

The sectors that are  the most likely to take on young people 
are the hotels and restaurants and retail sectors.  Financial 
services and health stand out as being two of the most 
likely to recruit 19-24 year olds but the least likely to recruit 
16-18 year olds.  Clearly, different sectors are far more likely 
to recruit young people than others. This means that the 
relative performance of sectors in terms of creating jobs 
matters hugely for young people.  And unless the sectors 
that are creating jobs now and in the future alter their 
approach to recruitment and become more accessible to 
young people, we are unlikely to see a significant increase in 
youth employment.

Size of establishment is also a major factor when it comes 
to recruiting young people: the larger the establishment, the 
more likely it is to take on young people.  

Business growth and expectations of growth are important 
for generating vacancies; but they also contribute to young 
people having access to these vacancies.  Employers who 
have recently recruited and expect to grow significantly are 
far more likely to take on young people. This suggests that 
their optimism is leading them to think about and invest in 
the future of their business. 

Beyond these broad associations, we also have direct 
insights from employers who don’t take on young people 
as to why not.  The most common reason, given by 40% of 

8 UKCEPS 2012
9 Review of Vocational Education - The Wolf Report (March 2011)

Recruitment of 
young people

these employers who took on adults only, is that no young 
people applied for their vacancies. 

In many cases, the jobs available may require more skills, 
experience or expertise than young people have been 
able to gain, so they don’t apply. This is the case for many 
professional and managerial roles.  Indeed, as we have 
noted, it was the most highly skilled occupations that saw 
ongoing growth throughout the recession and recovery.  
Recruiting employers who predominantly have these 
roles are the least likely to have recruited young people 
in general.  Just over half (53%) have taken on a young 
person, compared to 75% of recruiting employers with 
predominantly manual staff. These employers are also the 
most likely to put this down to a lack of applications from 
young people.
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It might also be that young people are not aware of all the 
vacancies that are out there.  The smaller an employer is, 
the more likely they are to say that no young people applied, 
suggesting an issue around visibility. Another possibility 
is that word of mouth recruitment methods are leading 
to ‘hidden’ vacancies that young people are unaware of, 
because they do not yet have enough contacts or networks.   
This is an important point, which we expand on and explain 
why it disadvantages young people below.

However, lack of applications from young people only partly 
explains the story.  45% of employers who took on adults 
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0 20% 40% 60% 80%

Grow significantly
Grow slightly

Remain about the same
Contract Slightly

Contract significantly 
or close down

Under 1 year
1 – 3 years

3 – 5 years
5 – 10 years

10+ years
Don’t know

Managerial & professional sta�
Admin or o�ce based sta�

Skilled manual sta�
Other manual sta�

Word of mouth / personal recommendation
Job centre / Jobcentre plus / Jobs and Benefit O�ce 

Local newspapers (includes paper or online)
Own website

Recruitment agencies
Internal notices (notice boards / intranet) / filled it internally

Notice boards / shop windows
Other free websites

Paid for Recruitment websites
School / college / university job fairs or career services

Trade press / professional publications
Speculative enquiries

Government programmes and schemes
Other

Social media
National newspapers (includes paper or online)

Don’t know
National Apprenticeship Service (NAS) Apprenticeship Vacancy system

29%
28%

21%
17%
17%

12%
10%

9%
7%

5%
3%
3%
3%
3%
3%

2%
1%
1%

only say their young applicants aren’t able to compete with 
other candidates. This is put down to a lack of experience, 
cited by almost a third (29%) of employers who took 
on adults only. The smaller the establishment, the more 
likely they are to value experience as a key attribute when 
recruiting.  So it is unsurprising that they are also the most 
likely to find that young candidates lack experience.  

Word of mouth recruitment methods

Recruitment methods are a key part of the story for young 
people.  Young non-graduates are particularly dependent 
on informal connections with employers, through friends 
or family for example,  to secure employment.  Most young 
people haven’t had time to build these social networks or 
don’t have the right contacts to start off with, putting them at 
a disadvantage in today’s labour market.  

Share of recruiting employers using different recruitment methods
(source: UKCEPS 2012)

Share of recruiting employers who have 
taken on 16–18, 19–24 and 16–24 year olds 
by expectations of future growth, age of 
establishment and main occupational group
(source: UKCEPS 2012)

Enternships 

Enternships is an online platform that connects 
young people, particularly UK graduates, to 
internships and entry-level positions in start-ups 
and small businesses. The company was founded 
when the CEO Rajeeb Dey was still at university 
and the average age of the office stands at 25 years 
old; truly reflecting the energy, drive and passion 
of the young people they represent. Enternships 
currently provides internship and apprenticeship 
opportunities, which prove successful: a number 
of senior managers started out as interns.  
Enternships is also going a step further and 
turning the recruitment process on its head with 
‘unRecruitment’, which focuses on training up 
young people throughout the interview process 
giving candidates that aren’t offered a job valuable 
experience that they can add to their CVs.
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Word of mouth methods are now the number one way to 
recruit staff.  There has been an increase in the use of these 
methods between 2010 and 2012, from 24% to 29% of 
recruiting employers. 

Word of mouth recruitment is particularly prevalent 
in smaller and younger organisations, and again with 
employers who have predominantly high skill professional 
and managerial roles. As jobs with these types of employers 
are the ones that are set to grow, this is a major barrier for 
young people trying to get into work.

There is also a public and private sector divide, with private 
sector organisations over four times more likely to use word 
of mouth recruitment.  Construction is a [major user] of word 
of mouth methods when we look at individual industries.
In terms of spatial variation, the clearest finding is that word 
of mouth recruitment appears to be much more popular in 
England (31% of employers use it) than it is in Wales (28%), 
Scotland (22%) or Northern Ireland (18%). 

Summary 

The good news is that more recruiting employers take on 
young people than those who don’t. However, there are 
still a number of barriers when it comes to recruiting young 
people. 

If an employer recruits a young person and finds them to 
be poorly prepared for work, the main reason is lack of 
experience.  If an employer rejects a job application from a 
young person, the most likely reason is lack of experience.  

Additionally, the most effective way for young people to 
build networks that they can then use to find jobs is by giving 

Private Sector
Charity

Local Gov’t
Central Gov’t

33%
17%

8%
5%

Managerial and professional sta�
Other manual sta�

Skilled manual sta�
Admin or o�ce based sta�

35%
29%

28%
25%

them experience of and exposure to the world of work early 
on. But very few employers actually offer work experience. 
Another important barrier is that employers in the higher 
skill sectors set to grow in the future are the least likely to 
recruit young people: especially 16-18 year olds. So there 
is a decisive need for non-graduate routes into these jobs. 
The case study below shows how apprenticeships can 
be a positive and complementary alternative to graduate 
recruitment and we expand on this issue later.

Siemens 

Learning has always been part of Siemens’ 
culture and central to their success. The 
company is particularly focused on making 
sure school leavers have the right opportunities 
for getting into work. It has an education 
programme that starts at primary school and 
continues through to graduate level. Each year 
Siemens recruits over a hundred 16-18 year old 
apprentices to their long-standing Engineering 
Apprenticeship programme. They then recruit 
a third of their graduate trainees from the 
existing apprenticeship ranks, building career 
steps for school leavers that go all the way from 
the shop floor to the boardroom. Additionally, 
Siemens partners up with local schools to help 
give students invaluable work experience and 
introduce them to the world of engineering 
work.

Finally, word of mouth recruitment is on the increase. 
Although this method is free and works for many employers, 
it does disadvantage young people.  More open methods 
need not cost money and can expose employers to a 
richer talent pool. Jobcentre Plus is a formal but free way 
to recruit, although employers’ use of it has fallen. However, 
the Government recently launched Universal Jobmatch10, 
an online vacancy matching facility that employers and 
jobseekers in and out of work can use for free.  If this 
appeals to employers and use of it becomes widespread, it 
will be a positive move for young people.

10 https://www.gov.uk/jobsearch

Share of recruiting employers using word of 
mouth recruitment by main occupational group
(source: UKCEPS 2012)

Share of recruiting employers using 
word of mouth recruitment
(source: UKCEPS 2012)
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Work experience is a vital part of the transition 
from education into work. At present it is also, 
unfortunately, a rare commodity in the youth labour 
market. 

A majority of those employers who have recently 
recruited young people find them to be well 
prepared. The minority who don’t point to lack of 
experience as their main concern11.  As we have 
seen, lack of experience is also the main reason 
employers turn away young applicants. 

But the share of young people in full-time education 
with a part-time job has been declining for around 15 
years, cutting off this route to gaining vital experience. 
This is especially pronounced for young people still 
in school and college, with the share of 16-17 year 
olds in full-time education with a job having fallen 
from 39% in 1992 to 20% in the final quarter of 201212. 
This trend has been widely reported as the “death 
of the Saturday job”13.  Given the importance that 
employers place on experience when recruiting, 
any work experience gained while in education 
becomes even more crucial for finding a job later in life. 

So are employers stepping up to offer work experience? 
Just over a quarter (27%) of employers have offered work 
experience placements or internships in the past year – 
there is certainly scope to do more.  

11 UKCES – “The Youth Employment Challenge” (July 2012)
12  ONS: Labour market statistics  table a06; educational status and 
labour market status
13  The end of the Saturday job? Pupils miss out as hard times squeeze 
roles for teenagers” Daily Mail (Jul 2012), “Teenagers hit by shortage of 
Saturday jobs, warns report” Telegraph (Jul 2012), “Number of teenagers 
with Saturday jobs slumps” Guardian (Jul 2012)
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The likelihood of offering work experience varies 
significantly by a range of employer characteristics.  In terms 
of geographical differences, employers in London and 
Northern Ireland are the most likely to offer work experience. 
In London’s case this is driven by more internships.  

The major factors associated with offering work experience 
are size and sector.  The larger the establishment, the 
more likely they are to offer work experience, to the point 
where the vast majority of the largest establishments offer 
it.  In terms of sectors, there is a clear public, private and 
third sector divide, with predominantly public sectors like 
education and health that dominate. In the education sector 
over 60% of employers offer work experience; but in the 
construction sector, it falls to just 15%.  

The chances of offering work experience are tied to overall 
economic conditions, particularly expectations of growth.  
Those employers who expect to grow significantly in the 
next year are far more likely to have had someone on 
work experience (28%) compared to those who expect to 

Share of employers offering work 
experience placements
(source: UKCEPS 2012)

Any work experience placement
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Unemployed
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Work trials
Other

27%
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2%

Share of employers offering work 
experience placements and where to
(source: UKCEPS 2012)



12

around red tape and bureaucracy are cited by only 6% of 
employers who don’t offer work experience.
As we have seen, work experience is absolutely crucial for 
young people to eventually get into work. But the proportion 
of employers offering it is at odds with the importance they 
place upon experience when recruiting. So there is clearly a 
need to encourage more employers to get involved. To this 
end, it is useful to understand why those that already offer it 
do so, and the benefits they gain from it.

The overwhelming reason, given by just over half (53%) 
of employers who offer it, is simply that it provides the 
experience young people need.  This means that most 
employers who offer work experience do so because 
they recognise its intrinsic value: that it’s a good thing 
and necessary for a successful transition into work.  The 
Albatross Group’s approach to work experience clearly 
illustrates this.

Gives them experience
Moral reasons / benefits to young people

Helps recruitment / trial period
Other

corporate social responsibility
Approached by student / school

Favour for family / friend / colleague
Raise profile in recruitment market

An extra pair of hands / workload
Do not need to pay them

Don’t know
Links with education institutions

Benefits to the company / mutual benefits
Requirement of qualification / studies

53%
34%

20%
9%
9%

7%
4%
4%

2%
2%
2%

3%
3%

1%

We have no suitable roles
No one has approached us

Do not have the time / resource
not recruiting at present

Never thought about it
Red tape / bureaucracy (inc. CRB)

Don’t know
No need

Other
We’re too small

Company policy / Head O�ce decision
Bad experiences in the past

We’re a new business
We do confidential / sensitive work

Would like to but don’t know how
No particular reason

nobenefits / Benefits not worth cost

37%
20%

16%
9%

7%
6%

5%
5%

4%
3%
3%
3%

2%
1%
1%
1%
1%

The Albatross Group

With a small number of employees and relatively 
low staff turnover, recruiting the next generation 
can be tough for SMEs. However, commitment to 
the cause is more important than vast amounts 
of investment in recruitment programmes. The 
Albatross Group offers valuable work experience 
placements that give young students an 
opportunity to experience the real world of work; 
they are given meaningful tasks that combine 
their expertise with business need, such as 
working on the company’s blog and website. For 
Albatross, in the current economic climate it is 
more important than ever to help young people on 
their path to employment. 

contract (19%) or possibly shut down (17%).  Similarly, those 
employers who have had a vacancy (34%) are much more 
likely to have taken someone on work experience than 
those without a vacancy (21%).

There are three big reasons that employers give to explain 
why they haven’t offered work experience.  The main 
reason, given by well over a third of employers (37%) who 
don’t offer work experience, is the view that they have “no 
suitable roles”.  This is more common in sectors that involve 
manual work or work that is more highly regulated, such as 
construction and agriculture. Smaller employers are also 
likely to say this. 

The second major reason for not offering work experience, 
given by a fifth of employers (20%), is the lack of an 
approach from local schools, colleges or universities.  This 
suggests a ready pool of employers to tap into for offering 
work experience – they just need to be approached.  

Employers who expect to grow but don’t provide work 
experience are more likely to say they haven’t been 
contacted.  This may reflect the fact that many of these 
employers are new and so might not be known to local 
schools, colleges and universities. 

Finally, 16% of employers who don’t offer work experience 
say that they don’t have the time or resources.  There is less 
variation across sectors on this issue; the clearest pattern is 
by size. As would be expected, smaller establishments are 
more likely to see this as a barrier. 

There are a variety of other reasons given, but these 
only affect minorities of employers.  Notably, concerns 

Reasons for not offering work experience 
(Base: all employers not offering 
work experience placements)
(source: UKCEPS 2012)

Reasons for offering work experience 
(Base: all employers offering work 
experience placements)
(source: UKCEPS 2012)
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Just under half (45%) of employers who offer work 
experience are explicit about moral or Corporate Social 
Responsibility (CSR) reasons. These employers see work 
experience as a social good, benefitting their business and 
the young people involved, but also the community they 
work in. However, the business benefits of a CSR-driven 
approach should not be underestimated. Savvy employers 
are acutely aware of their customers’ preferences.  The 
ethos of companies, the way they conduct their business 
and in particular, their recruitment practices, are all 
increasingly important.  So if customers, especially young 
customers, see businesses offering work experience or 
indeed any kind of opportunity for young people to get 
into work, they will be more likely to ‘approve’ of and spend 
money on such businesses.14

14 Sainsbury’s – “The Rise of New-Fashioned Values” 2012 http://j-
sainsbury.co.uk/media/1488636/csr_factsheet_new_fashioned_values.
pdf

The 2010 Corporate Social Responsibility Perceptions Survey - http://
www.burson-marsteller.com/Innovation_and_insights/blogs_and_
podcasts/BM_Blog/Lists/Posts/Post.aspx?ID=170 

Forbes - Corporate Social Responsibility: A Lever For Employee 
A t t r a c t i o n  &  E n g a g e m e n t  - h t t p : // w w w. fo r b e s . c o m /s i t e s /
jeannemeister/2012/06/07/corporate-social-responsibility-a-lever-for-
employee-attraction-engagement/2/

A fifth (20%) of employers who offer work experience do 
so because it helps them with recruitment.   This is more 
common in employers in the financial services sector, 
where just under a third assert this.  At the other end of the 
spectrum, construction firms are less convinced that work 
experience helps them recruit.  

In fact, far more employers have taken young people on 
from their work experience placement than the one in five 
saying it helps them recruit suggests.  22% of employers 
take people on straight after the work experience 
placement, and a further 15% recruit young people once 
they have finished their course.  The likelihood of this 
happening increases with size, with the vast majority of the 
largest establishments (over 80%) taking people on from 
work experience.  Predominantly public sectors such as 
education and health are also particularly likely to recruit 
from work experience, with just over half of employers in 
these sectors doing so. 

This reflects the usefulness of work experience as a talent 
pipeline: taking young people on work experience builds 
employers a readymade talent pool to recruit from when 
the business need arises. Most employers recognise this, 
as the case studies below show. In fact, the majority of case 
studies in this report use work experience as the starting 
point for their youth policies.

Chas Smith Group
 
Chas Smith Group is a small business in the 
construction sector: what stands out here is that 
40% of their current workforce is under the age of 
30. The business works with schools in the local 
area to provide work experience for their students. 
Chas Smith Group faces many of the challenges 
small businesses have to tackle when taking 
on young people, especially a lack of time and 
resource. However, they are committed to moving 
young people up the career ladder by giving them 
the right skills and experience for the future. The 
business finds its young recruits to be enthusiastic, 
energetic and keen to get going. Indeed, a number 
of full-time staff working there today have been 
taken on from their work experience placement. 

Turning Point

Youth charity Turning Point recently developed 
a work experience programme for young people, 
with the help of Jobcentre Plus. The 10 week 
placements are designed to offer young people 
an insight into the business and third sector 
work more generally. Individuals on the work 
experience programme are supported by a buddy 
system to ensure they get the most from their 
placements. Towards the end of the placement 
there is the opportunity to volunteer at Turning 
Point, apply for a current vacancy if available, 
or register with Turning Point’s Talent Bank to 
receive job vacancies by email. 
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Summary

Despite the fact that experience is overwhelmingly what 
employers value the most when recruiting young people, 
only a quarter of them actually offer young people the 
chance to gain work experience. Gaining experience is 
crucial to ensuring young people end up in productive work, 
and therefore of tackling the youth employment challenge 
head on. So it is in everyone’s interest to provide more.

The significant benefits that those who take young people 
on work experience derive suggests a strong business case 
for more employers getting involved.  The good news is that 
there is untapped potential. A fifth of employers who don’t 
offer work experience say the main reason is that they have 
not been approached.  Furthermore two thirds of those 
who have recruited young people into a job don’t provide 
any work experience.  If they already recruit, manage and 
develop young people,   it shouldn’t be a big jump to offer 
work experience. If we can capitalise on the potential of 
these employers we can raise the share of all employers 
offering work experience from a quarter to a half. 
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The ongoing growth of higher skilled jobs set against the 
ongoing high levels of unemployment for young people 
who don’t go to university points to a sharp need for more 
non-graduate routes into these jobs.  Apprenticeships 
represent a way of making this happen, and they have been 
a priority for all governments across the UK in recent years. 
The case study below shows how apprenticeships can be 
a key route into the high skill professional and managerial 
jobs that are set to grow.  

Apprenticeships

Aviva 

Aviva, the multinational insurance provider, has 
been running its graduate scheme for years. 
It is dependent on bright young graduates to 
provide a talent pipeline that will balance the 
company’s ageing workforce. But Aviva also 
wants to provide young people with an alternative 
route to university.  So in 2012 it launched its 
apprenticeship offer, providing a first cohort of 
30 school leavers with employment. Experience 
isn’t vital when applying to work at Aviva; all that 
is needed is enthusiasm and the right attitude. 
Aviva’s graduates and apprentices are then 
trained on the job and receive professional 
qualifications before being given permanent roles 
at the company at the end of their programmes.

Across the UK, 9% of employers currently have apprentices 
and a further 6% offer them but don’t currently have them in 
the workplace.  There is little variation across nations within 
the UK. However, when we look at nations and regions 
in the UK, it is employers in Northern Ireland, Wales and 
London that have the lowest engagement, with 12 to 13% of 
employers having or offering apprenticeships compared to 
20% in the North West of England. 

Size of employer is a pivotal factor: 50% of the largest 
establishments have apprentices and a further 9% offer 
them, compared to 5% and 4% respectively for the smallest 
employers.

UK

England
Northern Ireland

Scotland
Wales

North West
North East

East Midlands
West Midlands

South West
Yorkshire and the Humber

South East
East of England

Scotland
Wales

Northern Ireland
London

9%

10%
6%

10%
8%

13%
11%

12%
11%

9%
10%
9%

8%
10%

8%
6%
6%

6%
6%

4%
4%

6%
6%

6%

6%
6%

4%
4%

6%

7%
7%

7%

5%
5%

15%

16%
12%

14%
12%

20%
18%

17%
16%
16%
16%

15%
14%
14%

12%
12%
12%

Have
O�er

250+
50–249

25–49
10–24

5–9
2–4 4%

50%

26%

19%

15%

9%

5%

9%

8%

8%

9%

6%

59%
34%

28%
23%

15%
9%

Have
O�er

There is also major variation by sector. Education, health 
and social work and construction are the most likely to 
have or offer apprenticeships.  These sectors are more 
than four times more likely to have apprentices than the 
financial services sector, where only 4% have and 1% offer 
apprenticeships.  The Business Services sector, which is a 
catch all for a wide range of service activities, is also worthy 

Education
Health and social work

Construction
Community / social / personal

Manufacturing
Transport / comms

Hotels / restaurants
Wholesale / retail

Business Services
Agriculture

Financial services

18%
13%
13%

14%
14%

10%
8%

6%
7%

3%
4%

5%
9%
8%

6%
6%

6%
7%

5%
4%

3%

23%
22%

21%
20%
20%

16%
15%

10%
10%

6%
5%

Have
O�er

Share of employers who have 
or offer apprenticeships
(source: UKCEPS 2012)

Share of employers who have or offer 
apprenticeships by size of employer
(source: UKCEPS 2012)

Share of employers who have or 
offer apprenticeships by sector
(source: UKCEPS 2012)



16

of note as it has a low level of apprenticeships, but is a big 
employer nationally.  

As we have seen, employers who predominantly have  roles 
in the high skill managerial and professional occupations 
are the least likely to recruit young people. In line with this, 
they are also the least likely to have or offer apprenticeships.  
An expansion of apprenticeship take-up amongst these 
employers would open up a major route into the careers 
pathways of the future.

Employer awareness of apprenticeships

While only a minority of employers are directly involved 
with apprenticeships, awareness of them is much broader.  
Currently 15% have or offer them, but a further 26% say they 
have a good or very good knowledge of apprenticeships, 
and only 2% of all employers say they have not heard of 
them at all.

This broad awareness of apprenticeships will be vital in 
expanding employer involvement.  However, when it comes 
to the detail of government support, awareness could 
be higher still.  Government(s) subsidise in full the cost of 
training 16-18 year old apprentices, but 42% of all employers 
are unaware of this.  This lack of awareness of the financial 
support available even extends to employers who are 
directly involved.  Almost a third (30%) of employers who 
have or offer apprenticeships are unaware of the full subsidy 
for 16-18 year olds.  Lack of awareness of the support 
available could be a barrier to more employers getting 
involved with apprenticeships.

Managerial and other professional sta�
Admin or o�ce based sta�

Skilled manual sta�
Other manual sta�

4%
5%

6%
7%

6%
8%

14%
9%

10%
13%

21%
15%

Have
O�er

Future plans for apprenticeships

Expanding both the number of apprenticeships and their 
quality has been a major policy goal for all governments 
across the UK.  A striking finding, therefore, is that there is 
significant latent demand amongst employers.  A third of 
employers plan to offer apprenticeships in the future.  As 
15% have or offer them now, making these intentions a 
reality would double the number of employers currently 
involved. This, in turn, would mean a significant increase in 
youth employment.

So which employers have these ambitions?  The 
pattern broadly follows that of those currently offering 
apprenticeships: so employers in manufacturing (43%), 
construction (43%) and education (40%) are the most 
likely to have these plans.  However, in every sector, the 
share who plan to offer apprenticeships in the future is at 
least twice the figure who have or offer them now.  In some 
sectors, if these aspirations were realised the increase 
would be quite dramatic.  Amongst financial services 
employers just 5% currently have or offer apprentices but 
19% plan to do so in the future: this would be an almost 
fourfold increase.  Likewise, amongst the Business Services 
sector a third of employers plan to offer them in the future 
against 11% who have or offer now, a threefold increase.

Share of employers who have or offer apprenticeships by main occupational group
(source: UKCEPS 2012)
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Crossrail 

The chairman of Crossrail started out as an 
apprentice so the company’s passion for 
investing in young people is top-down. With its 
pre-apprenticeship training and apprenticeship 
programmes, the company aims to create the 
next generation of home grown specialists to 
hand over the next big projects to. Crossrail will 
collaborate with their supply chain to deliver 
over 400 apprenticeships over the lifetime of 
its major railway project. The company is keen 
to recruit and develop young people as they 
tend to be technically minded and adept at the 
computers and controls needed in tunnelling 
and construction; and having come straight from 
some kind of education, they are in ‘learning 
mode’ and pick up these skills quickly.

Managerial and other professional sta�

Admin or o�ce based sta�

Skilled manual sta�

Other manual sta�

10%

12%

22%

15%

29%

28%

40%

29%

Currently have / o�er apprenticeships
Plans to o�er in the future

Encouragingly, employers who have predominantly high 
skill professional and managerial roles are also looking to 
expand their involvement with apprenticeships. Capitalising 
on these ambitions will be key to creating career pathways 
for young people into the jobs that are set to grow,as it could 
potentially triple the number of these employers (from 10% 
to 29%) offering apprenticeships.

Grow significantly
Grow slightly

Remain about the same
Contract slightly

Contract significantly or close down

Increased
Decreased

Broadly remained the same

2%

11%
11%

9%
5%

7%

7%
9%

5%

5%
5%

6%

6%
8%

8%

18%

19%
17%

14%
10%

9%

25%
15%

13%

Have
O�er

Share of employers who have / offer apprenticeships now and who plan to do so in the future
(source: UKCEPS 2012)

Share of employers who have  or offer apprenticeships by expectations 
of growth and recent change in staff numbers
(source: UKCEPS 2012)

Drivers and barriers to offering apprenticeships

The benefits to both individuals and employers of providing 
apprenticeships are well documented.  87% of employers 
who have or offer them believe that apprenticeships are 
a cost effective way to train staff.  In order to expand the 
number of employers offering apprenticeships it is vital to 
understand these kinds of drivers, as well as  barriers for 
employers.  This is particularly true for those employers 
who don’t offer apprenticeships now but plan to do so in the 
future.

As with recruiting young people more generally, the state 
of the economy is a key driving factor.  The likelihood of an 
employer taking on apprentices hinges on expectations 
and experiences of growth. Those who expect to 
grow significantly are twice as likely to have or offer 
apprenticeships compared to those who expect to contract 
or close.

However, while the state of the economy is an important 
factor, there are other reasons why many employers don’t 
offer apprenticeships.   
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The most common reason is simply that there is no need, 
or that staff are already sufficiently skilled.   This is this case 
for 18% of employers not currently offering apprenticeships.  
For some employers, especially the high skill ones, this may 
be because they believe that they get what they need from 
recruiting graduates. For others, such as those in the lower 
skill sectors, it will be the opposite reason: they just don’t 
need that level of skill. 

Those employers who don’t offer apprenticeships now 
but plan to offer them in the future also give this reason. 
Promisingly, this suggests that although their workforce has 
sufficient skills now, they anticipate a skills gap in the future 
that apprenticeships can fill.

A further 15% of employers who don’t offer apprenticeships 
say that they are unavailable in their industry. Unsurprisingly, 
this varies by industry, with employers in financial services, 
education and business services the most likely to say this, 
and manufacturing and construction the least likely.  This 
could be due to either a lack of awareness of the available 
apprenticeship training or a genuine gap in provision.  Either 
way it is a significant barrier as  only 7% of employers who 
don’t offer apprenticeships now but plan to in the future 
mention this. 

12% of employers who don’t have or offer apprenticeships 
say this is because they aren’t currently recruiting.  This 
figure is higher for construction, manufacturing and public 
sector employers along with smaller employers.  A lack 
of recruiting in general is cited by a slightly greater share 
(16%) of those planning to offer them in the future.   A swift 
economic recovery might mean that these employers 
would quickly move to recruit apprentices.  

Costs or at least the perception of costs are also an issue, as 
10% of employers who don’t have or offer apprenticeships 

say they cannot currently afford to offer apprenticeships.  
The total costs of apprenticeship to an employer include 
the wages of the apprentice and their supervision costs, so 
it may be these that are of concern.  However, as we have 
noted, many employers are not aware of the level of public 
support for the costs of training apprentices.  

Throughout this report, the importance of experience 
to both young people and employers has consistently 
been highlighted.  It also comes into play here, as some 
employers (9%) don’t take on apprentices because they 
prefer experienced staff. 

Bureaucracy is cited by a tiny minority (3%) as a barrier, 
and even those who say they have good knowledge of 
apprenticeships and are therefore more likely to be aware of 
any bureaucracy are only slightly more likely to cite this (5%).

Summary

The impact of apprenticeships on both apprentices 
themselves through higher wages, and on employers 
through higher productivity, are well documented.  However, 
while across parts of the UK there has been impressive 
growth in apprenticeship numbers, when we compare 
internationally there is clear scope for more progress – 
particularly for younger apprentices.

There is potential for even more significant growth in 
apprenticeship numbers, with a third of employers planning 
to offer them in the future.  But there are some barriers 
to overcome.  Many employers believe that they just 
don’t need apprenticeships, or that their current staff and 
recruitment methods are sufficient; perhaps not realising 
the benefits to taking on apprentices. Awareness is key: 
many employers claim that apprenticeships are unavailable 
in their industry.   Cost, or at least the perception of cost, is 
an issue for 10% of employers: but at the same time, lack of 
awareness of Government support for the training element 
of apprenticeships is high, standing at 42% of employers.  

As with work experience, there is potential for significant 
growth in apprenticeship numbers.  Our aim should be 
double participation from its current level.  Currently, the 
public subsidy for training apprentices is channelled 
through providers, so the amount employers are entitled 
to spend is not clear, nor do they see the money directly.  
A new approach that makes it easier and more attractive 
for employers to engage is needed, and may well help in 
doubling participation. We expand on this in the final section.

All our sta� fully skilled, no need
Apprenticeships are not o�ered for our industry

Not suitable for our business (e.g. too small / new)
Don’t know

Not recruiting
We cannot currently a�ord to

Prefer to recruit experienced sta�
Never have before so haven’t considered it

No need (unspec.)
Don’t know enough about them

Prefer other forms of training
No one has enquired about doing on lately

Too much red tape / bureaucracy (red tape)
Not aware of Apprenticeships

Apprenticeships are only for manual sta� / not for professionals
Other

Bad experience with training providers in the past
Currently looking into o�ering them in the future

Past Apprentices have not been of a good standard
No particular reason

18%
15%

14%
12%
12%

10%
9%

5%
4%

3%
3%
3%
3%

2%
2%

1%
1%
1%
1%
1%

Main reason for not offering apprenticeships 
(source: UKCEPS 2012)
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For the first time, through the UKCEPS, we have benchmark 
data on the scale to which UK employers are engaging 
with young people and addressing the negative impact on 
them of structural changes in the labour market.  And going 
forward, we will be able to measure progress in this regard.  
However, what remains clear is that tackling the youth 
employment challenge will require a concerted effort from 
Government, employers and education collaborating and 
working together.

Structural barriers in the labour market have been 
compounded by the recession, and young people now 
have fewer opportunities than ever to find jobs and gain 
experience. There are encouraging sparks of activity taking 
place across different sectors and regions, but there is 
scope to do much more.  

Employers who have the predominantly high skill 
occupations that are set to grow need to broaden their 
recruitment out to include more young people.  Recruitment 
more generally needs to be much more open and much 
less about “who you know”. Work experience needs 
to become much more widespread and be seen by 
employers as a key part of their recruitment strategies.  As 
a goal we should be seeking to double current participation 
levels.    Finally, apprenticeships are a key part of the solution.  
There is significant potential demand among employers 
which the system needs to respond to maximise this 
potential.

In 2011 the UK Commission launched a new vision for how 
we invest in our current and future workforce – Employer 
Ownership of Skills15.  We set out how empowering 
employers and giving them far greater sway over public 
spending on skills could bring returns in terms of innovation 
and increased investment.  The UK Commission has just 
published our thinking on the next stage for Employer 
Ownership: Building the Momentum16.  We believe that the 
momentum can be maintained through a series of steps.  

15 UKCES – ‘Employer ownership: Our vision’ 2011 http://www.ukces.org.
uk/ourwork/employer-ownership/our-vision
16 UKCES – ‘Building the Momentum’ 2013 http://www.ukces.org.uk/
publications/employer-ownership-of-skills-building-the-momentum

Conclusions

These include:

• Establishing employer owned and run partnerships 
that will be responsible for setting standards, design-
ing qualifications and designing career pathways  

• Giving employers purchasing power for appren-
ticeships by paying them instead of providers

• Encouraging greater collaboration between 
employers and educational institutions 

• Using labour market outcomes as a measure of success

Taken together, these ideas can help to tackle the youth 
employment challenge.

Employer-led partnerships

Different sectors act very differently when it comes to giving 
young people a job, offering work experience or taking on 
apprentices. For example, the hotels and restaurant sector 
is the most youth friendly recruiter but one of the least likely 
to provide work experience.  By contrast, in construction 
employers don’t tend to recruit young people into jobs but 
are more likely to take them on through apprenticeships; 
although work experience in construction doesn’t seem 
to lead to work.  Other industries, particularly the growth 
sectors of the future, recruit young people but rely 
predominantly on graduates.  And, perhaps because of the 
high skill nature of their work, they believe that they don’t 
have suitable roles for work experience.

This variation in barriers and needs by sector suggests 
the need for sector led solutions.  One of the key steps 
to engendering greater employer ownership of skills 
is establishing employer owned and run partnerships 
(‘Industrial Partnerships’) that will address some of the 
problems highlighted above.  Such partnerships will ensure 
an ongoing talent pipeline into employers’  industries, 
addressing issues such as recruitment, work experience 
and apprenticeships as appropriate for the industry.  They 
will also be responsible for setting standards, designing 
qualifications and developing career pathways.  



SA Brain

S.A Brain & Co Ltd is an independent Welsh 
brewer and retailer. As a result of the legal 
restrictions upon their industry recruiting 
young people under 18 is difficult. The company 
have however established a partnership with 
Cardiff Metropolitan University in which they 
sponsor one student a year reading a BA (Hons) 
in International Hospitality Management or 
BA in International Hospitality and Tourism 
Management. The company provides financial 
support for the student and the opportunity 
to get industry expertise and knowledge. One 
sponsor went on to work at one of the company’s 
restaurants upon completion of her degree 
before working her way up to a role in Head Office 
as a Marketing Assistant. 
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Industrial Partnerships can have a role in making the case 
for work experience in their industry and co-ordinating work 
experience across their members.  The establishment of 
Industrial Partnerships is being encouraged through the 
second bidding round of the Employer Ownership pilots.  
These pilots involve a competitive fund open to employers 
in England to invest in their current and future workforce. 

of support.  Industrial Partnerships would also have a role 
in making the case for and spreading awareness of the 
support around apprenticeships.

Greater employer and college/ provider 
collaboration

The best outcomes are achieved for learners when 
employers and colleges/providers collaborate.  There are 
many good examples of this kind of working but there is 
scope to do more.  

The vast majority of successful bids in the first round of 
Employer Ownership pilots involve employers investing 
alongside colleges.  Examples include the Manchester 
Airport Group (MAG) working with Stockport College 
to establish a Young Persons Airport Skills Academy to 
support young people with pathways from work experience 
through to employment.  Another project is Langdon 
Industries’, who propose to upskill existing employees in 
addition to establishing links with local schools and colleges 
with the aim of identifying future apprentices. This proposal 
involves working with two colleges and two training 
providers. 

The fact that some employers say they have no suitable 
roles for work experience suggests that the traditional 
view of work experience as being two weeks full-time in a 
workplace at a certain time of the year just doesn’t work for 
many employers, particularly smaller employers.  Instead 
what’s needed is a broader approach, including: mentoring, 

Employers are invited to develop proposals that raise skills, 
create jobs, and drive enterprise and economic growth. The 
second bidding round closes in March 2013.17

Direct funding of employers

A key pillar of employer ownership is that employers should 
have far more purchasing power in apprenticeships. The 
changing structure of the labour market means that there 
is a need for more work based and non-graduate routes 
into the higher level occupations that are set to grow and 
apprenticeships are a key part of this.  However, we have 
seen that employers who specialise in these kinds of 
occupations are the least likely to take on apprentices.  

One of the major reasons that employers give for 
not offering apprenticeships is that they believe that 
apprenticeships are not offered in their industry.  Putting 
buying power in employers’ hands will help ensure that 
supply meets demand.
 
Many small and new employers believe that they are simply 
too small and new for apprenticeships.  This may be the 
case if the business is very new and simply not recruiting.  
However, it may also reflect the fact that historically, smaller 
employers have struggled to get exactly the provision they 
want18.  Giving them the buying power will give them much 
greater influence over the type of provision delivered.

Many employers also seem to be unaware of the degree 
of public support for apprenticeships, particularly the full 
subsidy for training for 16-18 year olds.  At the same time, 
some employers believe that the costs are too high.  Paying 
employers for apprenticeships directly as opposed to via 
a provider would remove any issues around transparency 

17 UKCES - Employer Ownership of Skills Prospectus for Round 2 http://
www.ukces.org.uk/assets/ukces/docs/employer-ownership/employer-
ownership-of-skills-pilot-prospectus-round2.pdf
18 Making apprenticeships more accessible to small and medium-sized 
enterprises” A review by Jason Holt, CEO, Holts Group of Companies  
May 2012



New Statesman

The media industry is often charged with 
being London-centric. Political and cultural 
magazine New Statesman recognises this and 
so has been piloting a ‘virtual work experience’ 
scheme whereby young graduates who aren’t 
based in London and can’t afford to move are 
mentored remotely by the magazine’s editors. 
They write and send in feature articles, which are 
then marked by the editors and sent back with 
comments and feedback on the angle taken and 
the writing style used. When the articles have 
been perfected with their mentors’ help, they 
are published on the New Statesman’s website. 
The New Statesman see this as a good way of 
giving everyone a fair chance to gain invaluable 
experience in writing, editing and fact checking. 
It also provides a great talent pipeline into the 
business: the web editor who is now a mentor 
started off on work experience.
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challenges and competitions, site visits, mock interviews, 
and talks in schools alongside full-time placements. This 
is the approach adopted by a number of high performing 
colleges in England19. ‘Virtual’ work experience as 
exemplified by the case study below is also a good example 
of a new and innovative way of thinking about work 
experience. 

Across the UK, policy intent will almost certainly lead to 
educational institutions being more pro-active in their search 
for work experience opportunities for their learners.  In 
England, for example, education and skills policy is shifting 
work experience to the fore with programmes for 16–19 year 
olds focussed on English, Maths and work experience and 
soon to be established Traineeships20.  

Labour market outcomes as a 
measure of success

The shift to greater expectations of work experience for full-
time learners will no doubt encourage more opportunities 
for young people.  However, shifting accountability and 
success measures toward labour market outcomes 
(earnings and employment chances for learners for 
example) would further encourage employer and 
college/provider collaboration.  This could be achieved 

19 OFSTED – “Promoting enterprise in vocational courses for 16-19-year-
old students in colleges” November 2012
20 BIS – ‘Traineeships discussion paper’ 2013 http://media.education.
gov.uk/assets/files/pdf/t/updated_%20traineeships%20discussion%20
paper%20-%20january%202013.pdf

by emphasising these outcomes in inspection and 
quality assurance regimes, and by tying funding to these 
outcomes.

Local collaboration can, and does, take a variety of forms.  In 
the case of work experience, not only have many employers 
not been contacted to provide any, others struggle with the 
time and resources necessary.  These employers are again 
perhaps thinking of work experience in the traditional sense, 
as two-week full-time placements.  They need to be shown 
that other, less onerous activities such as talks in schools 
are just as valid.  Furthermore, even if they can only provide 
one or two day placements, then these can be co-ordinated 
through local collaboration to be part of bigger work-based 
programmes for young people.

There is a wide range of good practice in employer and 
college collaboration. Some colleges have gone a step 
further to become a recruitment hub.  One example of 
this is the partnership between Bournemouth and Poole 
College, REED (the recruitment company) and NCFE 
(an awarding body).  This provides a recruitment service 
to local employers and fills vacancies with its students.  A 
high quality recruitment service like this might encourage 
employers to use this method instead of word of mouth 
recruitment. 

By taking some concerted steps towards 
greater and more ambitious employer 
ownership we could achieve a great deal. 
From the current baseline our aim should be to 
double the engagement of youth policy activity 
among UK employers, in particular with work 
experience and apprenticeships, where we 
have discovered untapped and future demand. 
If we can move from one employer in four 
offering work experience to one in two, and 
boost apprenticeship participation from 15% of 
employers to 30% this would make a significant 
contribution to scaling the youth employment 
challenge.
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