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1. EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Apprenticeships are a critical part of the skills and talent development infrastructure in Cumbria. 
We can be proud of the many strengths of the apprenticeship system in Cumbria. Every year 
around 2,000 people complete apprenticeships across the county adding to the supply of skills 
focussed on employers’ needs. 

Cumbria has one of the highest rates of entry into and participation in apprenticeships especially 
for those aged 16 to 20. This reflects our traditions in education and training, our industrial structure 
and the quality and esteem held in much of the provision for apprenticeships.

Our economy and labour market is facing considerable turbulence, profound changes and 
future challenges and opportunities, especially in terms of the fall in the workforce and changing 
skills needs, with a growing need for higher level skills. There is a critical role for apprenticeships 

It is appropriate to have a fresh look at how the apprenticeship system is operating in Cumbria 
set against these new labour market and skills challenges. Although there is much that is excellent 
about how apprenticeships operate in Cumbria there is scope for change to improve the system.

Overall we are seeking to develop and refine the system to:

•  Develop the workforce skills needed by Cumbria’s economy and businesses in the future 
by creating high quality opportunities to develop, attract and retain skills in Cumbria

• Contribute to enhancing diversity and social mobility.

Although participation rates in apprenticeships are relatively high there are still a substantial 
minority of young people leaving full time study aged 18 or 19 into employment without structured 
training and so considerable scope to increase the numbers engaged in apprenticeships and still 
see increases in participation in higher education. 

The areas for future focus suggested in the strategy are:

Improving participation in 
apprenticeships overall

Developing more apprenticeships in skill areas 
where they are under-represented

•  Increase representation by gender of 
apprenticeships in some subject areas

•  Increase uptake of apprenticeships in 
older age groups

•  Enhance apprenticeships as a route to 
encourage greater social mobility and 
diversity in the workforce

•  Promote level 2 and level 3 
apprenticeships

•  Encourage and promote the Provider 
Access Legislation (PAL) as a route 
to school children and students 
considering apprenticeships

•  Hospitality/visitor economy

•  Digital

Improving the delivery of apprenticeships in 
Cumbria
•  Reduce drop-out rates and increase successful 

completion

•  Enable all businesses to access apprenticeships 
across the county via collaboration

•  Involve our retiring workers in the apprenticeship 
programmes

Improving preparation for apprenticeships and 
readiness for work
•  Work with schools and colleges to improve the 

readiness for work skills of apprentices
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2. PURPOSE OF THE STRATEGY 

The development of apprenticeships has 
been a key plank of the national approach 
to skills development. Apprenticeships 
have been and are a particularly important 
component of skills development for young 
people in Cumbria.  They are a key route to 
qualifications and an entry point in to careers.

Cumbria has historically and continues to have 
had one of the highest participation rates in 
apprenticeships in the country, reflecting our 
economic structure, traditions and strong 
vocational training infrastructure. 

The Cumbria Skills Advisory Panel (SAP) 
produced a Local Skills Report in early 2022. 
This highlighted the current and future skills 
challenges facing the economy findings.

We are in a period of very rapid economic and 
labour market change driven by the unfolding 
of Brexit, the response to the global pandemic, 
the war in Ukraine and cost of living crisis and 
rapid changes in technology. These changes 
have occurred against a long term backcloth 
of a declining workforce across Cumbria, 
creating particularly acute stresses and strains 
in the supply of skills. 

This is why, now more than ever, developing 
and retaining strong skills in our economy, 
creating a workforce fit for the future through 
early careers and apprenticeships and 
growing our talent is essential. 

The LSIP (Local Skills Improvement Plan) has 
also highlighted the importance of apprenticeships, especially from an employers perspective 
and the needs to improve employability skills.

During the Covid-19 pandemic, many apprenticeships were disrupted and unable to operate as 
they would do normally for health and safety reasons. Now is a good time to take stock of the 
role of apprenticeships in the supply of skills in Cumbria and as a way of developing our talent.  

This strategy is designed to assist businesses, providers and stakeholders with a local economic 
interest in skills and around labour supply.

The strategy has been developed by the Cumbria Local Enterprise Partnership (CLEP) and agreed 
with key stakeholder groups including the People, Employment and Skills Group (PESSG). The 
strategy is intended to align with complementary strategies such as the Local Skills Report 2022. 
Skills Report 2022 and respond to the priorities identified in the Local Skills Improvement Plan. 
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3. WHAT ARE APPRENTICESHIPS 

Apprenticeships have a long and noble history and tradition and have been a feature of learning 
and skills development in England since the Middle Ages and even earlier. They have evolved 
over time toward a more structured and qualifications based approach to learning. New levels 
of apprenticeships have been introduced and the previous age limit of 25 was withdrawn in the 
2000s.

Apprenticeships are a model of learning that combine practical training in a job with study. In 
England apprenticeships are available to anyone over the age of 16 not in full time education; 
although employers set different entry requirements depending on the sector and job. They take 
between one and six years to complete. As of September 2022 over 800 different apprenticeships 
were available.

The apprenticeship model relies on three parties working together as follows:

•  Apprentice – an individual with a desire to work, learn and develop to national standards

•  Employer – responsible for funding, supporting and upskilling the apprentice 

•  Provider – who works with the apprentice and employer to ensure scope and provision to 
support the apprenticeship.  

It is crucial that all three of these stakeholders are interdependent and collaborative to ensure 
success and that the providers especially, respond to skills opportunities and challenges.

Apprenticeships have different levels which are equivalent to academic educational levels (as 
shown in Table 3.1).

Table 3.1: Apprenticeships levels

Type Level Equivalent educational level

Intermediate 2 GCSE

Advanced 3 A Level

Higher 4, 5, 6 and 7 Foundation degree and above

Degree 6 and 7 Bachelor’s or Master’s degree

Some apprenticeships may also provide individuals with additional qualifications such as a 
diploma.

There are several minimum requirements for any apprenticeships:

•  They must last for at least 12 months (based on an apprentice working at least 30 hours per 
week, including time training away from the workplace)

•  They must include off-the-job training (received by the apprentice during their normal working 
hours)1 

•  Employers must offer apprentices a contract of service

•  Apprentices must be provided with training in English and maths if they do not hold a level 2 
qualification in both subjects

•  Apprentices have to take an independent (end-point) assessment at the end of their 
apprenticeship, which assesses the knowledge, skills and behaviours they have developed 
whilst in the apprenticeship.
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Apprenticeships are paid - unlike the vast majority of higher and further education students2. 
Apprentices are paid for both their normal working hours and the time they spend training as 
part of their apprenticeship. Apprentices are entitled to the same employment rights as other 
employees, including holiday entitlement and maternity leave.

All apprentices now work to national standards, which outline what an apprentice will be doing 
in a particular apprenticeship, and the skills that are required of them. Apprenticeship standards 
were introduced from September 2014 and now apply to all new starters3. 

Higher and degree apprenticeships are delivering the higher skills that are required for economic 
growth, for example Project Management, Accounting and Nuclear and Engineering. This is an 
important route to be encouraged as it is a way of retaining our workforce within Cumbria, rather 
than losing them in order to gain a higher-level qualification elsewhere through University, as 
an example. Whilst there is recognition that there will always be people leaving the county for 
different reasons, higher and degree level apprentice offerings in Cumbria could help to catch 
people before they leave. In order to assist with this, progression routes and opportunities should 
be clear and standardised where possible.

Entry requirements vary depending on the employer and the role. Level 2 and 3 apprenticeships, 
also known as intermediate and higher, generally do not require formal qualifications, however 
it is normally expected that a functional skills module will need to be taken as part of the 
apprenticeship if individuals do not have GCSEs in English and Maths.

Higher and degree apprenticeships are delivering the higher skills that are required for economic 
growth, for example Project Management, Accounting and Nuclear and Engineering. This is an 
important route to be encouraged as it is a way of retaining our workforce within Cumbria, rather 
than losing them in order to gain a higher-level qualification elsewhere through University, as 
an example. Whilst there is recognition that there will always be people leaving the county for 
different reasons, higher and degree level apprentice offerings in Cumbria could help to catch 
people before they leave. In order to assist with this, progression routes and opportunities should 
be clear and standardised where possible.

Entry requirements vary depending on the employer and the role. Level 2 and 3 apprenticeships, 
also known as intermediate and higher, generally do not require formal qualifications, however 
it is normally expected that a functional skills module will need to be taken as part of the 
apprenticeship if individuals do not have GCSEs in English and Maths.

As from 2022/23 this minimum amount is either 6 hours or more of their usual working hours on off-the job training, or at least 20% of their working time if 
this is less than 6 hours

  Apprentices aged 16-18 are entitled to the apprentice minimum wage (currently £4.81 an hour). Apprentices aged 19 and over are also entitled to 
the apprentice minimum wage in the first year of their apprenticeship. After this, they are entitled to the relevant National Minimum Wage rate for their 
age group

  They replaced the previous apprenticeships frameworks 



CUMBRIA APPENTICESHIP STRATEGY 2023 • 7

4.  NATIONAL CONTEXT AND 
POLICY DEVELOPMENTS

Funding

The UK government provides apprenticeship funding for employers, marking a significant 
commitment to getting more young people into employment. Apprenticeship programmes are 
important to the UK in ensuring a learning structure and valuable work experience opportunities 
are in place to help nurture skills and foster future leaders in business.

Introduced in April 2017 as part of the government’s apprenticeship reforms, the Apprenticeship 
Levy is a tax on any UK employers with an annual pay bill of over £3 million each year2. The Levy 
is  required to fund apprenticeships, support business productivity and grow quality vocational 
training and employment. The Apprenticeship Levy is charged at 0.5% of the employer’s annual 
pay bill. 

Businesses can only use the levy funds in their account to pay for apprenticeship training and 
assessment for apprentices within their business. However, businesses do have the option to 
transfer up to 5% of their Levy funds to support apprenticeship training in other organisations. 

The rules for apprenticeships started since 2022 are as follows:

•  Each apprenticeship standard is associated with a funding band. The upper limit of this 
band3 represents the maximum the government will contribute towards training and 
assessment costs of the apprenticeship.

• Employers and training providers negotiate a price for training and assessment.

•  Apprenticeship levy funds are used to pay for the training and assessment for employers 
paying the levy (up to the upper limit of the funding band), if the costs of training are 
higher than the funding band this has to be met by the employer from outside the levy 
account

•  Employers who do not pay the levy pay 5% of the cost of training and assessment with the 
government contributing the remaining 95% (up to the upper limit of the funding band)4. 

Note: the levy and government funding does not pay for the wage of the apprentice, this has to 
be met in full by the employer. 

2.  It raised £3.3 billion in 2022/23 across England

3.  There are 30 different funding bands, with the upper limits of these bands ranging from £1,500 to £27,000

4.  They can also use levy funds that have been transferred to them by a levy paying employer, although these will need to cover 100% of the training 

and assessment costs
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National issues with the apprenticeship system

There has been considerable debate about how well the system works for employers and the 
wider economy (against a backcloth of reduction in starts since the levy was introduced)5. These 
include:

•  The increase in the number of higher level starts has led to concerns about the cost and 
that professional development programmes are being rebadged as apprenticeships.

•  The complexity and inflexibility of the levy is a concern of many employers

•  The amount of funding for SMEs employers has been a constraint to access

•  Nationally, the quality of some of the apprenticeship provision is poor and certainly poorer 
than classroom-based FE provision6. 

•  The dropout rate from apprenticeships is high (roughly 50%) and many apprenticeships 
report concerns about quality as a reason for their drop out7.

•  In some cases, the lack of preparedness for work of apprentices who are entering the 
workplace is a concern.

These are concerns reported nationally most of them are likely to apply in Cumbria as well.

Recent policy developments relevant to apprenticeships 

A regulation has been introduced which is called Provider Access Legislation, known as 
PAL. It specifies that schools must provide at least six encounters with approved providers of 
apprenticeships and technical education for all students, throughout the stages of secondary 
school. This is a key mechanism in helping learners understand apprenticeship and technical 
options, such as T-Levels and Higher Education.  

T-Levels were introduced in September 2020 and will be fully rolled out by September 2023. They are 
intended to become one of the main choices for students after GCSEs alongside apprenticeships, 
A levels and some other qualifications not served by A levels or T levels. They provide full time study 
but with extended work placements. They may reduce the numbers accessing apprenticeships 
at the age of 16. 

 

5.  Sourced from a useful summary by the House of Commons Library: “Apprenticeships Policy in England”, Andrew Powell, January 2023 

6.  https://apprenticeshipdata.co.uk/ofsted-provision-grades/ 

7.  “No train, no gain An investigation into the quality of apprenticeships in England”, EDSK, November 2022
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5.  LABOUR MARKET AND SKILLS CONTEXT 
FOR CUMBRIA

Since 2018 Skills Advisory Panels (SAPs) have been bringing together employers, skills providers and 
other key stakeholders to understand the skills dynamics at local and national levels. Cumbria LEP 
has convened the Cumbria Skills Advisory Panel which produced a Local Skills Report in January 
2022 (LSR, 2022) that summarised the evidence base on skills for the county. Later that year 
Cumbria Chamber of Commerce developed a Local Skills Improvement Plan that drew on the 
employer perspective on skills.

Since early 2022 there have been some developments on the skills and labour market front in 
Cumbria, but the essential message, challenges and opportunities remain the same. 

The principal issues are summarised in Table 5.1, these are drawn from the LSR and other work by 
Cumbria LEP.

Table 5.1: Key Labour market and Skills Issues in Cumbria

Key issue Explanation

Declining 
workforce…

…and current 
extreme shortages of 
workers

For some time, a looming labour supply constraints on Cumbria’s 
economy has been identified. This is due to the declining population 
of working age (see Figure 5.1); this is forecast to fall by 6% (17,000 
over the next 10 years). The declines are expected to be particularly 
acute in Barrow and Copeland. The fall in WAP will, to some degree, 
be offset by potential rises in economic activity rates for those aged 
55+, but not enough to offset the fall in population of working age.

Prior to the pandemic, the challenge of potential future declines in 
the workforce in all parts of Cumbria was clear, but still some way off.

As a result of changes driven by the pandemic, withdrawal of existing 
workers from the labour market8 and the impacts of EU-Exit on migrant 
labour supply, these forecasted labour supply shortages became 
manifest in Cumbria in a very acute way starting in the second half of 
2021. 

By the end of 2021 labour shortages had emerged across most 
of the economy, with the most acute current skills and labour 
gaps in hospitality, adult social care, health sector, logistics and 
manufacturing. As of early 2023, these labour shortages remain 
(although they may diminish during 2023 due to the looming 
economic recession). 

Issue of low 
productivity across 
much of the 
economy

Labour productivity in Cumbria is, on average between 17% to 19% 
below the national average9. There is a major gap in most sectors. 
Low productivity is linked to below average wages across most parts 
of the economy. There is a very strong link between skills levels and 
wages and productivity. 

8.  Nationally there has been a very substantial fall in economic activity in those aged 55 and over as a result of Covid

9.  2019 pre-pandemic data for GVA (smoothed) per hours worked and job filled respectively.
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Table 5.1: Key Labour market and Skills Issues in Cumbria

Key issue Explanation
Need to develop 
and engage greater 
higher level skills in 
the workforce

Related to the above point about low productivity, across much of 
the Cumbrian economy, especially in private sector businesses and 
sectors, there are relatively low levels of workers with higher level skills 
in absolute and percentage terms. This is less true in public sector 
occupations and sectors. Overall, the level of residents of working age 
with NVQ level 4 or equivalent or higher qualifications in Cumbria is 
one of the lowest in the UK (about 20% below the national average10).

Meeting changing 
skills needs driven by 
shifts in the economy 
and the workforce

The LSR also identified changes in skills requirements within and across 
sectors that are and will emerge over the next decade including:
•     The need for enhanced digital skills across all ages and areas of 

the economy;
•     The need for new and enhanced skills in respect of clean energy, 

shifts in environmental land management and application of 
technology

Low wages, low 
skills and low labour 
market participation 
in some areas

The labour market and skills issues are not spread evenly across 
the county. There are stubborn pockets of lower labour market 
participation (i.e. higher levels of economic inactivity/worklessness) 
which are associated with lower skills and qualifications in parts of 
Cumbria (and educational performance). This is particularly the case 
in parts of Barrow, larger towns on the west coast and in Carlisle. 
There is also an issue with stubbornly high levels and rates of youth 
unemployment (18 to 24) compared to national rates in Barrow and 
some other parts of Cumbria.

Youth 
Unemployment

Youth unemployment, particularly for Barrow, Copeland and Allerdale 
is high for ages 18-24.

Figure 5.1: Change in working age population, 2022 to 2032

10  Around 35% compared to 38% in the North West and 42% across Great Britain (average 209 to 2021 from the Annual Population Survey).
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This backcloth is relevant for considering the future path of apprenticeships and their role in 
supporting the economy of Cumbria. There are three specific factors that are especially important 
to considering the future of apprenticeships; the change in the potential supply of younger 
people entering the labour market; the attractiveness of other routes post 16 or 18 (especially 
traditional higher education); and retirement by sector and occupation.

On the future supply of labour, within the overall steady decline in those of working age in 
Cumbria there are different movements in the numbers of young people of working age that are 
largely determined by historic demographic change. As Figure 5.2 shows, from 2022 onwards the 
number of young people aged 16 to 19 (the prime age at which people start apprenticeships 
in Cumbria) is actually expected to rise by 8% to peak in 2028 (by when it will be 21,700 or 1,600 
above 2022 levels). However, after 2028, the number of young people in this age group will start 
to decline although numbers will continue to rise in the 20 to 24 year olds.

Figure 5.2: Population change by age

   Source: ONS Sub-National projections 2018-based
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Previous work carried out in 2020, which is in the process of being updated in 2023, identified 
that across Cumbria employers were looking to replace over 86,000 job roles over the 10-year 
period 2017 to 202711 (i.e. at a rate of 8,600 a year) as a result of people leaving the workforce 
(i.e. replacement demand for retirement and other causes). The following occupations were 
previously identified as having above average forecasts of replacement demand:

•  Managers and directors

•  Health professionals, plus health and social care associate professionals

•  Teaching and educational professionals

•  Business, media, and public service professionals

•  Skilled agricultural and related trades 

•  Caring personal service occupations

•  Leisure, travel, and related personal service occupations

•  Transport and mobile machine drivers and operatives.

Participation in higher education (aged 19) has an important impact on entries into apprenticeships.  
The progression rate in Cumbria has consistently lagged behind England (which would be 
expected given the high level of Apprenticeship rates).  The rate in Cumbria increased from 
33.7% in 2010/11 to 37.3% in 2020/21 but the gap to England has widened over the past decade 
(which has gone from 35.1% up to 44.4%). The progression rate was 96% of the England rate in 
2010/11 but had fallen to 84% of the England rate by 2020/21.  Over that period, the cohort aged 
19 in Cumbria fell by 21.5% and the number of HE students fell by 13.3%. 

11  Working Futures 2017-2027: Long-run labour market and skills projections for the UK
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6. HOW APPRENTICESHIPS HAVE EVOLVED IN 
CUMBRIA AND HOW THEY ARE OPERATING

Appendix A provides a detailed analysis of the available data on apprenticeships in Cumbria 
and its local areas as well as putting this in national context. This section summarises the key points.

Overall entry and participation levels

The most recent data relates to the 2021/22 academic year (August to July). In this year, there 
were 3,860 starts on apprenticeship programmes by Cumbrian residents and there were 9,755 
active participants during the year (i.e. including those who started in an earlier year). The 
number of starts has fallen by 11% compared to pre-pandemic levels (4,335 in 2018/19) in line 
with the national fall. The number of starts on apprenticeships is well above the national rate; 
depending on how it is measured it is 40% to 50% higher than the England average. The number 
of participants in apprenticeships is even higher than the England average (by 70% to 80%) 
reflecting that on average those starting in apprenticeships remain apprentices for longer than 
the England average.

Apprenticeships are a particularly well established destination for those leaving school age 16 
(KS4) with the entry rate being 7.8% of that age compared to just 2.4% across England and 3.2% 
in the North West. For those who remain in full time education to aged 18 apprentices are also 
an important route with 14% choosing apprenticeships compared to 6.4% in England and 7.3% in 
the North West.

These above average entry and participation rates are shown in Figure 3. This shows that 
apprenticeships are a particularly important route in Cumbria for those aged 16 to 19 i.e. leaving 
secondary education. In fact, the rate of starts of those aged 25 to 65 in Cumbria is slightly lower 
than the national rate. However, this reflects the greater success of the apprenticeship system in 
attracting younger people aged 16 to 24 in Cumbria. It does suggest that there might be some 
room to increase rates of starts in those aged over 24 to reach national levels.
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Figure 6.1: Rates of participation in apprenticeships, 2021/22 relative to England 
average

  Source: analysis of DfE Localities Cube data

There are important variations across Cumbria in the rates of entry into apprenticeships with rates of 
entry being particularly high in Barrow and Copeland reflecting the importance of key employers 
in providing apprenticeships and the industrial traditions of these areas. However, all parts of 
Cumbria have above average rates of those leaving school at 16 going into apprenticeship and 
all areas bar Eden have above average rates of those post 16-18 education. 

This high “market share” and degree of interest in apprenticeships has long been a feature in 
Cumbria. Previous work has identified a number of reasons for this overall key role:

•  The industrial structure of (parts) of Cumbria

•  A long tradition of apprenticeships and key role of major firms providing apprenticeships 
leading to well paid jobs

•  Therefore, increased  awareness by young people and their parents of the route into work.

What sectors and skills areas

There are particular areas of strength in the number of apprenticeships in Cumbria. The vast 
majority of apprenticeships starts (around 90% overall) are in five broad areas:

•  Engineering & manufacturing, 980 starts (25%)

•  Business, finance and administration, 760 starts (20%)

•  Health, Public Services & Care, 830 starts (21%)

•  Building and Construction, 570 starts (15%)

•  Retail & Hospitality and catering, 290 starts (8%).
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At a national level, these five groups account for a similar share (87%) however the distribution 
is very different. Cumbria stands out in having relative high shares of starts in manufacturing, 
engineering and construction (40% overall) compared to England (22%), whereas relative low 
shares in health and care, business & admin and retail/commercial (49% compared to 66% 
nationally). The pattern of apprenticeships starts at a broad level map reasonably well onto the 
industrial structure of the economy – with above average shares also starting in agriculture and 
animal care. The area of Cumbria’s economic focus that is not well represented in apprenticeships 
is our visitor economy sector. Overall in 2021/22 there were 30 starts in leisure tourism and travel 
and a further 130 in hospitality and catering, still overall just 4% of starts. In contrast around 17% 
of all Cumbria’s jobs are in accommodation and food services and in arts, culture and leisure. 
Furthermore, the number of starts has been falling in this subject area by more than the overall 
decline in starts.

The share of starts in ICT subjects is also particularly low at just 2%. However, in  this case this is 
reflective of the current economic structure of Cumbria.

Figure 6.2: Starts in apprenticeships by broad subject area, 2021/22 relative to 
England average

  Source: analysis of DfE Localities Cube data
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Engagement in apprenticeships by prior attainment levels

It is possible to analyse starts by prior attainment level. In 2021/22 38% of all those starting 
apprenticeships in Cumbria had achieved the equivalent of A levels or higher qualifications, 
this had risen from just 26% in 2017/18 reflecting the growth in Advanced and Higher level 
apprenticeships. The number (and %) stating with just Level 1 qualifications had fallen by nearly 
50% and the proportion from 31% to 19%. This shift can be interpreted in one of two ways: that it is 
becoming harder for those with lesser academic level of achievement to enter apprenticeships 
(who are more likely to be from disadvantaged backgrounds); or that the “quality” of the intake 
has improved. 

Figure 6.3: Starts by prior attainment, 2017/18 and 2021/22

  Source: analysis of DfE Localities Cube data
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Engagement in apprenticeships by gender

At a national level there are slightly more women (51%), who start in apprenticeships than men 
(49%) however, this is reversed in Cumbria where males starts are 54% of the total. This indicates 
that, in relative terms, the apprenticeship route is slightly less popular for women than men in 
Cumbria. This is likely to reflect the traditional gender focus in the apprenticeships subjects that 
are most successful in Cumbria. Figure 6 shows the pattern of starts by gender. Generally, Cumbria 
follows the national picture which is for quite strong variations by subject area and gender. What 
is striking is that in most subjects in Cumbria the gender differences are more pronounced than 
nationally; a higher %age of starts in the more “female focussed subjects” (health, education 
training and business admin) and a low share of female starts in ICT, agriculture (more “male 
focussed subjects”). The exception is in engineering and manufacturing where the 17% of starts 
who are women is significantly higher than the 10% nationally. However, it is still the case that 
this subject area accounts for just 10% of all female starts compared to 40% for males starts in 
Cumbria.

Figure 6.4: Gender by starts by broad subject, 2021/22

  Source: analysis of DfE Localities Cube data
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Participation by other characteristics

The evidence set out in Appendix A suggests that in Cumbria the patterns of starts follows the 
pattern of ethnicity and also that the proportion of those starting an apprenticeships with a self-
reported “learning difficulty, disability or health problem” at 13% is somewhat higher than the 
national average.

How successful are apprenticeships?

There is limited robust data on the achievement rate of apprenticeships (in terms of entry into 
good quality work or achievement of the qualifications) in Cumbria.

At a national level we know that in 2020/21 the overall achievement rate was 58% (down on 65% 
in 2018/19)12. An analysis of the data shows that apprenticeships tend to have very high pass rates 
for frameworks and standards for those who reach this stage. The key issues is the high dropout 
rate for apprenticeships (around 50% nationally).

We know in 2021/22 that there were 1,840 apprenticeships achievements in Cumbria and there 
were 3,630 recorded leavers. This represents a crude achievement or success rate of around 50%. 
This rate appears to be lower than the national rate stated above and also to have been falling 
over time (from 69% in 2017/18). There is some variation in this achievement rate by level, with the 
rate lowest for Level 2 apprenticeships.

This finding is surprising given the well-established training infrastructure for apprenticeships, the 
tradition and experience and number of larger employers engaged with apprenticeships. We 
would have expected the completion rates would outperform the England picture. However, 
there are limitations in the data and it is not possible to make a direct comparison with the 
national picture. We do not know the variation by subject area or prior educational level of 
apprentices. It is also possible the many apprentices do not finish their apprenticeships for positive 
reason (getting a well-paid job with training, accessing higher education etc). 

Figure 6.5: Cumbria apprenticeships achievement rates, 2017/18 and 2021/22

  Source: analysis of DfE Localities Cube data

12  https://apprenticeshipdata.co.uk/insights/ 
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7. KEY ISSUES AND OPPORTUNITIES

The key points from the analysis of apprenticeships data [and consultations] are:

1.  Apprenticeships have and will continue to have a very important role in Cumbria in 
supplying skills needed by employers and the economy. Compared to most other parts 
of England they play a particularly important role especially in the Barrow and Copeland 
areas, but across the county; they are of course only one route by which these skills are 
developed.

2.  In broad terms the pattern of apprenticeships by subject and sector appears to fit well with 
the current and likely future skills needs of the economy at an overall Cumbria level. It is 
however difficult to match precisely subject areas for apprenticeships and occupational/
sector labour supply needs, so this conclusion needs to be caveated. It is also the case 
that at local labour market area level the alignment may be less close.

3.  There is, however, a notable lack of apprenticeship starts and participants in skills areas 
linked to the visitor economy, especially given its importance in Cumbria. 

4.  Also the level of apprenticeships in ICT subjects is very low (2% compared to 6% nationally)  
- which is likely to reflect the lack of the presence of this sector in the Cumbrian economy 
but does not help the long term ambitions to transform the economy and enhance digital 
skills.

5.  There are four areas where there is a prima facie opportunity to extend participation in 
apprenticeship:

 a.  First, in terms of gender, the pattern in Cumbria is particularly skewed with relatively 
low participation of women in the more traditionally “male” subject areas and men 
in “female” subject areas. 

 b.  Second, there are signs that those with poorer academic qualifications who 
may come from more disadvantaged backgrounds are less able to access 
apprenticeships13. 

 c.  Third, although participation in apprenticeships is high in the 16 to 19 year olds there 
is evidence that the rate of take up in older adults (25 plus) is lower than average 
in Cumbria. In part this reflects the success in terms of access in earlier ages, and 
in part the low rates of adult unemployment. It may also reflect a reluctance of 
older adults in Cumbria to engage in what is perceived as something designed for 
younger people.

 d.  Fourth, a significant proportion of leavers from 16-18 study enter employment rather 
than apprenticeships or education (23% compared to 21% in England and 19% 
in the North West). The implication is that they may be doing a job with limited or 
no structured training. This is an opportunity to, if appropriate, try and extend the 
apprenticeship model which is not therefor in “competition” with accessing higher 
education.

6.  The data suggests that, as with the national level, there is a serious issue in Cumbria in terms 
of many of those who start apprenticeships not then completing them (across all levels but 
particularly Level 2). 

7.  Discussions with consultees have highlighted the significant barriers to many SMEs in 
providing apprenticeships and so accessing apprentices. Given the preponderance of 
SMEs in many sectors of the Cumbria economy (outside manufacturing and engineering) 
this is a concern.

. 

13  We have assumed that the level of educational qualification is a proxy for degree of disadvantage, but this may not always be true
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8. RECOMMENDATIONS

Based on the key issues and opportunities and an initial analysis of the data, there are some 
suggested strategic actions and objectives, which could be put in place as a county in order 
to address these. These should form the vision for the Apprenticeship Strategy in Cumbria which 
identifies where action could be taken to improve the system.

AIMS 

The aims of the strategy are to:

Develop the workforce skills needed by Cumbria’s economy and  
businesses in the future by creating high quality opportunities to develop,  

attract and retain skills in Cumbria

Contribute to enhancing diversity and social mobility.

OBJECTIVES

The proposed strategic objectives are:

Developing more apprenticeships in skill areas where they are under-represented 

1.   Focus on developing more apprenticeships in skill areas where they are under-represented 
(such as hospitality and digital)

Support efforts relating to these sectors and ensure there is provision within the county to support 
this. Work is ongoing in both sectors to improve this and to look at how we ensure apprenticeships 
in these sectors are attractive and we need to build on this. 

Improving participation in apprenticeships overall

There is scope overall to increase the “market share” of apprenticeships by increasing the number 
of young people (and older adults) who take-up apprenticeships. This is even though Cumbria 
has a much higher entry rate for young people than most other areas. This is because: (a) the 
overall numbers of young people rising over the next 5 to 8 years; (b) and there is a substantial 
cohort who do not progress to education or apprenticeships.

2.  Increase representation by gender of apprenticeships in some subject areas

There is a real opportunity to increase the gender participation in those apprenticeships subject 
areas that are heavily gender skewed. This provides an opportunity to increase numbers starting 
apprenticeships, especially in areas where there are long term skills needs in the economy (such 
as manufacturing and engineering). There are challenges in trying to achieve this as it relates 
to education subjects undertaken and attitudes amongst young people, their peers, employers 
and parents. The work on careers and work placements could help make such a change. 
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3. Increase uptake of apprenticeships in older age groups

Although participation in apprenticeships is high in the 16 to 19 year olds there is evidence that 
the rate of take up in older adults (25 plus) is lower than average in Cumbria. Work could be done 
to encourage apprenticeships for all ages as a way of re-skilling and retaining our workforce, 
including those who are not school leavers into apprenticeships.

4. Enhance apprenticeships as a route to encourage greater social mobility and diversity in the 
workforce

Businesses should be open minded around this and should consider apprenticeships as a key part 
of social mobility. They can support employability and can enable individuals to gain skills in a 
non-academic context.

5. Promote level 2 and level 3 apprenticeships 

Promote level 2 and level 3 apprenticeships as much as the higher-level apprenticeships in order 
to tackle youth unemployment and provide those who are in employment with a more structured 
training package opportunity.

6. Encourage and promote the Provider Access Legislation (PAL) as a route to school children 
and students considering apprenticeships

Ensure that schools are positively engaged and educated around the diverse range of 
apprenticeships in the county, focussing on county wide opportunities as well as those in their 
district.

Preparedness for Apprenticeships
7. Support those entering apprenticeships with preparedness for work 

Feedback from some businesses and providers suggests that in some cases, apprentices have 
not been ready for work and employability skills have been limited. Focus is therefore required to 
help future and current apprentice with this, with support, mentoring and insights from employers. 

Improving the delivery of apprenticeships in Cumbria
8. Reduce dropout rates from apprenticeships

The level of dropout rates (i.e. non-completion) in Cumbria is a concern as it is nationally. 
This suggests that there are some systematic issues in the recruitment and then delivery of 
apprenticeship that needs careful attention. There is some evidence that, in spite of the well-
established system in the county, that the dropout rate overall may be higher than nationally.
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APPENDIX A:  DATA ANALYSIS

TBC XX




