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Executive Summary

Technical professionals in UK higher education and research institutions
play a pivotal role in delivering the national ambition for a highly-skilled
research and innovation workforce. Their expertise underpins world-class
research and development (R&D) and helps make the UK an outstanding
place for businesses to start, grow, scale, and invest.

This report provides evidence on how employer co-
created apprenticeships can help address the UK’s
technical skills shortage by expanding recruitment
opportunities for new and diverse talent, supporting
career development, and improving retention within
the research and innovation sector.

Despite this potential, many higher education institutions
currently utilise only 0-25% of their mandatory
apprenticeship levy, leaving between approximately
£30,000 and £4 million per institution unspent each
year. This represents a substantial untapped resource
for investment in technical skills development. Barriers
to greater uptake include an over-reliance on traditional
academic career pathways, limited understanding of
the apprenticeship landscape, a lack of integration

into strategic workforce planning, and the perceived
administrative burden of managing apprenticeships.

This report shares sector best practice in using
apprenticeships to attract new talent and strengthen
the technical workforce. It also calls on higher education
institutions — acting as major employers - to work closely
with policymakers to shape future apprenticeship
strategies, ensuring the sector remains at the

forefront of innovation.

An estimated

£30,000 to
£4 million

per institution’

remains unspent from the
mandatory levy each year.

*Dependent on the size of the organisation
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Introduction

Technical expertise is fundamental to the UK’s research and
innovation strength - and, in turn, to the growth of the UK economy.

Technical staff in higher education and research
institutions bring the specialist knowledge, skills,

and capabilities required to deliver world-leading
research and enable high-quality teaching. They operate
across a diverse range of disciplines and roles, from
maintaining and operating highly specialised equipment
to delivering hands-on training for students and
researchers. Their work enables the UK to produce

the next generation of research and innovation talent,
supporting technological advancement, economic
growth, and regional prosperity.

Researchers and teaching staff at all levels depend
on this expertise, whether it is building and repairing
complex instrumentation, managing innovative
laboratories, or providing technical instruction.
Without the technical workforce, universities could
not meet the demands of cutting-edge research or
provide the practical education needed to prepare
graduates for future careers.
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Higher education and research institutions are therefore
central to delivering the UK’s industrial strategy goal

- particularly through research and development,
workforce training, and innovation partnerships.

The Technician Commitment, hosted by the UK Institute
for Technical Skills & Strategy, is a sector-wide pledge
to ensure visibility, recognition, career development,
and sustainability for technicians, and to address the
challenges they face.

This report examines how apprenticeships can be

an effective mechanism to attract, develop, and

retain technical staff, create progressive career
pathways, and ensure the sustainability of a workforce
that is critical to the UK’s position as a global leader

in research and innovation.



http://www.techniciancommitment.org.uk

Impact of Higher Education Institutes (HEls)

The UK has more universities in the

global top 200

than any other country, with

23

in the top 50!

Universities make an annual
contribution of around

£130 billion

to the UK economy,
supporting more than

750,000

jobs directly and indirectly®

Higher Education Institutes
perform approximately

25%

of UK research and development,
with around

£14.9 billion

conducted by universities annually®
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Universities are often the

major employer

in towns and cities across the
UK contributing significantly to
regional GVA and stimulating
local economies

Each year nearly

1 million

students successfully graduate
from UK universities*

Universities partner with over

75,000

businesses annually on skills
training, placement and upskilling
across the UK® and have over

2,000

unique spinout companies reported®




The technician landscape within UK
higher education and research institutions

There is national recognition in the shortage of technical skills and
clear challenges to attracting, developing, and retaining our technician
workforce in UK higher education and research institutions.

Research by the TALENT Commission” estimated

that there are between 30,000 and 50,000 technicians
currently working in universities across the UK. There is
a nationally recognised shortage of technical skills in the
UK across all sectors® and an estimated 150,000 research
staff needed by 2030. Some of the key workforce
development and talent pipeline challenges highlighted
for technicians working within UK higher education and
research institutions include:

1. Challenges defining the technician
community and career opportunities

As of the 2023/24 academic year, most technicians in
this sector hold a qualification at either graduate, higher
degree, or doctorate level (70% in 2023/24, including
7% holding PhDs)® and occupy diverse roles across
different sectors with a wide range of responsibilities
within education and research.

2. A lack of diversity within
the profile of technicians

Analysis shows that the majority are male (54%),
only 15% of technicians are from BAME backgrounds,
and 9% of technicians have a known disability™.

3. Complexity in succession planning
for a future technical workforce

In 2023/24, 27% of the technical workforce were aged
over 51 years, with 16% aged over 55 years and likely to
retire within 10-15 years™. While there are comparably
high numbers of technical staff under the age of 30
(25%), there is a ‘missing middle’ between younger
technicians and those nearing retirement and attracting
new technician talent will be vital to filling skills gaps

in new technology areas.
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4. Retention of skilled technicians

Retaining a highly skilled technician workforce is
becoming an increasing issue. Nearly a quarter of
technicians over 50 have been with the same employer
for 30 years or more (24%)2 The number of technical
staff employed for more than 10 years on the same
contract has been steadily decreasing, especially in
the last 5 years (19% in 2018/19 vs 13% in 2023/24%).
This may suggest technicians are now more willing

to move into different roles and/or change employers,
or that employers are not providing enough career
opportunities to retain their existing technical talent.
Additionally it reflects the impacts of the COVID-19
pandemic and recent industry financial difficulties on
the technical community. Of those who had considered
leaving the technician workforce, 65% suggest a lack
of opportunities for career progression, followed by
45% citing salaries, and 43% a lack of recognition

of work contributions™.

Technical staff are vital to research, innovation,

and teaching within UK universities. With an ever-
changing research landscape, and industrial strategy
highlighting the role of innovation and the emergence
of new technologies, it is prudent to plan for the
technical skills of the future to meet forthcoming
demands. Attracting new and diverse entrants into

the workforce, development opportunities for current
technicians and retaining key technical staff are critical
for a thriving technician talent pool.




The apprenticeship landscape in higher
education and research institutes

Apprenticeships are a vital part of transforming and improving
the technical education landscape with learners following an
occupational standard designed by employers across all sectors.

Since 2010, the Gatsby Charitable Foundation

has commissioned a series of reports researching
apprenticeships, skills, and training within technical
communities across specific industrial and applied
STEM disciplines™. Reports from the Independent Panel
on Technical Education highlighted a national shortage
of technicians across all sectors and the challenges this
created for raising UK productivity. They recommended
significant reforms to ensure individuals can develop
the technical knowledge and skills needed, through
education and training®.

Apprenticeships are a vital part of transforming

and improving the technical education landscape.

The Richards Review" started redefining apprenticeships
with a refocus on high quality outcomes, training
relevant to employer recognised standards and

funding to create the right incentives for managers.

From 2018 to 2025 the Institute for Apprenticeships

and Technical Education (IfATE), an arms-length body

of the Department for Education, worked with employers
to design and approve apprenticeship standards
ensuring that training met the needs of the sector

and the learner®.
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Training and assessment of apprenticeship standards
were originally funded through the Apprenticeship
Levy™, an amount paid at a rate of 0.5% of an employer’s
annual wage bill. Employers are then able to reclaim
these funds to cover apprenticeship costs - in essence,
a ring-fenced skills budget that is paid out and
returned, but which many institutions are not fully
utilising. After the 2024 General Election, the Institute
for Apprenticeships and Technical Education (IfATE)
was integrated into Skills England. Skills England
published its first report in September 20242°, outlining
how skills drive UK growth and providing an initial
assessment of the skills needs for the economy. In
June 2025 Skills England formally launched, publishing
sector evidence on the growth and skills offer®. Initial
engagement centred around employers’ experiences
with the existing apprenticeship system and how this
could be improved and expanded by introducing a new
growth and skills offer.

In current apprenticeship requirements the learner
must follow an occupational standard co-created

by employers containing a profile that describes

the knowledge, skills and behaviours needed to be
competent in that occupation. Balancing on-the-job
and off-the-job learning. The apprentice completes
the standard to successfully demonstrate competence
by end-point assessment. There are currently over
680 apprenticeship standards available in England for
delivery across 15 occupational routes ranging across
academic equivalent levels®.




In 2022/23 over

46,800

apprentices started their
degree apprenticeship,

93%

of these were at first
degree equivalent and

47%

at master’s degree level.

These include 120 standards approved for delivery in
technician roles including standards specialising in Al,
Machine Learning and Data Science as well as Project
Management, Team Leadership, Engineering, Education
& Teaching, and Research.

One route to attracting new talent and upskilling the
work is higher and degree apprenticeships, which
combine work with higher levels of study across
England and Wales; in Scotland they are known as
Graduate apprenticeships and Northern Ireland offers
Higher Level Apprenticeships (HLAs)?. In 2022/23 over
46,800 apprentices started their degree apprenticeship,
53% of these were at first degree equivalent and 47%

at master’s degree level.
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Manchester Metropolitan University’s Force for Impact
report demonstrates the transformative role of degree
apprenticeships in addressing skills gaps, enhancing
productivity and fostering diversity within the UK
workforce®. Key findings include that over 90% of
employers surveyed believe degree apprenticeships
tackle skills shortages by bridging the technical skills
gaps, promoting social mobility and contributing to

a more diverse and highly skills workforce.

However, recent figures show a limited number of starts
on all degree level apprenticeships were aged 18 (8%)
and 42% were under the age of 24. Latest policy changes
indicate that from January 2026 access to master’s

level apprenticeship standards will be restricted and
only available to people under the age of 22. Overall
analysis on degree apprenticeships reveals a shortage
of evidence on their impact?® but existing data does
demonstrate they are meeting their intended purpose
of contributing positively to UK governments high-level
goals for productivity and social mobility.

Recent figures show only

o
8%
of starts on all degree level
apprenticeships were aged 18 and

42%

were under the age of 24.




Apprenticeship funding

Government contributions to funding for quality apprenticeships is through the
Growth and Skills Levy, an amount paid at a rate of 0.5% of an employer’s annual
wage bill over £3 million, including universities and research institutions.

Funding for training and assessment of apprentices against an approved apprenticeship standard is through the
Growth and Skills Levy?®. Introduced as the original Apprenticeship Levy in April 2017 by UK Government to all
employers, (including universities and research institutions) with a salary bill of £3 million or more per year at a
rate of 0.5% through the PAYE system. Skills are a devolved policy and therefore the apprenticeship levy is used

differently across the UK:

Northern Ireland

Funding for the
directed (off-the-job)
training element of
an apprenticeship

in Northern Ireland
is provided by the
Department for

the Economy?*°.

Wales

Welsh Government deliver its
Apprenticeship Programme
via the Welsh apprenticeship
provider network supporting
the needs of employers in
priority areas across Wales®.
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Scotland

Skills Development Scotland® works with
employers and industry in Scotland to
access financial support with Modern and
Graduate Apprenticeship programmes
through contracted learning providers.

England

Levy paying employers in England
access funding through an online
digital account for training and
assessment of their apprentices.
SME and none levy paying
companies in England can access
up to 95% funding against an
approved apprenticeship standard
making only a 5% contribution and
organisations can transfer up to
50% to another organisation?®.




Independent calculations based on HESA headcount

and salary data show that most universities within the UK
will pay the apprenticeship levy, with some contributing
over £4 million per year. This is a significant budget line
suitable for use in attracting talent, technical training,

and professional development across a university workforce
against quality approved apprenticeship standards.

A University Vocational Awards Council (UVAC) White
Paper critically examines current levy funding for
apprenticeships, highlighting its underutilisation and the
substantial funds retained by the Treasury suggesting
that the system may not be functioning as intended®.

The paper advocates for a levy that would ring-fence
funds for apprenticeships and approved training
programmes, ensuring that public sector employers,
such as universities and research institutions, have
greater control over the use of their levy contributions
to address sector-specific skills needs. These insights
are pertinent for developing the technician workforce
within higher education and research institutes, as

they underscore the necessity for a more flexible and
targeted funding mechanism to support the training and
development of technical staff through apprenticeships.

i solihull Calege
& Universitylentre:
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Current entry routes &
career pathways for technicians

Technicians are twice as likely to enter their technical career via
academic routes rather than technical education and apprenticeship
pathways and this is significantly higher with younger talent.

The maijority of those recruited into technical careers
within universities and research institutions base their
decision on interest for the subject or work area and,
with a steady pipeline of graduates, universities have
direct access to this new talent pool. The TALENT
Commission® carried out a national survey of technical
staff with more than twice as many respondents said

to enter their technical career following academic
qualifications as those entering either via apprenticeships
or other technical qualifications. Younger respondents
were much more likely to enter their technical career with
academic qualifications than by any other means. Career
entry via apprenticeships accounted for a relatively small
proportion of respondents.

Respondents were also asked to identify the highest
qualification they held before starting their technical
career with the majority starting their technical career
with an academic degree or above, whether that was

a bachelor’s (33%), master’s (18%), or PhD (15%). There
were clear differences when considering age. Most
respondents aged 21 to 55 years started their career with
at least a bachelor’s degree-level qualification, whereas
most respondents aged over 55 years started their
technical career with an array of technical qualifications
or pre-degree academic qualifications. This raises an
important issue and could point to a gap in university
recruitment strategies, where technical qualifications are
not being recognised as viable routes into employment
in technical roles. This could discourage individuals with
technical qualifications from applying for these roles.

Attracting new technicians to roles across sectors is

a known challenge. The ‘“Technicians Make it Happen
campaign — now renamed ‘Technicians — We Make the
Difference’ campaigns for technical skills, roles, and
careers within the UK, aiming to inspire young people
and explain to the adults in their lives, such as parents
and teachers, that the career of a technician can have
boundless opportunities®. Apprenticeship career
pathways feature highly within this campaign.
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As a part of reforms to technical education, T Levels
were introduced across England in September 20203
offering a structured pathway that combines classroom
learning with employer experiences, aligning closely
with apprenticeship standards and with the aim of
addressing the growing demand for skilled technicians
across sectors. These 2-year qualifications co-created
with employers are designed to equip students with
the practical skills and knowledge necessary for skilled
employment, apprenticeships or further study. Recent
reforms to enhance the T Level qualifications aim to
increase their relevance and accessibility.

Notably, the T Level Action Plan for 2023-20243
outlines measures to support providers and employers in
expanding T Level programmes, thereby offering more
opportunities for students to pursue technical education
and apprenticeships in fields aligned with research and
innovation sectors. From September 2025 there were 21
T Level subjects available from agriculture to media and
broadcast to engineering and science.

A report by the UK Institute for Technical Skills &
Strategy, published in July 2025, provides insights into
how ‘T Level industry placements within universities
are increasingly being viewed as a key component

of workforce strategy. These placements provide a
valuable opportunity for institutions to assess the skills
and knowledge of young people and determine their
suitability for progression into apprenticeship roles
within the higher education workforce®.




Technical apprenticeships in UK higher
education and research institutions

Only 1% of the higher education technical workforce carried out an
apprenticeship during 2017/18 and 2018/19. This proportion rises to
almost one in 10 for technicians aged 25 years or younger.

Since 2017/18, Higher Education Statistics Agency
(HESA\) staff records have included a marker to indicate
whether a member of staff is receiving training through
an apprenticeship and, if so, at what level. According
to HESA records, only 1% of the HE technical workforce
received training through an apprenticeship during
2017/18 or 2018/19 (280 and 285 FTE respectively),
although this proportion rises to almost one in 10 for
technicians aged 25 years or younger (9% in 2018/19).

The two discipline-specific HESA cost centres with

the highest numbers of apprentices were both within
engineering, although greater numbers were listed
within generic cost centres. While overall total
reported numbers are low, and most apprentice
technicians are under 25 years, findings also suggest
that apprenticeships are not being used exclusively for
attracting school leavers, with some HESA-reported
apprentices aged 50 years and older. There are caveats
around the accuracy of HESA data for technical staff.

However, this does point to an opportunity for university

employers to further utilise levy funding that is already
available but underutilised, to attract new talent and
upskill existing technicians across a wide range of
technical and professional pathways.
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Recent findings from the Institute of Cancer Research’s
conference on Building a Sustainable Technical Pipeline:
Apprenticeships in Research® concluded that whilst
apprenticeships address technical skill gaps, create
diverse talent pipelines, enhance institutional reputation
and foster cross-sector collaboration, apprenticeships
with the research environment face substantial barriers
despite their potential. These were documented to
include ongoing cultural, structural and operational
barriers, such as entrenched academic norms,
misaligned standards and traditional HR practices.




Report methodology and findings

This report draws on evidence gathered from a range of partners across UK
higher education institutions based in England. Independent desk research
was combined with qualitative insights from targeted interviews with
institutional representatives, technical managers, and apprenticeship leads.

The research explored three key questions:

To what extent are universities in
England using their apprenticeship levy
to attract new staff, develop and retain
existing technical talent?

What good practice models exist where
universities have successfully used
apprenticeships as part of their workforce g
development plans for technicians? "

How can universities and research
institutions work to embed apprenticeships
within their workforce development plans
to attract key skills, develop, and retain
existing technical talent?

To address these questions, the project collected Collectively, they demonstrate the breadth of

in-depth case studies from a diverse range of opportunities available through apprenticeship
institutions across the sector. Each case study illustrates  pathways, from entry-level recruitment to advanced
practical approaches to using apprenticeships for upskilling, and highlight common enablers and barriers
technician recruitment, development, and retention. to implementation.
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Case study and analysis
LSBU London South
Bank University

London South Bank University

London South Bank University (LSBU) is a civic
university providing high quality professional and
technical education sitting at the heart of the south
London community. The LSBU group brings together
like-minded but distinct organisations including the
university, colleges, sixth forms and innovation centres
to work together under a single academic framework
and leadership team. The group differentiates by
specialising in professional and technical education,
enabling employers to access talent across the
educational spectrum and exploiting the opportunity
for cross group enterprise and innovation.

EST 1892

Attracting new technical talent from within the
community is a key challenge and opportunity
that the LSBU group is addressing through use
of apprenticeships and their apprenticeship levy.

Traditionally technician roles have been filled with recent

graduates. The Education Technician apprenticeship

standard®® was created by university employers to develop

valuable technical support to academic professionals in
learning, teaching, or research environments.

With key duties such as preparing the teaching
environment, safe demonstration to students,
contributing to development of innovation and
collating data, documentation, and resources this
apprenticeship standard has been identified by LSBU
as a pilot. Apprenticeship levy contributions fund
training and assessment up to the value of £10k per
apprentice. The pilot will initially develop a cohort of
10 apprentices for LSBU, and with plans to more than
double their technician workforce over the coming
years the university is looking to grow mixed cohorts
of apprentices from surrounding institutions.
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LSBU’s approach demonstrates how
apprenticeships can address local recruitment
challenges and build community links.

By piloting a sector-specific standard and
planning to expand cohort size, the university
is using its levy strategically to attract new
entrants and diversify the technician workforce.
This aligns with Q1 and Q3, showing how
targeted apprenticeship use can be integrated
into long-term workforce growth plans.




Case study and analysis

UNIVERSITY OF
CAMBRIDGE

University of Cambridge

The mission of the University of Cambridge is to contribute
to society through education, learning and research at the
highest international level. To achieve this the university
must attract, train, and retain the best of technician talent.
Also recognising the lack of diversity within their talent
pool and commitments to developing regional talent,
the University of Cambridge recently engaged with the
Cambridge Academy for Science and Technology in
delivery of their T Level in Laboratory Sciences.

The T Level in Laboratory Sciences is relevant for
working towards much needed technician roles
within the university’s scientific departments and was
supported by a substantial work placement giving
the students an amazing first-hand experience of
these incredible careers. The first cohort of students
showed strong potential throughout their first year,
with the intention of progressing into apprenticeships
or undergraduate programmes relevant to their
career ambitions.

The University of Cambridge also identified Project
Management as a key skill required for development of
their technician workforce across faculties. The Associate
Project Manager apprenticeship standard® supports
development of knowledge, skills and behaviours

for successful organisation and delivery of complex
projects. This apprenticeship includes knowledge

about project governance and budget control, skills
including partnership analysis and management of risk
alongside demonstrable behaviours such as teamwork
and leadership. At least 30 employees in technician

roles at the University of Cambridge have taken up

this programme since 2019 over a very wide range of
roles including: Research Support Manager, Laboratory
Manager, Horticulture Facilities Technician, Cad
Technician, Senior Laboratory Administrator, Principal
Technologist, Senior Scientific Associate, Research
Facilitator, Senior Classroom Technician, Laboratory
Coordinator, Disease Model Core Manager, Biorepository.
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Cambridge’s work illustrates two strategic uses
of apprenticeships: early engagement with
young talent via T Levels to create a future
pipeline, and upskilling existing technical

staff through higher-level standards in project
management. This dual approach supports both
Q1 and Q2, showing the value of combining
entry-level recruitment with professional
development for retention.




Case study and analysis

Manchester
Metropolitan
University

Manchester Metropolitan University

Manchester Metropolitan University (MMU) is committed
to supporting the professional development of its existing
technician workforce. As a leading provider of degree
apprenticeships, the University has made apprenticeships
a key component of its Technical Services Continuing
Professional Development (CPD) offer. Alongside a

wider programme of staff development opportunities
from the University Teaching Academy and IT & Digital
department, degree apprenticeships delivered by MMU
form a vital part of the career progression journey for the
technical workforce.

Degree apprenticeships are used both to enhance
existing technical skills and to enable career changes
into emerging areas such as digital technologies, data,
and laboratory science. Programmes such as the Digital
and Technology Solutions Professional (DTSP) degree
apprenticeship, specialising in software engineering,
and the Laboratory Scientist degree apprenticeship
provide structured, industry-relevant learning that
directly supports operational needs. Apprentices have
applied their learning in the workplace through projects
that improve systems, enhance teaching facilities, and
streamline processes, ensuring that new skills have an
immediate and measurable impact.

Feedback from managers highlights that apprenticeships

have improved confidence, broadened technical
capability, and increased internal mobility within the
technical workforce. They also support retention by
offering clear, role-aligned career pathways without

the financial barriers of traditional qualifications.
Apprentices report gaining significant personal and
professional benefits, as well as feeling highly motivated
by the investment the University and their teams have
made in their development.

By integrating degree apprenticeships into its CPD
framework, Manchester Metropolitan University is
building a resilient, future-ready technical workforce
equipped to meet changing technological, academic
and industry needs.
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MMU provides a strong example of embedding
apprenticeships into CPD frameworks, ensuring
they are part of a coherent career progression
offer. This approach supports retention, internal
mobility, and adaptability to technological
change - addressing Q1 and Q3 while
demonstrating that apprenticeships can

deliver measurable operational benefits.




Case study and analysis

UNIVERSITYOF
BIRMINGHAM

The University of Birmingham

The University of Birmingham has a strategic
approach to their apprenticeship levy usage which
includes attracting new staff, developing existing
colleagues and levy transfer to local employers.

The University recruits on average 30-40 new entrant
apprentices each year across a range of professional
services departments like IT, finance, estates. This also
includes 33 technical apprentices in standards used
including: Education Technician, Laboratory Technician,
Technician Scientist and Engineering Technician.

In most cases, apprentices progress to permanent

jobs at the university (76.9%, 2024).

All apprentices receive a bespoke induction, three group
development days and optional outward-bound trip to
the Lake District. Apprentices receive a regular one to
one with a member of the HR team and support in career
planning. Apprentices are also supported by an advisory
group comprising of former apprentices who offer skills
sessions and an additional source of advice.

Technical apprentices have benefited from an
‘Apprentice Tech Meet’ where apprentices tour around
different research facilities. Apprenticeship programmes
to upskill existing staff cover a range of professional
apprenticeships including Team Leader, Departmental
Manager and Senior Leader.
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Birmingham demonstrates how a structured
apprenticeship programme with strong
wraparound support can improve retention and
progression. The mix of new entrant recruitment
and upskilling existing staff reflects Q2 and

Q3, showing how to maximise levy use for

both talent attraction and staff development.




Case study and analysis

UH

University of Hertfordshire

The University of Hertfordshire’s vision is to drive
individual potential and power the progress of students,
the community and industry by filling the skills gap with
talented graduates.

University of
Hertfordshire

In 2018, the university started recruiting apprentices

for technician roles within their engineering school

due to the difficulties in finding appropriately
experienced candidates. They began recruitment against
the Engineering Technician apprenticeship standards.
Over the duration of the apprenticeship employees
developed all the relevant knowledge, skills, and
behaviours to become successful technicians within

the context of the Higher Education setting.

After successful completion of their apprenticeships
the University offered them progression to complete
a relevant Engineering Degree Apprenticeship.

This 7-year career pathway, from entry to graduate
level technician, was implemented to encourage
applicants to apply who were enthusiastic about
engineering and wanted a long-term career within
the Higher Education working environment.

Recruiting managers from different faculties and
support service across the University were also
struggling to find and attract suitable candidates and
the university was determined to support these
individual departments to not just recruit but “Recruit
to Retain”. Because of the previous success within
Engineering further departments across the university
were interested in using apprenticeships to fill skills gaps.

Applying the same methodology that was successful

in engineering the university implemented an
apprenticeship pathway scheme within Library and
Computing Services. Advertising a vacancy as a two-
part apprenticeship pathway, starting on an Information
Communications Technician or Library Information

& Archive Services Assistant apprenticeships and

then progression onto a higher level or a Degree
Apprenticeship, in agreement with their manager

and the needs of the business at that time.
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Each of the career pathways the University has
implemented using apprenticeships are clearly defined
pathways with increments incorporated. Feedback
from managers is that they are more inclined to employ
apprentices using these pathways as it aids retention,
as well as growing their own talent to match their
business needs. The University also found candidates
that apply and are successful in their apprenticeship see
the university as a committed employer supporting and
developing them long term.

Hertfordshire’s approach shows the power
of long-term, clearly defined apprenticeship
pathways in improving recruitment and
retention. By offering staged progression,
the university addresses Q1, Q2 and Q3 -
creating a structured, attractive proposition
for both potential recruits and existing staff.

S




Case study and analysis

r Univer_sitg of
Nottingham

e
UK | CHINA | MALAYSIA

University of Nottingham

A long-standing programme operates for engineering
technicians at the University of Nottingham, having

been developed back in 2012. Nottingham’s four-year
apprentice technician curriculum takes learners through
to a Level 4 Engineering manufacturing technician
standard whilst developing the in-house skills and
behaviours to become a successful engineering
technician. This holistic programme has an intake of

two apprentices per year and is adapted depending on
business need within the department. Previously the
programme operated on a rotation basis with placements
across different disciplines within engineering. The more
recent apprentices rotate within mechanical engineering
teams to develop the depth of specialist knowledge
required for the role. This apprenticeship programme
has been adapted through the introduction of relevant
apprenticeship standards and allows the University

to maximise training and assessment costs through

use of their apprenticeship levy.

The Research Scientist apprenticeship standard*

has also been used by the University of Nottingham

to upskill and progress graduate apprentices through
the planning, leading and conducting scientific
experiments and analysing results. This master’s level
apprenticeship standard ensures that, on completion of
the apprenticeship, the apprentice can demonstrate the
research project management skills, highly specialised
knowledge, and complex data analysis within the
business context through completion of a distinctive
MRes qualification and coaching within the workplace.
Nottingham has partnered with Aston University as

the training provider to deliver this apprenticeship
standard which aligns to recognition by the appropriate
professional bodies.

www.itss.org.uk

Nottingham’s dual focus on specialist
technical training and advanced research
skills illustrates how apprenticeships can be
used for both early-career training and high-
level upskilling. This supports Q1 and Q3, and
shows the role of Level 7 apprenticeships in
meeting complex technical needs.




Key lessons from the case studies

1. Strategic integration delivers results

Institutions that embed apprenticeships into workforce
planning achieve stronger recruitment, retention,

and skills outcomes (e.g. LSBU, Birmingham).

2. Progression pathways aid retention

Clear, staged routes from entry to higher-level
apprenticeships encourage long-term commitment
(e.g. Hertfordshire, Nottingham).

3. Local and regional partnerships
widen the pipeline

Engagement with schools, colleges, and T Level
providers attracts diverse candidates

(e.g. Cambridge, LSBU).

4. Upskilling supports adaptability

Higher-level apprenticeships in leadership, project
management, and emerging technologies equip staff for
evolving needs (e.g. Cambridge, MMU, Nottingham).

5. Support structures enhance success

Induction, mentoring, and peer networks
improve apprentice integration and confidence
(e.g. Birmingham, Hertfordshire).

6. Barriers remain

Cultural perceptions, administrative complexity,
and gaps in relevant standards still limit uptake.
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The lessons here, combined
with wider research and
stakeholder insights, point to a
consistent set of challenges and
opportunities for embedding
apprenticeships into workforce
development strategies in UK
higher education and research.




Conclusions

How can universities and research institutions work to embed
apprenticeships within their workforce development plans to
attract key skills, develop, and retain existing technical talent?

There is national recognition across respondents in
the shortage of technical skills and clear challenges
to attracting, developing, and retaining our
technician workforce in UK higher education and
research institutions. Most technicians hold a range
of qualifications at either graduate, higher degree,

or doctorate level and occupy diverse roles across
different sectors with a wide range of responsibilities
within education and research. There is a lack of
diversity within the profile of technicians, complexity
in succession planning for a future technical workforce
and retaining a highly skilled technician workforce is
becoming an increasing issue.

Apprenticeships are a vital part of transforming and
improving the technical education landscape across
the UK with learners following occupational standards
co-created by employers across a wide range of
sectors, including those in education and research.
Funding for training and assessment of quality
apprenticeships is through the growth and skills levy,
and this does secure funding for attracting, developing,
and retaining technician talent across the university
sector as employers.

Total levy contributions across England in the financial
year 2022-23, including universities, was £2.5 billion*.
Whilst there is no single aggregated figure for all
universities growth and skills levy contributions, insights
from the University of London federation shed light on
typical levels. University of London and its 17 member
institutions contribute at least £10 million annually yet
utilise less than 25% for training®2. The rest remains
unused and returned to Treasury. Research undertaken
within this paper concluded that most universities

and research institutions are utilising 0-25% of their
available apprenticeship levy, which is reinforced by
an anonymised survey carried out by the group of
University Apprenticeship Employer Leads.
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Quoted barriers to use of apprenticeships to address the
shortfall in technicians across higher education
and research institutions included:

e Reliance on traditional academic career pathways
and a lack of engagement with apprenticeships in
holistic workforce planning across departments and
faculties within institutions

e Limited understanding of the apprenticeship
landscape relevant to the university sector, including
a complex regulatory environment, and a lack of
support for universities and research institutions as
employers, not just as training providers

e Administrative burden of managing apprenticeships,
including balancing a large percentage of off-the-job
learning, funding salaries and headcount allocations

Use of apprenticeships to attract diverse talent,
develop new skills and retain existing colleagues
appears sporadic across the university sector.

Case studies within this report point to areas of good
practice in early engagement in technical education,
developing new career pathways and forward-thinking
professional development.

This point-in-time insight has therefore considered
recommendations to support the use of apprenticeships
and the levy in development of technical skills, roles and
careers in higher education and research institutions.

Research undertaken within
this paper concluded that
most universities and research
institutions are utilising

0-25%

of their available
apprenticeship levy.




Recommendations

The following recommendations are drawn from the findings of this report

and are intended to support universities and research institutions in embedding
apprenticeships into workforce strategies, strengthening technical skills,

and addressing long-term recruitment, retention, and diversity challenges.

Inform

Universities, sector bodies (e.g. UK Institute for
Technical Skills & Strategy, Universities Human
Resources), and University Apprenticeship Employer
Leads should provide targeted apprenticeship
information, resources, and best practice guidance

to technicians, HR professionals, and departmental/
faculty leaders. This should include clear mapping of
career progression pathways, examples of relevant
high-quality apprenticeship standards funded through
levy contributions, and case studies demonstrating
impact. Mechanisms such as discussion forums and
workforce planning tools should be developed to
support the systematic integration of apprenticeships
into institutional workforce development strategies.
Alongside this, targeted engagement with senior
technical managers is essential to build understanding
of the value apprenticeships can bring. Evidence from
multiple institutions suggests that when technical
managers do take on apprentices, they frequently
choose to recruit more, recognising their contribution
to team capability and talent pipelines. Proactive
communication of these successes can help win
hearts and minds and increase uptake.

Why this matters:

Limited understanding of the apprenticeship
landscape is a major barrier to uptake, resulting
in significant underutilisation of levy funds and

missed opportunities to address skills shortages.
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Invest

Universities, coordinated by UK ITSS, should invest in
the career development of technicians by embedding
apprenticeships into upskilling and progression routes.
This should include aligning relevant apprenticeship
standards with professional registration pathways
through the Science Council, Engineering Council, CIPD,
CMlI, and APM. From January 2026 reforms will restrict
government funding for new Level 7 apprenticeships to
those aged 21 and under at the start of their training -
excluding most individuals aged 22 and over. This risks
limiting opportunities to reskill and upskill experienced
technical staff in rapidly evolving technology areas.

The sector should work with policymakers to review this
decision. Off-the-job learning requirements could also
be better managed by sharing best practice, integrating
workplace learning, and offering leadership placements
to maximise impact.

Why this matters:

Retaining skilled technical staff is
increasingly challenging; accessible
higher-level apprenticeships are vital for
career progression and reskilling in response
to emerging technologies.



Influence

UK ITSS, Skills England, devolved nation skills bodies,
and UAEL should work collaboratively to influence
policy changes that increase flexibility in the use of levy
funds. This should include enabling funding for specialist
technical training, secondments and career progression
pathways, alongside advocating for changes to the
recent Level 7 age restriction so that experienced staff
are not excluded from critical upskilling opportunities.
Employer-led development of apprenticeship standards
must reflect the skills needs of higher education and
research institutions, with the sector actively engaged
in shaping future Skills England policy and guidance.

Why this matters:

Without policy reform, a large proportion of levy

contributions will remain unused or returned to
the Treasury, reducing the sector’s ability
to invest in its own workforce.

Innovate

Universities, UK ITSS, Skills England, and sector

skills councils should ensure that emerging and future
skills requirements for the technical workforce are
embedded in the design of apprenticeship and technical
education standards. This includes digital technologies,
Al, advanced manufacturing, and sustainability skills
aligned to the UK’s national industrial strategies.

Given the devolved nature of skills policy, representation
from higher education in the development of standards
across all four nations is essential to ensure relevance
and applicability to research and innovation settings.

Why this matters:

The UK’s research and innovation
competitiveness depends on anticipating
and meeting future technical skills needs,
not just current workforce gaps.
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Inspire

Universities, the Department for Education, Local Skills
Improvement Plans (LSIPs), Local Enterprise Partnerships
(LEPs), and Mayoral Combined Authorities should work
with T Level providers, further education colleges, and
apprenticeship training organisations to attract new and
diverse talent into technical careers in higher education
and research institutions. Recruitment strategies should
consider whether vacant technical posts could be filled
through an apprenticeship route to widen participation,
improve diversity, and strengthen the pipeline.

This aligns with evidence from the TALENT
Commission highlighting the current lack of diversity

in the technician workforce and the potential for
apprenticeships to open alternative entry pathways.

Why this matters:

The technician workforce in higher education
lacks diversity; apprenticeships offer an
accessible route for underrepresented
groups and can broaden the talent pool.
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