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Research methodology
Research conducted February 2018 by One Poll of 1000 young people 
(aged 16-25) and 1000 parents (of children 18 or under) – research 
developed by Grant Thornton UK LLP. 

Research conducted February 2018 by Censuswide of 500 UK employers 
with a pay bill of more than £3 million – research developed by Grant 
Thornton UK LLP in partnerships with City & Guilds. 



2  Generation apprentice report

Attitudes towards apprenticeships and higher education are shifting. As the 
value of apprenticeships becomes more widely recognised by young people, 
parents and employers, we have seen an evolution in the expectations of 
young people when it comes to learning beyond school. 

With technology driving rapid change in the workplace and longer life 
expectations, today’s young people are going to face longer and more varied 
careers than ever before – and they’ll need to constantly update their skills 
as the need for ongoing, lifelong learning grows. It’s easy to see why earn as 
you learn higher education is becoming more attractive, as it equips young 
people with employer focussed, relevant skills that will better prepare them 
for the rapidly changing world of work. 

To create a continuous learning culture that will help to drive business growth, 
it’s important that employers look beyond academic attainment and instead 
focus on understanding which skills will be most valuable in the future and 
how we can create education opportunities to develop them. 

More still needs to be done to connect education providers with employers, 
to help narrow the gap between the world of education and the world of 
work and better highlight the full range of career options that exist for young 
people. By developing these relationships, educators and business leaders 
will help young people leave education with the skills and knowledge they 
need to succeed in tomorrow’s economy.

Keely Woodley
Partner and Head of Grant Thornton’s  
Human Capital Practice

Foreword
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Key findings
Attitudes to higher education are evolving as the value of 
apprenticeships become more widely recognised by young 
people and their parents.

Apprenticeships offer good career prospects:

Closing the value gap

Caroline Bedford, Head of Trainee Experience, Grant Thornton UK LLP 
Our survey findings evidence the ongoing and significant shift in the marketplace for further and higher education. For 
both young people and their parents the well-trodden path of school to university to graduate training seems to be less of a 
guarantee of future success than it was.  

Similarly, attitudes towards apprenticeships as a viable route in to a well-paid, professional career are undergoing an 
evolution. In today’s rapidly changing workplace, the type of skills that are in demand are constantly shifting. Couple this 
with high university tuition fees and rising living costs and it becomes clear why those looking at higher education options are 
questioning what value they get for the money and time they need to invest.

Earn while you learn programmes offer an increasingly attractive higher education route for young talent and for parents 
who may provide financial support – which is why, if employers want to access the best talent in the market, they need to 
develop apprenticeship programmes that work for them.

42% of young people 
think apprenticeships and 
university have the same value.

60% of young people 
do not believe you need to go to 
university to get a well-paid job.

51% of university students 
do not believe a degree guarantees 
them a well-paid job.

Lady Cobham CBE, Director General, The 5% Club
The 5% Club’s recent report, ‘Fulfilling our potential’, also found 
that parents felt the quality of careers advice offered by schools 
is inadequate. While young people are supported and steered 
towards applying to university, there is no equivalent support 
mechanism for those looking to apply for alternatives such as 
apprenticeships. As Grant Thornton’s research shows, parents are 
also at a loss as to where to find the relevant information to advise 
their children and there needs to be a renewed focus on improving 
careers advice.

Apprenticeships are now available for all levels, up to and 
including degree and masters level and are a fantastic way 
to build a meaningful career. The introduction of a UCAS style 
clearing house for apprenticeships would really help to increase 
awareness of the opportunities offered from this career path.

Young people’s top sources of careers information:

46% 
Online

22% 
Teachers

17% 
Parents

young people
77%

parents
79%

of young people say the careers 
advice they receive is not good.68%

There is a clear need for better careers advice:
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Unlock talent with a modern 
approach to apprenticeships 

Reasons employers value apprentices: 

• ability to train and develop people to meet 
needs of business (51%)

• bring in new ideas and innovation (50%)

Employers value apprenticeships

79% of employers say 
the Apprenticeship Levy has 
encouraged them to recruit 
more apprentices than they 
would have otherwise.

77% of employers most agreed with positive 
statements about the Levy. 
They most agreed that: 

• Apprenticeship quality will increase because of  
the Levy (30%)

• It’s a great way to get employers to pay for  
training (25%)

• The Levy gives employers more control (22%)

The Apprenticeship Levy is encouraging employers to hire more apprentices:

currently recruit 
apprentices

86%
intend to recruit more 

apprentices in next five 
years than they do now

50%

Key findings

believe that apprenticeships increase 
social mobility in their organisation 86%

believe offering formal training and 
development increases employee wellbeing91%

Simon Littlewood
Partner, Business Growth Services

With the introduction of the Apprenticeship Levy and wider changes to the 
apprenticeship system, we are encouraging organisations to use the Levy as an 
opportunity to develop their entire workforce. Apprentices can be of any age, can be 
new or existing employees and can provide a real opportunity to help address skills 
gaps across all levels. We have supported in the creation and implementation of the 
new apprenticeship Standard that starts from entry level and leads all the way to a 
masters level qualification.

We are delighted that the Levy is encouraging 79% of employers to recruit more 
apprentices and that they recognise the value they can offer. Our partnership with 
Babington helps to support apprenticeship training across the country from entry 
level to develop organisations’ finance functions. We are also working with Cranfield 
to democratise access to the world class Business School education and upskill 
management teams through masters level apprenticeships, giving us an opportunity to 
increase workforce productivity and drive business growth.
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Employers need to be more inclusive in 
their recruitment process when looking 
for entry level talent: 

Employers’ most common recruiting grounds:

Universities

34%

Colleges

23%

Schools

10%

Kirstie 
Donnelly MBE 
Managing Director 
City & Guilds Group 

It’s heartening to read the findings of the ‘Generation Apprentice’ research which demonstrate 
a move towards a far more positive view of apprenticeships amongst parents, young people 
and employers alike than we have seen in recent decades. This suggests the tide turning on the 
old biases towards apprenticeships, which sometimes meant they have been seen as a lesser 
alternative to academic routes.

In recent months we have seen numerous press reports regarding drops in apprenticeship starts 
since the introduction of the levy. However, we can see from this research that 79% of employers 
now say that the levy has actually encouraged them to recruit more apprentices than they 
otherwise would have done and that half intend to hire even more in the next five years. Just one 
year in, this is an encouraging start to embedding the new apprenticeship system in England. 

I believe that we will see this trend continue in the coming years as employers become more 
knowledgeable about how to utilise their levy to meet their skills needs and confidence amongst 
young people and parents continue to grow. Ultimately, employer support of the apprenticeship 
system is crucial and if it is supported effectively will result in the UK having a strong well-
developed apprenticeship system that will rival any in the world.

However, employers are still getting to grips with the Apprenticeship Levy 
system and may be missing out on opportunities to upskill their workforce. 

Justin Rix
Partner, Talent Solutions

Many employers still need to get to grips with the new apprenticeship system and are missing 
out on the opportunity to use it as a means of developing their workforce and driving sustainable 
growth and productivity. We have supported over 1,500 organisations to build better understanding 
of how the levy can be turned into an opportunity to unlock the potential of their people. Through 
our engagement, we have seen organisations quickly shift from writing the levy off as a tax, to 
seeing the opportunities it presents and using apprenticeships as part of a wider people strategy 
for recruitment and upskilling.

44%  
do not currently use 

apprenticeships as means of 
upskilling their people

employers are not aware that they will 
lose the ability to utilise Levy contributions 

two years after payment. 

1 in 5
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Creating a futureproof, diverse and inclusive workforce is not only good for business; 
it’s an urgent and ongoing priority for the future of a vibrant economy where people, 
businesses and communities can thrive. Dynamic businesses need diverse talent and 
diversity of thought to seize opportunities for growth.  

We passionately believe that inclusivity is vital to unlocking the 
performance of our people and our business. Consequently, we 
are challenging ourselves to step up and create a future fit culture; 
one that is uniquely Grant Thornton, that provides the very best 
in innovation and creativity, and which allows us to reflect the 
diversity of our clients so we can offer them a broad perspective. 

Apprenticeships offer an opportunity to attract and develop 
a diverse range of talent. They allow people of all ages and 
levels of experience to earn and learn at the same time as 
gaining valuable on the job experience. This gives people from 
a wide range of backgrounds the access to developing the skills 
organisations need now and in the future.

As apprenticeships evolve, it’s important that more employers 
collaborate with training providers to develop programmes 
that are completely fit for purpose. Our research shows that 
employers have the appetite to do this, but we need to see 
more action.  

It’s also encouraging to see that businesses agree that offering 
apprenticeships is an effective way to boost social mobility by 
widening access and increasing opportunity. Grant Thornton 
offers a range of apprenticeships, from entry level to MBA (taking 
advantage of our own Apprenticeship Levy payments and using 
the MBA programme we designed in partnership with Cranfield 
Business School), as we believe they present our people and our 
business the opportunity to develop the right skills for the future.  

Shaping a positive future and a society 
that creates opportunities for all
The firm is currently ranked number one in the Social 
Mobility Foundation’s ‘Employer Social Mobility Index’. Our 
progress in social mobility stems from a number of new 
policies that were introduced in 2013 to widen access and 
inclusion. These measures include the removal of academic 
barriers to entry at trainee level and a successful School 
Leavers apprenticeship programme. These new policies 
are designed to attract people from a broader range 
of backgrounds to join our firm. We are also a founding 
signatory of Access Accountancy, which aims to broaden 
access to the profession.

Stephanie Hasenbos-Case
Partner, People and Client Experience Leader

Our approach

What Grant Thornton is doing: 
At Grant Thornton, around 15% of our 4,751 people are 
currently in earn and learn development programmes and 
around 6% are using apprenticeships.  

• To develop future fit development programmes for our 
people we played a lead role in the development of the 
new Level 7 Accountancy Trailblazer Standard and have 
recently implemented it across our entry level routes. 

• In demonstration of our ongoing commitment to 
workplace training we have recently become members 
of The 5% Club, the employer-led movement that drives 
momentum behind the recruitment of apprentices and 
graduates into the workforce. 
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School leavers join Grant Thornton for a five-year programme during which they 
work with a cross-section of clients whilst also studying for professional accountancy 
qualifications.  
Building and maintaining a market-leading candidate experience 
for A-level students, and doing this well, allows us to reach a more 
diverse talent pool and bring a range of perspectives to the firm. 

Last year we hired 70 A-level school leavers – almost four times 
more than we hired in 2011. 

This increased intake is driven by our commitment to widening 
access to our profession, becoming more inclusive and 
increasing diversity, along with a business need to attract  
entry-level talent in a competitive market. 

School leavers 
apprenticeship 

Darren Matthews
Talent Brand Co-ordinator

 “When I joined Grant Thornton I had no experience in brand, recruitment or even general 
admin roles. I found the opportunity through City Gateway, a charity that focuses on 
getting people from diverse backgrounds into full-time apprenticeships. 

From both the academic side of college with City Gateway and the hands on experience 
in my role at Grant Thornton I sharpened my IT skills, communication and general 
knowledge on how an accountancy firm runs successfully.  

This really helped my confidence and in 2016 I was awarded the Future Leader Award at 
City Gateway’s annual awards, a very proud moment for me. 

I have now been in the firm for three years and am progressing as an employer brand 
coordinator, and am excited about the prospect of growing further in my role.”

Success story

2011

• 19 school leavers

2013

• we became first firm to drop 
academic entry requirements 
at trainee level

2017

• 32% of intake wouldn’t have been able 
to apply before dropping of academics

• 70 school leavers
• school leavers now ¼ of trainee intake

Growth of our school leaver intake:
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Apprenticeships are evolving to meet the needs of the changing workplace. As our 
research shows, existing apprenticeship frameworks require modernisation to keep up 
with the pace of changing demand from employers.    
The recently launched Level 7 Accountancy Trailblazer Standard 
is an example of a programme specifically created through 
collaboration between employers, training providers and 
accountancy institutes. 

We played a lead role in the development of the new Standard 
and have recently implemented it across our entry-level routes. 
Ninety per cent of our new trainee joiners, including our 
graduates, are now on apprenticeships. 

The new Standard was developed to ensure we are developing 
well-rounded accountancy and tax professionals to meet the 
needs of the sector now and in the future.  

The Accountancy Standards can start from entry level, after 
GCSEs, and lead to a masters level chartered accountant 
qualification, enabling people from all backgrounds and levels of 
experience to access the profession. 

We are committed to creating an environment that allows our 
people to thrive and recognise that a future proof workforce 
needs to have different people with diverse approaches.  This 
new Standard will provide a platform for our trainees to unlock 
their potential and open up doors to the profession. 

Level 7 Accountancy 
Trailblazer Standard

“Since undertaking my placement year 
in Audit at Grant Thornton, I’ve known 
that I wanted to study towards the ACA 
qualification. This new apprenticeship 
provides me with the opportunity to do this 
and enhance my skills and development 
even further.”  

Bradley Gayler, Audit Associate

“The professional qualification you achieve 
through the level 7 apprenticeship is 
imperative to a career in accountancy. I am 
excited about my future prospects and the 
routes that will become available to me.” 

Tyler Cassidy, Tax Associate

“I knew Grant Thornton was the firm for 
me as they weren’t just concerned with 
ensuring I fulfilled their requirements, but 
that the role would also fulfil my own.”

Lucy Wilkes, Audit Associate

Our trainees say:

The Babington Accountancy Professional Level 7 Programme in partnership with Grant Thornton
Together with specialist training provider Babington, we are also 
offering the Standard to our clients. It provides a new approach 
to professional development that leads to Chartered Accountant 

qualifications and develops highly valuable leadership skills. This 
programme can be paid for using organisation’s Apprenticeship 
Levy contributions. 
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Grant Thornton is investing in the leadership and management skills of our highest 
potential middle managers that we see as the leaders of the future.
By working with Cranfield Business School to offer the Executive 
MBA to our people, we are leveraging a world-class programme 
that strikes the right balance of leadership skills, personal 
development, and business skills. 

The programme is grounded in practical application and we 
are already seeing the transformational results in terms of the 
skills our people are bringing back from the classroom into  
the workplace. 

Cranfield MBA

Key statistics for the Cranfield Executive MBA with Grant Thornton:

87
Leading organisations

77%
Candidates funded through 

the Apprenticeship Levy

176
High-performing people

25-65
Age range of attendees

Mandipa Soni 
Senior Manager, Tax 

“I was part of the September intake on the Grant Thornton and Cranfield MBA partnership 
programme, something I never imagined I would do. I signed up to it because I recognise that the 
tax landscape is changing. To really grow a career as a tax advisor, we need to be able to add 
value and do this by understanding client priorities.

Therefore, with the mind-set of moving into a leadership role, but also becoming a ‘tax advisor of 
the future’ – to me, the MBA offered a real opportunity to build and broaden my knowledge and 
confidence across wider business issues and put a commercial perspective of my way of thinking. 
Essentially, enabling me to stand in the shoes of the CFOs and CEOs I work with and consider 
how I bring value to them. And on top of that, the wider firm as well.

As well as this, at an individual level, I could gain exposure to different perspectives and ways of 
thinking – given the wide course content and access to a large business network.

On day 1, students were allocated into Learning teams, which have been invaluable. Not only 
are you able to draw on other people’s experiences, they are very cleverly designed – so that 
everyone brings something different to the table. The course structure and learning is designed 
so that you gain knowledge, but at the same time develop the skills and experience to then apply 
that knowledge in your day to day job.”

Case study

We are also offering the Cranfield Executive MBA to our clients. 
It provides an opportunity to access the world-class education 
of Cranfield and the commercial expertise of our people. 
Management training can often be overlooked, yet can result 

in some of the greatest gains in productivity. The programme 
applies expertise in accountancy and cyber security, as well as 
integrated access to executive coaching and can be paid for 
using organisations’ Apprenticeship Levy contributions.
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Apprenticeship Training programmes
Our range of training programmes help you improve the skills 
and knowledge of new and existing employees at all levels in 
your organisation. We’ve designed them specifically to help 
increase productivity and growth, and achieve sustainable, 
long-term results.

The Cranfield Executive MBA in partnership with  
Grant Thornton 
We’ve formed a partnership with Cranfield University to bring 
world class education to management teams of dynamic 
organisations. You can pay towards the Executive MBA 
programme through the Apprenticeship Levy. 

Key details: 

• Designed for senior managers and directors in ambitious 
organisations – and others with the potential to become a 
leader in the future. 

• Two-year programme, taken part-time, in three-day blocks 
each month. 

• Leads to the award of a Cranfield MBA. 
• The core module themes cover operational excellence, 

interpersonal brilliance and developing competitive 
advantage, with the option to undertake a number of 
electives in the second year to tailor the programme to  
your interests.

The Babington Accountancy Professional Level 7 
Programme in partnership with Grant Thornton 
Together with specialist training provider Babington, we have 
created a new approach to professional development that leads 
to the Chartered Institute of Management Accountants (CIMA) 

Our services 

or Association of Chartered Certified Accountants (ACCA) 
qualification, and develops highly valuable leadership skills. 
The programme is linked to the Apprenticeship Levy so you can 
benefit with little or no additional cost to your organisation.  
Participants gain industry-recognised qualifications, while 
benefiting from the latest thinking in accountancy practice and 
the broader role of the finance function. 

Key details: 

• Designed for participants at any career stage that aim to 
work as a financial accountant, management accountant, 
tax accountant, internal auditor, financial analyst or 
management consultant.

• Duration of the programme is 36 months. 
• Blended learning approach encourages learning with impact.
• Develops skills in audit and assurance, financial accounting 

and reporting and strategic business management.

Apprenticeship Levy Readiness Service 
People challenges and skills shortages can drag down 
performance – or be a driver for growth when tackled correctly. 
The Apprenticeship Levy aims to improve productivity by 
creating budgets for skills development and apprenticeship 
training. At Grant Thornton, we are committed to developing 
the skills and knowledge critical for future productivity, growth 
and sustainable, long-term success. We offer services to share 
our insight and expertise on optimising your response to the 
levy as well as training programmes to enhance leadership, 
management and technical skills.
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Contact us 

Keely Woodley 
Partner, Head of Grant Thornton’s 
Human Capital practice

T +44 20 7728 2690 
E Keely.A.Woodley@uk.gt.com

Justin Rix 
Partner, Talent Solutions

T +44 20 7728 2937 
E Justin.Rix@uk.gt.com

Stephanie Hasenbos-Case 
Partner, People and Client Experience Leader

T +44 20 7728 2266 
E Stephanie.Hasenbos-Case@uk.gt.com

Caroline Bedford 
Head of Trainee Experience, 
People and Client Experience

T +44 20 7728 2186 
E Caroline.J.Bedford@uk.gt.com

Simon Littlewood 
Partner, Business Growth Services

T +44 20 7728 2931 
E Simon.Littlewood@uk.gt.com
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