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Supporting SMEs to offer more and better quality apprenticeships

Introduction- European context/ background
Accounting for 99% of all European companies and employing two third of the European
workforce, SMEs are the main driver of economic growth and job creation in Europe.
Meanwhile, over 7 million 15-24 year olds in Europe are neither in employment, education
or training (NEETs) thus businesses often declare to lack of qualified and skilled employees.
Apprenticeship schemes prove to be particularly effective in tackling this mismatch by
bringing young people from education and training into work. Evidence suggests that
countries with strong VET (Vocational Education and Training) and apprenticeship systems
have lower levels of youth unemployment and shows that 60-70% of apprentices move
directly into a job following their apprenticeship, and in some cases this increases to 90%.
However, SMEs engagement in apprenticeship programmes is low, resulting in the quality
criteria of the programmes being divergent from one Member state to other.
There are several factors that explain this low engagement in quality apprenticeship
programmes and in apprenticeships in general by SMEs:
1.
2.
3.

4.
5.

A dominant culture of disregard towards VET and technical education followed by
social pressure to engage in University studies;
The existence of a wide-range of initiatives aiming to support SMEs engaging in
apprenticeship programmes and thus, they remain isolated and diversified;
A majority of SMEs remain unaware of the benefits of providing apprenticeships in
terms of matching their skills needs, financial incentives and in the long-term securing
a qualified and productive employee;
SMEs lack of resources (time and budget), structures and knowledge to set up quality
apprenticeship schemes;
SMEs lack the training culture that empowers and normalizes the role of an
apprenticeship tutor.

This EU Policy Recommendations Report is the result of the two-year work to support SMEs
in setting-up quality apprenticeship schemes in 12 European countries (Spain, Italy, France,
Poland, Denmark, Czechia, Malta, Greece, Estonia, Latvia, Turkey and Serbia) under the
European Commission funded project, EU Talent.
It collects the main findings of the local activities rolled-out with more than a thousand
SMEs in Europe regarding the challenges they face to engage and improve the quality of
their apprenticeship systems and formulate a series of recommendations to the business
world, educational institutions and policy makers at national and EU level to tackle these
challenges.
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Obstacles preventing SMEs to engage in
apprenticeships, countermeasures implemented and
policy recommendations
1.

A dominant culture of disregard towards VET and technical education followed by
social pressure to engage in Higher studies:

Over 7 million 15-24 year olds in Europe are neither in employment, education or
training (NEETs), the paradox being that businesses often bemoan a lack of skilled and
qualified employees.
This challenge is even more relevant to SMEs, given the lack of interest and attractiveness
towards vocational and technical education (VET) among young people.
The EU Talent project builds on the learnings and progress achieved through the European
Pact for Youth (2015-2017), a multi-stakeholder European campaign resulting in the creation
of 10.000 business-education partnerships and 100.000 new good quality apprenticeships,
traineeships and entry level jobs. In order to leverage these learnings and promote
synergies between both projects, two meetings with the European Pact for Youth leaders
were organised where two progress reports, containing key challenges which SMEs face to
engage in apprenticeships were discussed.
Main policy recommendations to enhance the attractiveness of VET education and make
vocational education and apprenticeships an equal choice for youth, were already outlined
in the European Pact for Youth Campaign, the purpose of this report is to update these
recommendations in light of the learnings learnt through the EU Talent project:
The Erasmus Plus Call for Proposals 2018 introduces the Erasmus Pro initiative to boost long
term mobility for VET learners including staff of VET providers. This is a positive step forward
in line with our recommendation: make Erasmus Pro a strong and unifying quality brand
that should encompass three programmes into one: a European Platform of Excellence on
VET and Apprenticeships, a Mobility Programme for teachers and trainers and a Youth
Mobility Programme. This programme should last at least 10 years in order to have long
lasting results and impact. Significant impact would be the involvement of SMEs, start-ups,
local communities, social partners, business networks and VET providers.
Facilitating collaboration and support between local and intermediary agencies, networks
and business academic platforms through a European Platform of Excellence on VET and
Apprenticeships would enhance the quality of the apprenticeship programmes and the
popularity and attractiveness of those programmes.
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2.

SMEs lack of information on the business benefits of providing apprenticeships:

Finding potential employees at a lower recruitment cost, boosting productivity with a
workforce eager to learn, gaining fresh and innovative ideas from a new generation, training
future employees that already understand your business, enhancing the reputation of your
company and brand, these are just a few of the business benefits for providing
apprenticeships. Nonetheless, in the twelve participant countries in the project, it was
observed that SMEs lack information on the benefits of providing apprenticeships, including
the financial support they can benefit from when employing an apprentice.

In order to increase the number of SMEs setting up apprenticeship programmes and
working on the improvement of the quality of those programmes, building the business
case for SMEs to engage in apprenticeship programmes is essential. Therefore, one of the
activities developed in the project has been building the business case and raising
awareness on the benefits of engaging in apprenticeships.
To this aim, an online awareness campaign has been conducted, reaching more than 66.000
SMEs in Europe. More than 50 webinars and 30 stakeholder meetings in 13 European
countries were organised, providing SMEs with the information on the advantages of
setting-up quality apprenticeship programmes. Through their testimonials, SMEs’
ambassadors have been an effective tool in encouraging other SMEs to engage in quality
apprenticeships programmes.
Our main recommendation to EU policy makers is to continue actively promoting, through
research studies, the benefits of engaging in apprenticeship and the costs of taking new
apprenticeships, while financially supporting the main stakeholders involved in
apprenticeships ( educational institutions, vet providers, SMEs ) to continue their efforts
raising awareness on the benefits of engaging in apprenticeships.

3.

SMEs lack the resources, network and structures to provide apprenticeships:

Quality apprenticeships require companies to invest in time, human and financial resources
which most of SMEs and micro enterprises lack, which therefore prevents them from
engaging in apprenticeships. Supporting them to overcome these challenges remains crucial
in order to ensure their commitment to quality apprenticeship programmes.
•

SMEs lack of budget: SMEs need to understand the long term value and benefit of the
financial investment they need to make if they engage in apprenticeships. However,
even if they understand the business case, they often face difficulties to invest financial
resources.
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Therefore financial incentives are necessary to support and encourage SMEs not only to set
up apprenticeship programmes but also to maintain them in the longer term. Financial
measures tailored to SMEs and VET schools that could take the form of tax incentives,
training funds or grants.

•

SMEs lack of time and human resources: From the administrative requirements to set
up apprenticeship programmes and hire new apprentices, to the time investment is
required to supervise an apprentice, SMEs usually don’t have the human resources
needed to engage in apprenticeships.

•

Multiply effective stakeholder partnerships between VET providers, training centres,
public employment services, chambers of commerce and businesses is fundamental in
order to tackle the challenges SMEs encounter.

•

In order to support SMEs to deal with the administrative burden that apprenticeships
imply and to support the apprentices’ tutors and mentors, local support is key.
Stakeholders at local level need to have the appropriate tools to reach and to support
SMEs. As an example, platforms matching apprentices and SMEs constitute an effective
tool which does not require many resources, both financial and in terms of time.
Enhanced collaboration between SMEs and intermediary organisations, could facilitate
these platforms.

•

Divergences at regional and national level in the legislation regarding apprenticeships is
also hindering SMEs to engage in apprenticeships, as they perceive engaging in
apprenticeships as a complex process. The EU Recommendation on a framework for
quality and effective apprenticeships (March 2018) is an efficient tool which
contributes to clarify and give a common framework on quality apprenticeships to all
Member States. More awareness and promotion at national, regional and local level
needs to be done.

•

SMEs lack of knowledge: Closely linked to the lack of time, SMEs lack of knowledge on
how to strengthen the capacities of the supervisors as well as general knowledge of the
support opportunities at their disposal.

•

Strengthening the training and apprenticeship culture in SMEs is paramount. SMEs
often lack a culture of training, promoting and supporting partnerships between SMEs
actively engaged in apprenticeships was observed during the project implementation
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as an effective way of engaging new SMEs in apprenticeships. Larger companies have an
equally important role to play: partnerships between larger companies and SMEs (which are
usually their suppliers) are also an effective way to foster SMEs engagement in
apprenticeships.
Furthermore, SMEs are often unable to provide the entire learning content that is required
in training regulations. Increasing the pedagogical support to apprentices’ tutors in SMEs
could be possible through the multiplication of partnerships between SMEs, VET providers,
chambers of commerce and public institutions.
European projects also play an important role, as one of the main purposes of EU Talent was
to build the capacity of SMEs and support them in providing quality apprenticeships. To that
end, a quality assessment tool was created, direct support and guidance was provided to
SMEs in order to help them improving their apprenticeship programmes and more than
1200 SMEs were part of a learning network.

3.

Existence of multiple but dispersed and isolated initiatives to tackle the broader
challenge of SMEs engaging in quality apprenticeships:

Although there is a wide range of initiatives tackling the challenge of SMEs engagement in
quality apprenticeship programmes at local, regional, national and European level, the
reality is that there is a gap between all the tools and support available for SMEs and the
actual involvement of SMEs in those initiatives.
Beyond a disinterest of SMEs in the thematic (causes already analysed), our experience
while working with SMEs was that they were not aware of all these tools at their disposal.
Increasing the links between the initiatives should be promoted by boosting the
partnerships and exchange of learnings and best practices between the different actors
involved in order to centralize intelligence and be more effective while reaching and
supporting SMEs.
Finding more effective communication channels at local level with SMEs is therefore
essential in order to provide them with the required support. Boosting SMEs involvement in
chambers of commerce and in sector coalitions could be an effective way to ensure that
they are informed about the myriad of tools at their disposal.
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Conclusions
The main findings of the EU Talent project confirm and give a more precise diagnosis of why
SMEs, VET education and apprenticeships are not yet the norm in Europe, in other words
why the majority of SMEs still don’t invest in apprenticeships as key source to engage new
talents.

Through the development of the project activities from September 2016 to December 2018,
more than 66.000 SMEs in Europe have been made aware of the advantages of setting-up
quality apprenticeship programmes, more than 1.200 SMEs are part of learning
communities benefitting of a rich exchange of knowledge and support to engage in
apprenticeships and from this group, a hundred SMEs were selected to receive an in depth
quality assessment of their apprenticeship programmes through an online tool developed
and were supported in the improvement of their apprenticeship systems.
Besides this quantitative achievement and progress on raising awareness among SMEs on
apprenticeships, contributing to the increase of knowledge on that topic and concrete
support to improve the quality of their apprenticeship's schemes, the project also allows us
to focus on the reasons that prevent SMEs to engage on apprenticeships:
•
•
•
•
•
•

Lack of information on the benefits for providing apprenticeships;
Stronger social relevance of higher studies than vocational training therefore technical
education is not an appealing option for youth;
Lack the resources (time, knowledge, budget), network and structures to provide and
access apprenticeships;
More company involvement needed in the pedagogic aspects of apprenticeship and
more investment in the tutor role;
Administrative process is usually long and complicated and this usually prevents SMEs
from engaging in apprenticeships’
Existence of multiple but dispersed and isolated initiatives to tackle the broader
challenge of SMEs engaging in quality apprenticeship.

Based on the consultations carried out with a broad range of stakeholders in more than 30
meetings, we are able to suggest some policy recommendations that we consider can
facilitate a higher engagement of SMEs in apprenticeship programmes. These
recommendations can be summarized in the following points:
•

Make VET/Apprenticeships an equal choice for youth in Europe : by making Erasmus
Pro a strong and unifying quality brand that should encompass three programmes into
one: a European Platform of Excellence on VET and Apprenticeships, a Mobility
Programme for teachers and trainers and a Youth Mobility Programme;
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Conclusions

•
•
•
•

•

Keep promoting and raising awareness on the business benefits for SMEs to engage in
SMEs;
Financial incentives for SMEs and VET providers;
Strengthening the training and apprenticeship culture in SMEs (through support to
apprentice’s tutors and partnerships between SMEs ambassadors and SMEs and large
companies and SMEs);
Finding more effective communication channels at local level with SMEs by boosting
SMEs’ involvement in chambers of commerce and in sector coalitions;
Multiply effective stakeholder partnerships between VET providers, training centres,
public employment services, chambers of commerce and businesses, as an overarching
recommendation which provides solutions to the different challenges experiences by
SMEs when engaging in apprenticeships.
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