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Supporting SMEs to offer more and better quality apprenticeships

Introduction- National context/ background
In Denmark the small and medium sized enterprises (SME’s) play a somewhat vital role in the economy. If
looked at the share number of companies, 99% of the companies in Denmark are SME’s according to
Statistics Denmark (Danmarks Statistik, 2016). In 2016 the number of companies with over 250 employees
was only 818 whereas the number of SME’s was 307.339.
General firm statistic: Number of companies by full time employees

Size of firm (FTE)
However, another analysis from 2016 showed that the 1000 largest corporations in Denmark in 2014
employed over half of the population and were responsible for 53% of the added value to the economy.
The contribution of the SME’s is however still of great importance all things considered.
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This is more so the case if we look at the issue of apprenticeships. Here the SME’s play a vital role since
the rate of apprenticeships per 100 skilled worker is higher in SME’s than in the large corporations
according to the Danish Economic Council of the Labour Movement (Arbejderbevægelsens Erhvervsråd,
2018) and if compared with the number of general employees the difference is even higher.
Student-quota in private companies after company size Q4 2013

Student pr. 100
employees

Student pr. 100 skilled
empoyees

This analysis also shows that there is great difference in relation to specific sectors. Construction and
farming is at the top with most apprenticeships in relation to skilled workers while financial services and
private services are lowest (Arbejderbevægelsens Erhvervsråd, 2018).

Legislation
The Danish model is based upon voluntary negotiations between the government, the labour
organisations and the employer organisations who together negotiate the terms of the labour market in
Denmark. It is therefore a joint effort between these parties to create more apprenticeships. And the
Danish Government, the Danish Confederation of Trade Unions (LO) and The Confederation of Danish
Employers (DA) have in 2016, according to the Danish model, agreed to work together to create up to
8.000-10.000 new internships/apprenticeships a year for vocational education until 2025 (Dansk Byggeri,
2016)
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Among the initiatives are increased economic incentives, if the company is willing to take more
apprenticeships, and a penalty for companies who are not taking enough apprenticeships in relation to the
number of skilled workers in the company (virk.dk, 2018). This means that a company can get a bonus of
up to 25.000 Danish Kroner (appr. 3350 €). This regulation is part of the AUB (Employer educational
contribution). The goal, however, is to create 2100 new apprenticeships in 2018 and the general trend is
positive as the number of new apprenticeships has increased with 8% in January 2018 compared to the
same period in 2017 (Danish Industry, 2018). This new agreement became effective in the spring of 2018
and has therefore not yet been evaluated. There has been some criticism in relation to very small
companies where the bonus is not applicable, because it takes more than 1 skilled worker in order for the
AUB agreement to come into effect and this makes it impossible for the smallest SME’s to benefit from
this agreement (SMVDanmark, 2018). This criticism is quite new so there has not been any response to
this yet.

4

Challenges
1. SMEs lack of information on
the benefits for providing
apprenticeships

2. SMEs lack the resources,
network and structures to provide
and access apprenticeships;

Activities
1. Through a communication
campaign for the project, we
sought to raise awareness of
the project and benefits of
using the companies’ efforts to
take in apprentices in their
overall CSR communications
strategy and reporting. This
was also included in many of
the activities of the first 2
webinars and both stakeholder
meetings and a general theme
through the project. In this
perspective the company could
benefit not just from the work
of the apprentice but also use
this to gain a competitive
advantage in relation to their
efforts within corporate social
responsibility and general
license to operate. This is
especially driven by the climate
within CSR in Denmark, where
a lot a the big companies
include their effort within
apprenticeships in their general
CSR communication and
reporting although, as
explained in the national
background, the SME’s are the
ones with most apprentices per
skilled worker. Therefore, this
has been a focus both in the
communication campaign, but
mostly in the webinars and the
stakeholder meetings, as well
as an argument for the
collection of best practices.
2. The SMEs in Denmark in
general does not seem to lack
network and structures as
much. Praktikpladsen.dk is a
common platform for all
apprenticeships in Denmark
and is a highly used resource
for this purpose. Also, the VET
School invest heavily in good
business relations in Denmark
and has a close collaboration
with the local communities
where the companies, and
especially the SME’s are
present.

Policy
Recommendations
We recommend that we raise more
awareness within the SME’s about
communication and storytelling
and how they contribute to their
responsibility towards society and
their license to operate. In
Denmark, taking apprenticeships is
somewhat natural for many
companies, and therefore telling
about it some would say was to
brag. This mentality is common in
Denmark in relation to CSR, but if
one worked on this mentality one
could make the business case for
taking apprentices more attractive.

We recommend to strengthen the
portal Praktikplads.dk. An easy and
accessible way to get started both
as company and as apprentice.
We also recommend to strengthen
the business consulting and
network teams at the VET Schools.
This is proven to be a good way to
engage companies. Additionally,
we recommend to perhaps use
company evaluation sheets that
already exist to highlight best
practices among the companies.
And thereby giving them a chance
to get extra publicity if they do a
good job in relation to
apprenticeships both in terms of
quality and quantity.
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Challenges
3. SMEs little experience with
providing quality apprenticeships.

Activities
In general most stakeholders and
companies in Denmark have not
indicated quality to be a problem.
The VET Schools’ close
collaboration with the companies,
including the strict requirements as
to what the apprentice should
learn during his or hers
apprenticeship, results in a close
monitoring and easy access to
guidance that makes the
apprentices live up to the
standards required by the Danish
Ministry of Education.
It should although be noted that
many of the companies and
stakeholders participating in the
project was interested in the
agenda, and highlighted as good
examples. Some of the companies
that the project perhaps did not
reach could be an example of some
other challenges, but they were
not so easy to involve which could
be something one could consider
in the future.

Policy
Recommendations
Strengthen the overall
collaboration between the VET
Schools and the companies. This is
already something that are in place
across most of Denmark. One way
to ensure this is to redirect funds
to the departments in the VET
Schools so that they would have
more resources to strengthen their
collaboration with the local
communities and the companies.
More generally the quality of the
apprenticeships in Demark are
secured politically by plans for the
educations as to what is required
for the young apprentice to learn
while at the company. This results
in a log-book that has to be filled
out during the apprenticeship, so
that you ensure the quality of the
education and learning.
According to the Danish model, the
chambers of commerce, the unions
and the politicians have a common
responsibility to strengthen this
area, and with the political focus
this has had recently, much would
indicate that the state of
apprenticeships is likely to improve
in the future.
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Conclusions

Key learnings, challenges, and solutions proposed
One of the key learnings from the project in Denmark is that often a close collaboration with the VET Schools is
a huge benefit, both in terms of the quality of the apprenticeships as well as establishing new apprenticeships
with companies. Often the VET Schools have consultants who’s only task is to engage companies in the local
areas and this helps establishing good connections. In Denmark the issue of quality has not come up very often,
since the requirements of the education often is quite specified by the VET Schools and in the curriculum, so it
is often clear, what the apprentice needs to learn.
Another key learning is that the SME’s often wants to take there responsibility and find it quite natural that they
must take in apprentices. This is of course true for the companies involved in the project, which properly are the
ones who are already doing something. The project was not specifically angled towards companies who were
not taken any apprentices at all, which means that these companies perhaps were not as highly represented.
In relation to the focus in Denmark on CSR and internships the finding was that more in-depth work needs to be
done with the SME’s in order for them to see the potential for increased focus on CSR in communication. There
is simply not enough awareness. One of the sub goals which was to increase the knowledge on this has
somewhat happened, including collaboration with the VET Schools as an argument that they could bring to the
table. Whether or not they choose to do so will be interesting to follow. It is, as mentioned, part of the entire
mentality in Denmark regarding CSR that you should not brag too much that makes this difficult, but the
business case for communicating more is there, as many of the SME’s are doing a good job.
In relation to the policy work in Denmark, it will be interesting to see some results of the new AUB legislation.
As the new legislation came into effect in April 2018, it was too soon to see specific long term results, but much
is expected from this new approach. The goal is certainly to make a strong incentive for the corporations and
also the large corporations which in Denmark actually does not take in as many apprentices as the SME’s (see
the section on national context). The VET Schools and other associations generally welcome this new incentive
structure with the included penalty options, and as explained in the context, some new numbers indicate that
we are heading the right way.
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