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Introduction

On 19 February 2024, the Minister for Skills and Training, the Hon Brendan O'Connor MP, announced the
establishment of the Strategic Review of the Australian Apprenticeships Incentive System (the review). The review
is being led by the Honourable lain Ross AO and Ms Lisa Paul AO PSM.

In establishing the review, the minister acknowledged the importance of apprentices and trainees in helping meet
the current and emerging skills challenge, ensuring Australia’s economic growth and prosperity, and supporting
the transition to a net zero economy (O'Connor 2024).

The review aims to inform future policy development for the apprenticeships system, through evidence-based
research into the effectiveness of the current Commonwealth Incentive System in encouraging the take-up and
completion of apprenticeships. The review will take a holistic view of the apprenticeships system and how
different elements work together to influence apprentices and employers in apprenticeship attraction, retention
and completions. This will include consideration of non-financial supports, apprentice workplace conditions and
culture, and opportunities for lifelong learning, as well as identifying systemic impediments to the effective
operation of the apprenticeships system.

Background on the Australian Apprenticeships Incentive System is at Appendix A.

A note on language

References in this paper to apprentices, apprenticeships and Australian Apprenticeships include trainees and
traineeships, unless stated otherwise.

Review goals

At the heart of the review is the goal of reducing skills shortages across the Australian economy. Four factors
contribute to the reduction of skills shortages, as shown in Figure 1Figure 1Figure 1: Review goalsFigure 1Figure 1.
This early framework will underpin research and consultation and help guide evidence-based recommendations.

Figure 1: Review goals
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Transition
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secure, well-paid work and
career advancement
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Review scope

The review's terms of reference have 5 key areas of focus:

e how the Australian Apprenticeships Incentive System and complementary services are performing in
helping the take-up and completion of apprenticeships

o the effect that cost-of-living pressures are having on apprentices

e how the apprenticeships system can best support high-quality apprenticeships, including the roles of
government support, workplace conditions and culture, and employers and supervisors

e if the current system is creating a training environment encouraging women, First Nations people,
people with disability and people in regional, rural and remote communities into apprenticeships

e how the Incentive System can be aligned with the priorities in the 2023 Employment White Paper and
the Australian Government's broader economic objectives.

In 2022 and 2023, many people provided views on the non-financial services and supports available to
apprentices (such as sign-up support, mentoring and pastoral care). These consultations informed changes to
how these non-financial services and supports will be delivered from 1 July 2024 (see Appendix B for further
information on the outcomes of that engagement). Due to the relationship between financial and non-financial
supports, the review will take these earlier consultations into account and consider whether further changes in
non-financial services and supports are required.

The review will also consider the commitment made under the National Skills Agreement to refresh the National
Code of Good Practice for Australian Apprenticeships and collaborate on developing best-practice resources for
employers (see Appendix C for more information).

The review's scope aligns with the Quality Apprenticeships Recommendation, 2023 (No. 208), adopted at the
General Conference of the International Labour Organization (ILO 2023). Areas of the recommendation relevant
to the review include:

e the promotion of quality apprenticeships through vocational education and employment policies

e consultation with employer and union representatives around the suitability of apprenticeships to meet
occupational needs

e the effectiveness of current policy in supporting members of vulnerable groups and in addressing
gender equality within apprenticeships

e assessing current incentives and support services in relation to apprenticeships.

Key contacts

Contact method Details

Email ApprenticeshipsReview@dewr.gov.au

Post Strategic Review of the Australian Apprenticeships Incentive System
Department of Employment and Workplace Relations

GPO Box 9880

Canberra ACT 2601

Website dewr.gov.au/australian-apprenticeships/strateqgic-review-australian-apprenticeship-
incentive-system
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Challenges facing the system

The Australian labour market faces a number of challenges, now and into the future. This section discusses
Australia’s emerging skills needs, including skills shortages; the contribution of the apprenticeships system in
producing skilled workers, including analysis of the decline in apprenticeship numbers; barriers to entry and
completion; and specific challenges faced by priority cohorts. It also examines employer experiences of
apprenticeships.

Australia’s emerging skills needs

Australia’s economy is undergoing a rapid transformation, with changing skills needs. The Intergenerational
Report 2023 identifies 5 forces shaping this transformation (Treasury 2023). These are an ageing population;
technological and digital transformation; climate change and net zero goals; rising demand for care and support
services; and geopolitical risk and fragmentation. These will all drive future skills needs, including skills to fill new
occupations that do not yet exist or are only now emerging in the current economy.

Climate change and net zero

In Clean Energy Generation: Workforce needs for a net zero economy, Jobs and Skills Australia (JSA) likens the
transition to a clean energy economy to both the post-war industrial transformation and the digital
transformation of the late 20th century, each of which saw the emergence of new jobs, qualifications, training
pathways, technologies and industries (JSA 2023b).

Reaching the Australian Government's net zero emissions target by 2050 will require a transformation of the
workforce. For example, JSA’s modelling in its clean energy workforce capacity study indicates that Australia will
likely need around 32,000 more electricians by 2030 (as shown in Figure 2) and around 85,000 more by 2050.
Critically, JSA suggests that this represents 27% more than the projected supply of apprentices (JSA 2023b).

Strategic Review of the Australian Apprenticeships Incentive System: Background Paper | 3 '



Figure 2: Projected supply and demand in the electrician workforce, 2023 to 2030
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Note: The clean energy ‘super power’ scenario sees ambitious and coordinated government policy action that will give the national electricity
system over 90% renewable energy by 2030. The assumptions underpinning this scenario are more ambitious than the measures outlined
within current government policies. Those assumptions include 3 times more investment in low-emission technologies, more renewable
energy capacity to support the export of green manufacturing (including iron), and a larger critical minerals mining and processing industry.

Source: JSA (2023b).

Providing care and support

The ageing population and rising demand for care and support services will drive both increased and different
needs in the care sector Figure 3. The National Disability Insurance Scheme (NDIS) review identified the need for
a larger, more skilled workforce to meet the future demand for quality care. The challenge of creating a larger,
more skilled workforce is compounded by the fact that, each year, 17 to 25% of NDIS support workers leave their
job (NDIS Review 2023).

Figure 3 shows the increasing levels of employment in the care and support sector over the past 35 years.
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Figure 3: Care and support sector employment, 1988 to 2023
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Note: Employment groupings based on the Australian and New Zealand Standard Industrial Classification subdivisions for the Health Care and
Social Assistance division. Annual moving average applied to quarterly data.

Source: Treasury (2023).

In addition to the challenges in meeting the demand for care and support services, the demand for skilled
workers in the childcare sector remains high. Analysis informing the Australian Competition and Consumer
Commission's (ACCC's) 2023 Childcare Inquiry showed that that labour force shortages are affecting all childcare
markets, in terms of both the supply of childcare services and the costs to supply these services (ACCC 2023b).

Key factors contributing to childcare workforce shortages include less attractive pay and conditions relative to
other industries (particularly preschools and primary schools) and the need for staff to allocate (unpaid) personal
time to study for required qualifications (also affected by current cost-of-living pressures). These issues can lead
to burnout, with many staff leaving the industry and needing more time off due to illness (ACCC 2023a).

Geopolitical risk and fragmentation

In response to changing geopolitics, Australia will need new and different skills in the defence sector. The defence
industry requires many people with vocational education and training (VET) qualifications to fill job roles needed
to deliver defence capability programs (Australian Government and Government of South Australia 2023).

Meeting the Australian Government’'s commitments under the AUKUS agreement, including establishing a
sovereign nuclear-powered submarine capability, will drive demand for engineering and operations workers from
2025 out to 2040. The South Australian defence industry workforce is predicted to grow from its current level of
around 3,500 direct jobs to more than 8,500 direct jobs in the 2040s. Naval shipbuilding and sustainment are key
drivers of this workforce demand, with many of the skills sets required in trade and technician roles (Australian
Government and Government of South Australia 2023).
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Housing and manufacturing

Australia is also facing significant housing challenges, and delivering on the Australian Government’'s commitment
to address housing needs will also require a skilled workforce. National Cabinet has agreed to an ambitious new
national target to build 1.2 million new, well-located homes over 5 years, from 1 July 2024 (Treasury n.d.).

The Housing Industry Association and Master Builders Australia report acute shortages of skilled tradespeople to
meet Australia’s housing construction needs. BuildSkills Australia states that 90,000 extra skilled tradespeople are
needed to deliver the National Housing Accord (Sobyra 2024), and it has recently been consulting on its first
national workforce plan for the built environment. Further, Master Builders Australia (2023) estimates that to meet
growth and replace workers who leave the industry, 486,000 workers need to enter the building and construction
industry by the end of 2026.

Finally, the Manufacturing Industry Skills Alliance (2024) has highlighted the importance of strong vocational
education and training to support a competitive manufacturing sector. It has raised concerns about decreasing
apprentice completion rates across manufacturing and is undertaking a project to better understand the drivers
of this and to develop strategies to increase the pipeline of apprentices.

Skills shortages

Economic transformations provide opportunities and challenges. The objective of the review is to ensure that the
Australian Apprenticeships Incentive System is fit for purpose to support these transformations.

At the present level of apprenticeship commencements and completions, Australia will not have enough skilled
workers to meet these demands. There is also a significant risk that we will miss the opportunity to ensure that the
jobs created are accessible and shared with all Australians, particularly among underrepresented cohorts and
workers in transitioning sectors.

Australia faces a profound skills challenge. Table 1 shows the top 20 occupations in demand nationally, many of
which use the apprenticeships system as a key pathway for bringing in and training new workers.
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Table 1: Top 20 occupations in demand by shortage type, 2023

Classification of skills shortage Top 20 occupations in demand

Longer training gap e Early childhood (pre—primary school)
Few qualified applicants per vacancy — bachelor teachers

degree, Certificate IV or apprenticeship required »  Occupational therapists

e  Physiotherapists

e Registered nurses

e Solicitors

e  Social workers

e Metal fitters and machinists
e  Electricians

Shorter training gap e Retail managers
Few qualified applicants per vacancy — Certificate | to
Il or less required

Suitability gap e Advertising, public relations and sales
Many qualified applicants per vacancy, but few managers
suitable applicants per qualified applicant e Construction managers

e Advertising and marketing professionals
e Civil engineering professionals

Retention gap e Human resource professionals
Above-average job mobility (below-average rates of o Chefs

retention), potentially reinforced by low number of e Child carers

total new applicants per vacancy * Aged and disabled carers

Note: The table includes 17 occupations. JSA notes there are 3 occupations in the top 20 occupations in demand (general practitioners and
resident medical officers, software and applications programmers, and motor mechanics) that are yet to be classified — with additional analysis
required — as they may fall into more than one skills shortage category.

Source: JSA (2023c¢:30).

Over the next 10 years, more than 90% of new jobs expected to be created will require a post-secondary
qualification and around 44% of all new jobs created will require a VET qualification (Parliament of Australia
2024). JSA further projects demand of around 1.5 million new workers in the 60 occupational unit groups that
form part of the Australian Apprenticeships Priority List over the next 5 years (DEWR 2024a).

The apprenticeships system is a key pathway to fill skills needs

Apprenticeships are an important pathway for many Australians to gain the skills and qualifications required for
secure, long-term employment. Apprentices represent 17% of all students enrolled in a training package
qualification in 2020 (Stanwick et al. 2027).

Australian Government investment in this critical part of the VET system recognises the importance of
apprenticeships in developing the skilled workforce Australia needs to support our ongoing economic
sustainability and competitiveness. Since the 1960s, the Australian Government has provided a range of financial
incentives and non-financial incentives and support for apprentices and employers. Currently, the Australian
Apprenticeships Incentive System is the Australian Government's primary financial assistance program providing
incentives to both apprentices and employers, at around $1.1 billion per year in 2022-23 and 2023-24. See
Appendix A for further information on past and current incentives.
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While these measures have always been aimed at encouraging participation in apprenticeships, the range of
incentives and supports available at any one time has altered to respond to shifting policy priorities, economic
cycles, and emergency situations. The apprenticeships system must be flexible and responsive to ensure it can
continue to effectively support employers and apprentices and address the barriers to entry that are impacting on
commencement and completion rates. This includes ensuring the Incentive System supports apprentices who are
managing cost-of-living pressures and who also have changing preferences for work, such as increased flexibility,
support for mental health and wellbeing, and improved work-life balance.

Role of the states and territories

State and territory governments have a key role in the apprenticeships system through the regulation of
apprenticeships under state and territory legislation. This includes approving training contracts and overseeing
employer—apprentice arrangements, deciding which qualifications and occupations can be undertaken as an
apprenticeship or traineeship, registering group training organisations, and providing information and support to
apprentices and employers throughout the apprenticeship process. Several recent reviews at the state level have
sought to identify and address skills issues:

e Review of Skills, Training and Workforce Development in Western Australia (Driscoll et al. 2020)
e Skills for Victoria's Growing Economy Review (Macklin 2020)

e Review of support provided to Queensland apprentices and trainees, with a focus on female apprentices
in male-dominated occupations (Queensland Training Ombudsman 2022)

e National Vocational Education and Training Completions report (Skills SA 2023)

e NSW Vocational Education and Training Review interim report (Bruniges et al. 2023).

In addition to financial and non-financial supports delivered by the Australian Government, such as the Australian
Apprenticeships Incentive System, state and territory governments employ a variety of approaches to alleviate
skills shortages and advance workforce development. These approaches include subsidising some or all tuition
fees associated with an apprenticeship or traineeship, and providing additional financial and non-financial
supports. Some examples are outlined below, noting multiple jurisdictions may offer similar programs, tailored for
local needs.

e The Western Australian Government delivers the Group Training Organisation Wage Subsidy Program, which
assists small to medium-sized enterprises in the building and construction industry by providing a 100% wage
subsidisation for 300 apprentices and trainees employed through group training organisations (Jobs and Skills
WA 2023).

e Victoria's Head Start program has been designed to help students kickstart their career by developing
the hands-on skills and experiences that employers need. The program consists of one day a week paid
employment in year 10, 2 days a week in year 11, and 3 days a week in year 12, and ensures that students
are paid a training wage and complete a trade qualification or make significant progress towards that
goal (Victorian Government 2024).
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e The New South Wales Government delivers the Continuing Apprentices and Trainees Placement Service,
which helps apprentices and trainees to secure employment and continue their training, along with
providing employers with access to the Continuing Apprentice/Trainee Register to find suitable
candidates (NSW Department of Education n.d.).

e The Queensland Government has released the Apprenticeships Info app, a free mobile phone app
providing instant answers to apprenticeship questions, with further links to important contacts and
services. The app complements Queensland’s Apprenticeships Info helpline, which fields concerns and
complaints and offers end-to-end support and advice, tailored to the apprentice’s situation and location
(Queensland Government n.d.).

e The South Australian Government's Construction Industry Training Fund levy is collected on building and
construction work to fund quality training and initiatives that attract and develop a highly skilled
workforce within the building and construction industry. Initiatives include tool vouchers, funding for
tradespeople to become qualified trainers and assessors, funding for driving lessons, and additional
supports for First Nations apprentices, mature age apprentices and South Australian veterans
(Construction Industry Training Board n.d.).

e Inthe Northern Territory, apprentices who need to travel more than 50 kilometres to attend off-the-job
training at a registered training organisation can claim an apprenticeship travel and accommodation
subsidy. The subsidy is a contribution towards the cost of travel and accommodation and can include
intrastate and interstate road, bus and air travel, accommodation and transfers (Northern Territory
Government n.d.)

e The New Apprenticeship Scholarship Program has been implemented to support eligible apprentices
and trainees in North West Tasmania. The program includes grants of $2,000 for new workers aged over
18 years. Initial target industries include childcare, aged care, disability support, agriculture, forestry and
fishing, and transport and logistics. The program is to support costs associated with fees, books and
materials, transport, childcare or other services that will assist people to participate in an apprenticeship
or traineeship (Skills Tasmania n.d.).

e Inthe Australian Capital Territory, the Head Start program is piloting tailored school-based
apprenticeship and traineeship programs that match students’ job interests with local businesses in need
of skilled workers. The program includes supported recruitment, pre-vocational training, a pathways plan
supporting flexible school, work and training arrangements, and a dedicated mentoring team, including
a career coach, industry coordinator, social worker and apprentice mentor (ACT Government n.d.).

Gender segregation and skills shortages

Australia’s labour market is characterised by gender-segregated occupations. For example, in 2023 women
comprised 7.9% of the workforce in male-dominated trades (unpublished DEWR data as at 31 March 2024).

The drivers for these disparities are many, but all have their roots in societal norms and expectations. A survey by
Plan International Australia (2023) found that 58% of respondents agreed that some jobs are naturally suited to
men, and some are naturally suited to women, 44% agreed that some areas of study are naturally suited to boys,
and some are naturally suited to girls, and 25% agreed families function well and children are best supported
when mothers do the caring and fathers earn the income.

It is generally accepted that women face uncertainties that men do not, in making career decisions associated
with work interruption due to pregnancy and other family-related contingencies. These uncertainties include risk
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of income loss and skill depreciation, and missed opportunities for skills formation or consolidation. Time off work
during the early years of a woman'’s career interrupts and delays her skill acquisition, career progression and
earning potential (Estévez-Abe 2005).

While work in male-dominated sectors and occupations offers better pay and career development opportunities,
their work environments can make it difficult for women to enter and progress in these areas. For example,
various formal and informal workplace practices, such as recruitment and promotion processes based on
connections with men and cultures of long working hours and constant availability, restrict women'’s ability to
work and succeed in masculine workplaces (Galea et al. 2020).

Notably, gender imbalance exists in a number of industries experiencing significant skills shortages. In 2023, 54%
of male-dominated occupations and 40% of female-dominated occupations were prone to labour shortages,
compared to 25% for occupations with more balanced gender ratios (Figure 4). JSA classifies an occupation as
gender-dominated when one gender comprises at least 80% of the workforce (JSA 2023a).

Figure 4: Proportion of gender-imbalanced occupations in shortage on the Skills Priority List, 2021 to 2023

a0%
50%

40%

30%

205

II
0%
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Proportion of occupations in shortage

m2021 mz2022 2023
Source: JSA (2023a).

In the apprenticeships system, as of 30 June 2023, men dominate trade occupations like electricians, bricklayers,
carpenters and joiners, while women are concentrated in occupations such as child carers, general clerks, sales
assistants and personal carers (unpublished DEWR data as at 31 March 2024). In 2023, shortages grew among
female-dominated community and personal service workers (JSA n.d.). These occupations all rely on
apprenticeships as the key education and training pathway. Increasing apprenticeship participation and
completion rates is therefore critical to meeting Australia’s skills needs.

The top 10 priority occupations with the highest proportions of male and female apprenticeship commencements
are shown in Figure 5 and Figure 6.
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Figure 5: Top 10 priority occupations with the highest proportion of male apprenticeship commencements
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Source: DEWR analysis drawing on NCVER (2024a).
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Figure 6: Top 10 priority occupations with the highest proportion of female apprenticeship commencements
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Veterinary nurse 384 97%
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Per cent

Proportion of male commencements Proportion of female commencements

Source: DEWR analysis drawing on NCVER (2024a).

This analysis suggests that encouraging greater gender balance across industries will be important to reducing
skills shortages across the economy. If we are to meet our current and future skills needs, we must work to ensure
the economic benefits of training and employment are equally accessible and attractive to men and women.

A continuing decline in apprenticeship numbers

This section examines declining apprenticeship commencements and a decrease in completion rates.

Commencements

'‘Commencements’ refers to the number of people starting an apprenticeship in a given period. The decline in
apprenticeship commencements started before the economic disruption of the COVID-19 pandemic. Between
2012 and 2019, annual apprentice commencements to 31 December fell by around 54%, from approximately
331,000 to 151,000 (NCVER 2023a).

As Figure 7 shows, 2012 saw a peak in apprentice commencements by existing worker status, immediately
followed by a sharp decline. This decline was driven by a series of policy changes in 2012-2013, in response to
recommendations made by the 2011 Expert Panel Review to redirect Australian Government employer incentives
to support apprentices and their employers in occupations that are priorities for the Australian economy
(McDowell et al. 2011). These changes tightened eligibility for incentives to address the rapid increase in existing
worker apprenticeships, particularly in occupations that were not on the National Skills Needs List. ‘Existing
worker’ refers to someone who has worked with an employer for more than 3 months (91 days) before starting
their apprenticeship.
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Further, the changes restricted other support for non-trade commencements in non-priority occupations.
Therefore, they had the biggest impact on existing worker commencements, as access to incentives was focused
on apprentices in trades and other priority occupations, such as the care sector. Prior to the 2012 changes,
around 37% of all apprenticeship commencements came from existing workers, the majority of which were in
non-trade occupations such as business administration, sales assistance and office management.

Figure 7: Commencements by existing worker status, 2010 to 2023

400

350

RSN &
e \"‘“H-——_._____,__. /_ /-\.

Number of commencements (‘000)

150 > —— . . s * — o
100 .---"°/ \. -
50 \. .

O —
® . =__/ — o

2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022 2023

— o= Total o EXi St

]

worker == Not existing worker

BAC = Boosting Apprenticeship Commencements
Note: Annual data based on 12-month period to 30 September.
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While both trade and non-trade apprenticeship commencements have been declining since 2012, research shows
the reduction in commencements is primarily due to a sharp decline in non-trade apprenticeships, while trade
commencements have remained steady (see related data in Figure 8). This is partially explained by the removal of
the employer incentives for existing worker apprenticeships.

These changes precipitated a steady year-on-year decline in commencements until the introduction of time-
limited COVID-19 emergency response measures in 2020 and 2021 — the Boosting Apprenticeship
Commencements (BAC) and Completing Apprenticeship Commencements (CAC) wage subsidies. With broad-
based eligibility that was not limited to the National Skills Needs List, these measures provided high employer
incentives through 50% wage subsidies, and were targeted to new apprentices, with numbers of existing workers
capped under the program. State and territory COVID-19 response initiatives were also in operation at the same
time, which —in some sectors such as construction at particular points in time — resulted in employers having
almost a fully subsidised apprentice. While these measures did see a rapid increase in commencements for the
duration of the measures, it did come at a significant cost of over $7.2 billion between 5 October 2020 and

31 December 2023.

The Department of Employment and Workplace Relations has engaged the Australian Centre for Evaluation to
undertake an evaluation of the BAC and CAC wage subsidies. In particular, the evaluation will examine the extent
to which these interventions increased apprenticeship commencements, increased apprenticeship retention and
completion outcomes, and represented value for money for the Commonwealth. The Australian Centre for
Evaluation will seek to make findings as to whether such interventions should be considered in future
emergencies. Importantly, noting that any value-for-money findings will be highly relevant to the Strategic Review
of the Australian Apprenticeships Incentive System, the evaluation report will be considered alongside the review.

Further information on the BAC and CAC wage subsidies is at Appendix A.
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Completions and the completion rate

Both the number of annual completions and the completion rate are important measures of the efficiency of the
Australian Apprenticeships Incentive System in producing new skilled workers. Changes in annual completions are
primarily a result of changes in the number of commencements in preceding years — as the number of
commencements increases, so too will completions. The completion rate, however, refers to the proportion of a
commencing cohort of individuals who complete their apprenticeship. Importantly, this rate may not necessarily
move in the same direction as the number of completions. Completion rates vary according to demographics,
employer size and occupation, with some sectors having particularly low (or high) completion rates. The impact
of changing economic conditions, including COVID-19, also take time to flow through to the completion rate.

Changes in annual completions are affected by changes in commencements in preceding years. Figure 8 shows
the number of completions by trade status over time. A decline in commencements that began in 2012 can partly
explain the decrease in the number of completions in subsequent years. However, the completion rate also
decreased over this period, from 61.6% for those apprentices commencing in 2012 to 56.9% for those
commencing in 2016. It is worth noting that there are differences between trade and non-trade completion rates,
with the trade completion rates reducing from 59.6% for the 2012 commencing cohort to 57% for the 2016
commencing cohort, compared to 61% and 56.6% respectively for the same cohorts in the often shorter
qualifications in non-trade apprenticeships.

Figure 8: Completions by trade status, 2010 to 2023
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Source: DEWR analysis based on NCVER (2024a).

Figure 9 shows completion rates by trade status for the cohorts of apprentices who commenced their training
contracts between 2009 and 2018. The lower completion rates for the 2018 commencing cohort can be partly
explained by the impact of COVID-19, particularly in the longer trade apprenticeships, which typically take 3
to 4 years. COVID-19 impacted apprenticeship completions in many ways, including delaying assessments
and restricting access to on-the-job and off-the-job training.

The 2018 commencing cohort has a higher-than-usual proportion of apprentices remaining in training, as
apprentices continue to complete the requirements of on-the-job and off-the-job training, which — for many
apprentices — was paused or unavailable during the COVID-19 pandemic.
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Figure 9: Completion rates, by trade status, for the 2009 to 2018 commencing cohorts
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Source: DEWR analysis of NCVER Completion and attrition rates for apprentices and trainees publications, 2013 to 2022.

Lifting completion rates will substantially contribute to meeting Australia’s skills needs. Understanding what has
contributed to the decline in the completion rate is important in identifying how the apprenticeships system can
better support apprentice completions. However, in some occupations, lack of completion of a formal
qualification does not prevent people from working in the industry. Chefs are one example. It is important to
consider, however, that lack of completion may have implications for pay or career advancement. The key issue of
interest is the likelihood of people transitioning from training, at whatever point, into employment in the relevant
industry.

Table 2 to Table 4 compare completion rates for the 2018 commencing cohort by occupation (trade and
non-trade), and by employer size and type. For comparison, the overall completion rate was 55.8% (NCVER
2023a:20). Note that 2018 data has been used as it is the most recent stable option, with enough time passed that
any delayed completion arising from COVID-19 has been resolved.

Table 2: Selected trade occupation completion rates, 2018

Completion rate

Trade occupations by ANZSCO sub-major group

(%)*
All trade occupations 534
31 Engineering, ICT and science technicians 59.8
32 Automotive and engineering trades workers 58.1
33 Construction trades workers 51.9
34 Electrotechnology and telecommunications trades workers 59.6
35 Food trades workers 42.6

ANZSCO = Australian and New Zealand Standard Classification of Occupations; ICT = information and communications technology

* There is variation in completion rates of particular occupations within each category. For example, electricians have a high completion rate
of 76% compared to the overall completion rate of 59.6% for electrotechnology and telecommunications trades workers.

Source: NCVER (2023a).
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Table 3: Selected non-trade occupation completion rates, 2018

Completion rate

Non-trade occupations by ANZSCO sub-major group

(%)
All non-trade occupations 58.2
42 Carers and aides 68.7
62 Sales assistants and salespersons 62.7
53 General clerical workers 64.1
43 Hospitality workers 49.8
51 Office managers and program administrators 54.7

ANZSCO = Australian and New Zealand Standard Classification of Occupations
Source: NCVER (2023a).

Table 4: Completion rates, by employer size and type, 2018

Completion rate

Employer size/type )
Small (I-19 employees) 54.8
Medium (20-199 employees) 56.3
Large (200+ employees) 59.9
Group training organisation 62.0

Source: Unpublished DEWR data as at 31 March 2024.

The fact that small employers as a group tend to have lower completion rates than larger employers is particularly
significant because about 2 in 5 apprentices work for small employers (NCVER 2023a; unpublished DEWR data as
at 31 March 2024). A number of studies report that some small businesses may not have enough capacity to
provide a high-quality training environment and support for their apprentices because of resource constraints and
lack of mentoring expertise (Bednarz 2014; Dickie et al. 2011; O'Dwyer and Korbel 2019).

The type of apprenticeship engagement also matters. As shown in Table 4, apprentices employed through group
training organisations tend to have completion rates 3 to 7 percentage points higher than those directly
employed by small or medium-sized host employers, and 2 percentage points higher than large employers.

Table 5 shows completion rates for apprentices by key demographics.
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Table 5: Completion rates by key demographic group, 2018

Key cohort C?;TE';Z;J f Comparison cohort Cc:;r;sl(e;)i)o f
Women 58.7 Men 54.5
Women in male-dominated trades 50.3 Men in male-dominated trades 58.7
First Nations 48.7 Not First Nations 56.2
Disability 53.0 Without a disability 55.8
Regional or remote* 59.7 Major cities* 56.0
Culturally and linguistically diverse 50.7 Not culturally and linguistically diverse 56.3

* Based on ABS Remoteness Areas.

Source: DEWR analysis based on NCVER (2024a) and unpublished DEWR program data as at 31 March 2024.

Completion rates vary for apprentices with different characteristics; for example, completion rates for women are
lower than for men in male-dominated trades, but higher than for men overall. Priority cohorts also have lower
completions rates than their comparison groups, with the exception of apprentices from regional or remote areas
who have a higher completion rate than apprentices from major cities.

Within trade apprenticeships, several groups typically have lower completion rates, including those aged below 19
years, people with disability, First Nations people, school-based apprentices, and those who had only completed
year 9 or below (Productivity Commission 2020).

Barriers to entry and completion

The long-term decline in apprentice commencements and completions suggests that there are various barriers to
starting and completing apprenticeships.

Why completion matters

As noted by the Productivity Commission (2020), there are significant costs associated with non-completion — for
example:

e apprentices may become unemployed or receive a lower wage than if they had completed their training

e employers will have spent resources in supervising the apprentice and paying training costs (including
time the apprentice spent at off-the-job training)

e governments will have subsidised training, provided employer incentives and incurred administrative
costs.

Not all these costs are wasted. Non-completing apprentices are likely to have developed some skills to improve
their productivity, and some will have developed sufficient skills to transition to full-time employment in their
chosen career. The latter situation raises the question of whether the apprenticeship is fit for purpose, or if it
could be shortened, if apprentices are able to effectively transition into work after completing only part of their
apprenticeship.
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Some level of non-completion is to be expected. Some apprentices change their minds about their career goals.
Others may choose not to complete due to a change in their personal circumstances or if they feel they have
gained the skills they need to transition to full-time employment (Productivity Commission 2020).

However, the aggregate costs of non-completion are significant. Deloitte Access Economics (2011) estimates that
the cost of non-completion of ‘traditional trade apprenticeships’ in New South Wales in 2010 was around

$348 million. Non-completion also limits an apprentice’s ability to work in some occupations, such as licensed
trades (for example, electricians and plumbers).

Lifting completion rates will substantially contribute to meeting Australia’s skills needs. Indeed, lifting completions
in the licensed trades is essential as completion is a prerequisite to securing a licence. Understanding what has
contributed to the decline in the completion rate is important in identifying how the apprenticeships system can
better support apprentice completions.

Economic factors

The overall labour market, and perceptions about available jobs and actual job availability, affect participation. For
example, the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) has noted that timely and
accurate insights into the labour market and career options impacts students’ career and educational choices in
Australia (OECD 2016).

The retention of apprentices is also influenced by the tightness of the labour market. Neuenschwander (1999)
finds that there are more apprenticeship terminations in fields where there are abundant opportunities for
unskilled workers. Karmel and Misko (2009) observe that completion rates decreased when the labour market
improved, and argue that this is due to apprentices having other opportunities. The authors also contend that the
opposite result would be expected when opportunities decline, a contention supported by Knight (2008).

The economic environment within specific sectors of the economy can also influence commencements and
completions. Trade apprenticeship training has been found to be particularly susceptible to changes in
employment conditions. Atkinson and Stanwick (2016) point to a link between the overall numbers of trade
apprentices in training and the unemployment rate — as the unemployment rate increases, trade apprentices in
training, as a proportion of the trades labour force, decreases.

Perceptions of apprenticeships

A young person'’s decision to undertake an apprenticeship is subject to a range of social influences (Behavioural
Insights Team 2020). A parent’s area of study, line of work and views on desirable post-secondary pathways all
have a significant influence on what pathway a young person will choose. If parents place more value on
university pathways, they are more likely to discuss them with their children (Behavioural Insights Team 2020).
These perceptions also vary by socioeconomic status. One study showed that young people in the lowest quartile
of socioeconomic status were 4 times more likely to want to be technicians and trade workers than those in the
highest quartile of socioeconomic status (Polesal et al. 2017).

School leavers are also influenced by peers and by how schools present post-secondary choices to young people.
Often information about university courses is more accessible, and greater emphasis is placed on university at the
expense of apprenticeships (Education Council 2020). Presenting university as the default pathway can result in
young people pursuing a university pathway because it is the status quo, rather than whether it is the most
appropriate pathway for them (Behavioural Insights Team 2020).
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The House of Representatives Standing Committee on Employment, Education and Training found that schools
need to promote vocational education and training (VET) as a viable post-school option with equal merit to
university. While employers and industry view the sector positively, VET is often viewed as less intellectually
demanding and inferior to university. There are misconceptions that VET pathways lead to a narrow range of
careers and jobs that are lower paid, more physically demanding and not intellectually stimulating. The standing
committee recommended implementing educational campaigns targeting stereotypes and negative attitudes
(Parliament of Australia 2024).

Lack of information about apprenticeship pathways

Where young people actively seek out information on apprenticeship pathways, career advice often leads them
towards occupations based on traditional gender roles. Young women are streamed towards care and support,
while young men are streamed towards male-dominated industries such as construction (DEWR 2023c). In
deciding to pursue an apprenticeship, young people may prioritise short-term considerations (for example, the
ease of finding alternative work) over longer-term considerations (for example, future earnings and job security).
Careers information does not actively correct misperceptions about the financial outcomes of apprenticeships
(Behavioural Insights Team 2020).

Some studies suggest careers advisers and teachers promote apprenticeships and traineeships as a career option
only for low-achieving students. For example, Misko et al. (2007) note that a lack of encouragement from
teachers and counsellors can act as a potential barrier to greater interest in trade apprenticeships among school
students. Categorising students by their perceived ability levels, the authors found that teachers were more likely
to suggest to students that were ‘performing not so well or not so well at all’ to undertake trade apprenticeships
compared with students that were ‘performing at a very high level’. The authors identify a lack of information on
apprenticeships as a key barrier, as '[a]pprentices and students both cited the lack of promotion of
apprenticeships and information about apprenticeships as additional disincentives’ (Misko et al. 2007:21).

Factors affecting non-completions

Identifying the specific factors that impact on non-completion is complex because many of the issues cited by
apprentices (such as working conditions, pay, alternative job offers, personal reasons and career changes) interact
with one another. Apprentices usually have more than one reason for not completing, so a multifaceted
approach is needed to improve completions. No single solution will provide a complete solution to the problem.

The National Centre for Vocational Education Research (NCVER) publishes the annual Apprentice and Trainee
Outcomes report, which includes information on apprentices’ and trainees’ reasons for non-completion. Reasons
relating to the employment experience are the most common reasons for leaving an apprenticeship. Table 6
ranks the main reasons why apprenticeships were discontinued, based on surveys conducted in 2008, 2010 and
2023.

Most of the reasons given for not completing an apprenticeship vary depending on how far an individual has
progressed in their training contract. Karmel and Mlotkowski (2010) found that only the desire to do something
different (such as study at university) or better (such as getting a better paid job) remains constant throughout
the duration of the contract. Every other reason for non-completion either increases or decreases with duration.
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Table 6: First main reasons why apprenticeships were discontinued, 2008, 2010 and 2023

2008 2010

Main reason (n=429) (n=1,154)

) (%)
Personal reasons® 10.0 15.7 19.6
Got offered a better job 3.3 2.2 13.7
Left job/changed career 9.4 12.5 10.2
I didn’t get on with my boss or other people at work 16.2 10.2 9.2
The pay was too low 8.7 4.7 8.8
I didn't like the type of work 10.2 8.3 7.3
Poor working conditions 3.71* 3.1 53
I lost my job/was made redundant 8.9 26.8 4.8
I wasn't happy with the on-the-job training 5.4* 19 4.5
Apprenticeship/traineeship cancelled/discontinued 3.2* 38 35
Other 10.2 1.5* 2.2
I'was not happy with the job prospects in the industry 3.6* 42 2.2
I wasn't happy with the off-the-job training 1.4* 1.6* 2.0
| found the study too difficult 1.4* 1.6* 1.5%
Business closed/company went into liquidation n/a n/a 1.4*
I transferred to another apprenticeship/traineeship 3.1* 1.1* 1.2*
Studying elsewhere (university/school) 1.9* 0.8* 1.1*
Wasn't happy with the course, training or curriculum n/a n/a 1.0*
Not able to use the skills | was learning at work n/a n/a 0.6*

a 'Personal reasons’ includes the following: family reasons, illness, lack of time, moved, problems with travelling/transport.

* Estimate has a relative standard error greater than 25% and should therefore be used with caution.

Notes

The table is sorted by the main reason in 2023.

Comparisons between 2008 and 2010 results, and 2023 results, should be treated with some caution for the following reasons:

e The order and wording of the questions in the 2023 Student Outcomes Survey sometimes differed to the 2008 and 2010 surveys, which
could affect responses.

e Using the Student Outcomes Survey to gather information from apprentices and trainees means that the survey responses are limited to
apprentices and trainees who undertook off-the-job training during the previous year.

NCVER survey results from 2008 and 2010 were included as comparisons to the 2023 survey results. They are the only general surveys on

reasons for discontinuing an apprenticeship prior to 2019. Figures in the table represent the proportion of weighted survey participants who

selected the reason as their primary reason for discontinuing their apprenticeship. Each participant is only allowed to select one reason in their

response.

Source: Bednarz (2014) and DEWR analysis of NCVER (2024b). We note the survey upon which the NCVER Apprentice and Trainee Outcomes

report is based has been the subject of a number of methodological criticisms (Smith 2023).
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Drop-out rates tend to be higher at the beginning — overall, around 10% of apprentices and trainees withdraw
within the first 3 months and around 20% withdraw within the first 6 months (NCVER 2009:13). Workplace issues,
such as poor working conditions, harassment and lack of support, have an immediate impact and are likely
drivers of the high proportion of non-completions in the first 6 to 9 months (Karmel and Mlotkowski 2010). The
fact that most terminations take place during an early stage of the apprenticeship also suggests matching
problems (Stalder and Schmid 2006; Bessey and Backes-Gellner 2007).

Impact of the employment experience

Apprentices, like any employee, want to feel valued. About 80% of cancellations are initiated by the apprentice
(Productivity Commission 2020) and they commonly give reasons relating to the employment experience (see
Table 6). This is perhaps unsurprising as an apprenticeship is, in essence, a job with a training component. The
primary reason for the non-completion of apprenticeships across developed nations is the quality of the
employment experience (Bednarz 2014).

Dickie et al. (2011) argue that the extent to which the apprentice regards their employment experience as
representing a ‘fair deal’ is central to completion. To be considered a ‘fair deal’, apprentices expect varied work;
good supervision and on-the-job training; a good boss; and a safe, contemporary workplace free from bullying.
The authors suggest that if an apprentice does not think they are receiving a fair deal, then other factors start to
matter more: not liking the work and pursuing other opportunities are secondary issues to the relationship with
the employer:

Apprentices will put up with a lot, including low wages, if what they get in return is fair ... If
they don't get a fair deal, then any aspect of the apprenticeship — like pay, repetitive work or
a lack of workmates — can become a source of dissatisfaction and restlessness and impact on
their commitment and likelihood of completion. (Dickie et al. 2011:13)

In relation to young trades apprentices, the authors found that a sense of fairness ‘is the tipping point for
commitment’ (Dickie et al. 2011:13). If apprentices perceived the deal to be fair, they were more willing to trade off
some of their current disadvantages, such as low pay, low status or repetitive work, for the long-term advantages
they believed would be delivered by a valuable trade qualification, like higher wages. The psychological contract
in apprenticeships and traineeships is also discussed in Walker et al. (2012).

Engagement with stakeholders on the government’s non-financial supports in 2022-23 also raised the
importance of quality employer—apprentice relationships, and how strong relationships and good supervision
support apprentices to complete their training. Several Australian studies also support the proposition that
apprentices’ and trainees’ experiences of training and working conditions affect retention and completion rates.

McDowell et al. (2011), Karmel and Misko (2009), Cully and Curtain (2001), Callan (2001) and Dickie et al. (2011) find
that it is most often the working conditions, and not training-related reasons, that primarily influence apprentices’
and trainees’ decisions to complete or terminate their training. A bad working environment, especially clashes
with supervisors and/or work colleagues, ranks among the most frequently cited reasons for terminating an
apprenticeship (Schéngen 2003; Neuenschwander et al. 1996; Stalder and Schmid 2006). Ainley and Corrigan
(2005) found that dissatisfaction with their supervisor caused some apprentices and trainees to discontinue their
training or change employers. People who were dissatisfied with supervisors commented that the supervisors
were often criticising, too demanding, never gave positive feedback and treated them disrespectfully (Misko et al.
2007; Dickie et al. 2011).
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In addition to interpersonal conflict with supervisors and co-workers, problematic or difficult working conditions
also contribute to non-completions (Snell and Hart 2008; Karmel and Mlotkowski 2010; Huntly Consulting Group
2008). These problems included poor, unsafe or dangerous workplace practices and conditions, bullying, hours
being cut or unreasonably extended, call-ins at short notice, pressure to work extra shifts, lack of appropriate
supervision (Snell and Hart 2008), and apprentices reporting that their work was ‘boring’ and not engendering a
sense of accomplishment (Huntly Consulting Group 2008).

Research by NCVER has found bullying is one of the reasons why apprentices may not complete their training. In
one study (Stanwick et al. 2021), a quarter of apprentices had observed bullying. Further, a higher proportion of
non-completers (35%) than completers (21%) reported observing bullying (Figure 10). Female non-completers
were more likely to report observing bullying (45%), as well as non-completers in the food trades (55%).

Figure 10: Proportion of apprentices who observed bullying in the workplace, 2019

Non-completers 35%

Completers 21%

0% 5% 10% 15% 20% 25% 30% 35% 40%
Source: Stanwick et al. (2021).

Research by Ross et al. (2020) showed that 27.3% of Queensland construction industry apprentices had
experienced workplace bullying (with 20% reporting this bullying as ‘severe’).

Conversely, a positive workplace experience improves retention and completion. Dickie et al. (2011) note that
employers who mentor apprentices in a positive way are more likely to retain them. Adequate workplace support
for apprentices and trainees plays an important role in ensuring successful completion rates (Skills Australia 2010;
Clarke and Lamb 2009; Karmel and Oliver 2011), particularly during the first 4 to 12 months of the employment
arrangement when the apprentice or trainee is most at risk of dropping out (Snell and Hart 2008).

Supportive managers are a significant factor in retaining apprentices and trainees (Cocks and Thoresen 2013;
Bednarz 2014; Misko et al. 2007). Dickie et al. (2011:39) note that ‘those who say their boss has a fair and positive
attitude towards them are much more likely to get through to the end".

Peer support and peer mentorship have also been found to be important in ensuring apprentices’ and trainees’
wellbeing and mental health (Buchanan et al. 2016), as well as enhancing their satisfaction with their training
experience (Snell and Hart 2008). Many group training organisations have made an important contribution to
providing such support for apprentices.
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Dickie et al. (2011) note that workplace factors that positively contribute to completion include a good first
placement, previous positive experience, a good supervisor, and participation in structured training. Despite not
being particularly satisfied with aspects of their training, some surveyed apprentices and trainees in Snell and
Hart's (2008) study cited other factors influencing their retention, such as better-than-average pay or support in
the current position, a desire to obtain a certificate for future employment opportunities, and a lack of being able
to find other jobs.

Harris et al. (2001) argue that completion is more likely if the apprentice or trainee can develop and use a wide
range of skills and knowledge; hours and demands of work are realistic and reasonable; physical conditions of
work are not too onerous; interpersonal relationships are satisfying; and management and supervision are
supportive.

In summary, several factors are linked to successful completions, including having access to a quality training
experience, enjoying the job, experiencing a range of work tasks, feeling happy with the quality of training, having
time to practise new skills, and experiencing a positive work environment. Social inclusion and integration into the
workplace are also vital, particularly getting along with the 'boss’ in an effective and positive relationship (Western
Australian State Training Board 2017; Jobs Queensland 2016; Bednarz 2014).

Low wages

The evidence on how wages impact apprenticeship commencements and completions is mixed. The evidence
suggests that training wages are not the main reason why apprentices do not complete their training, but they
are likely to be a significant factor. In 2023, only 8.8% of non-completers reported low training wages as the main
reason why they did not complete their apprenticeship (Table 6); however, 35% were dissatisfied with their wage
(NCVER 2019). It is conceivable that apprentices may have put up with other problems with their employment,
had their wages been higher.

Snell and Hart (2008:62) found high levels of satisfaction among apprentices and trainees who had received a
higher-than-average training wage, noting that:

apprentices working for larger companies with union representation and collective
agreements rarely complained about their pay or conditions, they widely recognised that
they were in a privileged position compared to many other apprentices and had little or no
intention of leaving training.

Low wages may be a more important barrier to entering an apprenticeship (Misko and Wibrow 2020). This is a
particular constraint for longer apprenticeships, some of which can take up to 4 years. For example, an 18-year-
old apprentice who has completed year 12 will receive a training wage as a proportion of a qualified
tradesperson: 55% in year 1, 65% in year 2; 75% in year 3 and 88% in year 4 (Fair Work Commission 2013).

Evidence indicates that some young people may pay particular attention to short-term considerations, such as
jobs that pay better immediately after leaving school. For example, an apprentice mechanic earns a lower
average wage than a casual hospitality worker or labourer, and an apprentice chef earns less than a casual
kitchen hand. Similarly, mature age workers looking to make a career change can be deterred by low apprentice
wages for up to 4 years and the lack of flexible learning options (Deloitte Access Economics 2012).

The training wage is part of a complex dynamic between training wages, future wages, and wages in alternative
employment. Apprentice pay represents an opportunity cost in undertaking an apprenticeship as the training
wage is lower than alternative employment.
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The opportunity costs are balanced against the future premium that a qualified tradesperson receives relative to
an unskilled worker (the wage premium) (Nechvoglod et al. 2009). The benefit to the apprentice is very sensitive
to the premium attached to being a qualified tradesperson and the alternative to the apprenticeship. Nechvoglod
et al. (2009:25) observe:

For a young person the pay-back period is short, and the apprenticeship appears to be a
good investment. For an older person apprentice wages in the first and second year are low
compared with the wage in an unskilled job. Therefore, the critical factor is the wage margin
obtained by qualified tradespeople. Unless this is considerable, undertaking an
apprenticeship is a poor investment for an older person.

Wage premiums vary extensively between industries and occupations, and tend to be higher for apprenticeships
than traineeships. Using data from NCVER’s 2008 Apprentice and Trainee Destination Survey, Karmel and Rice
(2011:16-17) reported that the sampled participants in the trades were foregoing annual earnings of $10,000 to
$15,000, in the sense that they could have earned more in alternative, unskilled employment. In non-trade
occupations, foregone earnings were between $5,000 and $10,000, with men on average foregoing slightly
higher amounts than women.

Karmel and Mlotkowski (2011:34) found that for trade apprentices, the wage premium on completion is more
likely to affect completion rates than the training wage. For trainees, the training wage matters more:

... completion rates decrease with increases in the difference between wages in alternative
employment and training wages.

Low wages can impact on apprentices’ living conditions, ability to attend trade school and job sites, satisfaction,
and ultimately attrition (Productivity Commission 2020; NCVER 2023a; Misko et al. 2007; Huntly Consulting Group
2008). Misko et al. (2007) reported that apprentices had difficulty meeting their needs and financial commitments
on their apprentice wages and the higher comparative wages of their peers in other types of work caused
dissatisfaction with their pay. A study by Karmel and Mlotkowski (2011) concurs that low pay is the most significant
source of apprentice dissatisfaction.

Addressing issues associated with low apprenticeship wages is complicated. While increasing training wages may
increase the potential supply of apprentices and aid retention and completion, it also raises employer costs.

Overall, it is likely that wages have some impact on the decision not to continue with an apprenticeship, but the
effect is not consistent across all apprentices. The difference between wages on completion and wages in
alternative employment is significant in the trades, but much less significant in non-trade traineeships.

Dissatisfaction with training

Of employers dissatisfied with vocational qualifications, their main concerns were poor training quality, not
teaching relevant skills, or not enough focus on practical skills (Joyce 2019).

While dissatisfaction with on- or off-the-job training does not rank highly in the NCVER outcomes listed in Table
6, other research suggests that a lack of adequate training is associated with apprentices and trainees terminating
their training contracts (Huntly Consulting Group 2008; Cully and Curtain 2001; Dunn et al. 2011; Misko et al. 2001).
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Harris et al. (2001) found that certain aspects of the training experience enhance retention and completion rates
for apprentices and trainees:

e ahigh level of integration between the training program and the on-the-job environment, and linkages
between different levels of qualifications providing a career or learning pathway

e trainers seen to be experienced, efficient and supportive

o all parties (apprentices/trainees, managers/supervisors, teachers/trainers) recognising and valuing the
skills and knowledge developed during the training contract

e apprentices and trainees supported to develop persistence over the duration of training.

Age and educational attainment

Age and educational attainment influence apprenticeship completion rates.

Ball and John (2005:6) found the highest level of school completed was one of the most important influences on
completion rates: 54% for those who finished year 12 compared with 47% for those who only completed year 9.
Similarly, Stromback and Mahendran (2010:73) found that the level of schooling had a large effect on the
probability of an apprentice completing their apprenticeship, but a much smaller effect for trainees. Trainees who
completed year 12 were associated with a 3.6-percentage-point higher probability of completing their
traineeships than those who had completed year 11, but for apprentices this figure was 9.3 percentage points.

A number of other studies show that education level is an important determinant on the likelihood of completion
(Ainley et al. 2010; Cully and Curtain 2001; contra Curtis 2008). Bessey and Backes-Gellner (2007:16) found that:

Apprentices with a higher level of schooling are significantly more likely to stay within the
educational system, either as apprentices in another firm or as full-time students again. This
could be due to lower costs of learning, but also to a higher level of awareness for the future
consequences of dropping out.

Similarly, international studies consistently report that youths with a higher level of previous schooling are less
likely to prematurely terminate their apprenticeship (Bessey and Backes-Gellner 2007).

While completion rates for younger apprentices are on the decline, the completion rates for adult apprentices
have been steadily increasing. Adult apprentices (aged 25 to 64 years) are also more likely to be ‘undertaking
training at a higher level ... and more likely to complete ... in two years or fewer’ (Hargreaves et al. 2017:16).
Woolcott Research (2016:41) also noted that age groups under 24 years may be less likely to complete their
apprenticeship, while those over 45 years are more likely to complete their apprenticeship.

Pre-apprenticeship programs

The Productivity Commission (2020:347) found that:

[iln principle, pre-apprenticeship programs can increase the supply of apprentices and
employer demand for apprentices by:

e shortening the commitment and removing the need to secure an employment position
for trialling apprenticeship-type training and vocations
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e providing skills for applicants to succeed in securing an apprenticeship, particularly
applicants facing disadvantage. Indeed, Dumbrell and Smith (2007, p. 10) found that
‘about two-thirds of these students were doing the course either to get into an
apprenticeship or because they had missed out on an apprenticeship and saw this
option as the next best’

e signalling to employers that the apprentice is likely to be more productive at the outset

e |owering the cost to employers by shifting some of the training costs to the apprentice
and government. Stromback (2012, p. 9) noted that: 'In contrast to employer subsidies, it
does this at the margin, by converting applicants below the cut-off mark to above the
mark. In contrast, subsidies are payable for all apprentices, including those who would
have been trained in the absence of subsidies.’

However, pre-apprenticeship programs vary in quality and across jurisdictions and occupations, and hence the
evidence about the effectiveness of pre-apprenticeships on completion rates is limited and mixed. Karmel and
Oliver (2011) found that pre-apprenticeships may increase the likelihood of apprenticeship completion in some
occupations (construction, food and electrotechnology trades), but may reduce the likelihood of completion for
others (hairdressers, and automotive and engineering trades). The authors also found that pre-apprenticeships
had no significant effect on apprentice satisfaction (also see Stromback 2012; Toner and Lloyd 2012).

Screening

Polesel et al. (2004) recommend close screening of students at enrolment and progressively reviewing student
satisfaction during training to customise delivery and provide students with additional assistance. At-risk learners
need additional services and support, including language, literacy and numeracy support and pastoral care, to
maximise completions.

The Productivity Commission (2020:346) considered that there was a good in-principle case for screening
apprentices to increase their prospects for completion:

Screening can improve completion rates by ensuring better matching of prospective
apprentices and employers, as well as by identifying any need for support services. State and
Territory governments should consider screening candidates before their apprenticeships
commence (where this does not already occur). Screening could be extended to other VET
students if found to be cost effective.

Motivation

Some studies have concluded that a strong intention to complete is a powerful predictor of sustained enrolment,
particularly in male-dominated trades. Dickie et al. (2011) concluded that trades apprentices who were more likely
to complete their qualification possessed the following intrinsic motivations:

e had a real passion for the trade
e wanted to work with their hands, out of doors
e were not interested in another kind of job and are not just trying out the trade to see if they like it

e were very happy to identify as a ‘tradie’
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e had lots of family and friends who work in trades.

Gow et al. (2008) found that, for surveyed male apprentices from Victoria and Queensland, intrinsic motivation
and satisfaction were 'significant predictors’ of apprentices’ intention to continue their training to completion,
while extrinsic motivation was not a significant predictor.

In New Zealand, Alkema and Dawson (2016) found that the intensity of motivation at the front end is influential
both in the trainee’s decision to start and their ability to continue to completion (for example, students described
themselves as 'keen as’, ‘really keen, optimistic and motivated’).

Conversely, an Australian study involving 1,016 plumbing apprentices found that those who were initially
indecisive about their occupational choice were 37% more likely to consider dropping out (Powers 2015).

Support services

The available evidence suggests that support services are generally very effective at increasing completion rates.

An expert panel review of the Australian apprenticeships system (McDowell et al. 2011) found that mentoring and
pastoral care are the most significant support strategies for boosting completion rates. An OECD study suggests
that these supports are also more likely to improve completion rates than financial incentives (OECD 2018).

In 2009, the Victorian Government established the Apprenticeship Support Officer program to mentor first-year
apprentices aged under 25 years who were at risk of dropping out. A 2014 review by Deloitte Access Economics
found that the program increased the first-year retention rate by about 3 percentage points (Productivity
Commission 2020).

The Australian Apprenticeship Mentoring Program, which ran from 2011 to 2015, funded 33 projects to support
apprentices in their first year of training. An evaluation found that the average program participant had a
5-percentage-point greater probability of retention than a comparable non-participating apprentice (Deloitte
Access Economics 2014:32).

The Productivity Commission (2020:350) noted that several organisations reported significantly higher completion
rates arising from the Industry Specialist Mentoring for Australian Apprentices program, which ran from 2018 to
2019 and provided intensive support to apprentices in their first 2 years:

e [The program] delivered a 90% retention rate from 50% prior to the program for over
400 automotive apprentices in SA [Motor Trade Association of South Australia and
Northern Territory]

e [The program achieved] an 81% retention rate in the Queensland automotive industry
[Motor Trades Association of Queensland]

e Based on HIA's [Housing Industry Association’s] final figures at the conclusion of the
2-year mentoring period, an 84% retention rate was achieved for the 3,773 apprentices
mentored.

The importance of support services is also supported by qualitative evidence (Billett et al. 2015).
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Lack of opportunities

Individuals may be limited by employer interest and demand when they do decide to take up an apprenticeship.
While this is not actively tracked, a comparison of Australian Bureau of Statistics and NCVER data in 2017 showed
that around 15% of those who applied for an apprenticeship were unsuccessful (Karmel 2017). While
unemployment is currently low, JSA’s Recruitment Experiences and Outlook Survey for March 2024 identified that
employers had slightly less difficulty filling vacancies for apprentices (46% recruitment difficulty rate) compared
with 55% for all vacancies over 2021 to 2023 (JSA 2024).

Specific challenges and barriers faced by priority cohorts

Certain cohorts face additional or specific barriers to both entering and completing apprenticeships. These
priority cohorts include women in male-dominated trades, First Nations apprentices, apprentices with disability,
and apprentices in regional, rural and remote locations.

Figure 11 shows the number of apprentices in training in priority cohorts in 2023.

Figure 11: Number of apprentices in training, by priority cohort, 2023
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disability apprentices in remote areas apprentices

Women in
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Source: Unpublished DEWR data.

Women in male-dominated trades

Gender equality is a national priority under the National Skills Agreement. The 2022 Jobs and Skills Summit
identified women'’s economic participation and equality as an economic imperative (Treasury 2022:1).

Women face several barriers to entering and completing an apprenticeship, particularly in trade occupations in

which there has been traditionally low take-up by women compared to men. Data from September 2023 shows
women made up only 11.7% of trade-based apprentices currently in training (NCVER 2024a; unpublished DEWR
data). Completion rates for this cohort are 50% compared to 58.7% for men in male-dominated trades.

Male-dominated workplaces have smaller proportions of part-time employees, and full-time employees tend to
work longer hours — attributes that deter women with family and caring responsibilities (JSA 2022). The lack of
flexibility of training and work hours and limited access to childcare places, especially care places available for the

Strategic Review of the Australian Apprenticeships Incentive System: Background Paper | 28 '



hours required in certain industries such as construction, are significant barriers to women'’s participation. Table 7
shows the most important incentives for women aged 25 to 39 years to participate in the labour force.

Table 7: Incentives to labour force participation, women aged 25 to 39 years

Most important incentives %
Financial assistance with childcare 55
Ability to work part-time hours 55
Working a set number of hours on set days 54
Access to childcare 52

Source: ABS (2023).

Societal norms and gender stereotypes are contributing to gender segregation across occupations, exacerbating
labour shortages in heavily gendered industries. Around 65% of occupations experiencing workforce shortages
have workforces with over 80% men or over 80% women (JSA 2022).

Cultural expectations and misconceptions about women'’s capabilities to perform in trades can deter women from
considering trade occupations as an attractive career (Bridges et al. 2021). Once women enter these types of
apprenticeships, workplace culture, bullying and sexual harassment can contribute to non-completion. In 2018,
51% of women working in the construction industry reported having experienced sexual harassment, compared
to 12% of men (AHRC 2020).

The NCVER Apprentice and Trainee Experience and Destinations Survey in 2019 found that around 19% of
women in trade apprenticeships were either dissatisfied or very dissatisfied with their working conditions. This
compares to around 9% of men in trade apprenticeships who reported the same levels of dissatisfaction.

Figure 12 shows satisfaction with working conditions for trade occupations by gender.

Figure 12: Satisfaction with working conditions, trade occupations, 2019
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Source: NCVER (2019).

Poor working conditions are the biggest single factor for women discontinuing their apprenticeship. Around 14%
of women reported poor working conditions as the main reason for discontinuing their apprenticeship. This
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compares to only 6% of men discontinuing their apprenticeship for the same reason. The same survey also
showed that women in trade occupations were almost twice as likely to observe bullying (43%) as men (23%).

Workplace sexual harassment continues to be an unacceptable feature of Australian workplaces. Between 2017
and 2022, 41% of women and 26% of men experienced sexual harassment at work (AHRC 2020).

On 12 December 2022, the Anti-Discrimination and Human Rights Legislation Amendment (Respect at Work) Act
2022 (Cth) came into effect. The Act introduced a positive duty on employers and persons conducting a business
or undertaking to take reasonable and proportionate measures to eliminate, as far as possible, certain
discriminatory conduct, including sex discrimination and harassment and certain acts of victimisation in the
workplace. The positive duty aims to prevent sexual harassment from occurring, rather than reacting after

unlawful conduct occurs. This shifts the responsibility away from individual employees — enforcing their right to a
safe and inclusive workplace — to employers, who now bear the responsibility to ensure the workplace is safe and
inclusive for all employees. The aim is to achieve meaningful cultural change to create safer, inclusive and more
respectful workplaces.

First Nations apprentices

Consultations on non-financial apprenticeship supports in 2022 and 2023 revealed specific challenges to entry
and completion for First Nations apprentices. These included isolation, a lack of cultural awareness of apprentice
employers and training providers, and a lack of First Nations trainers in vocational education and training.

Intensive ongoing mentoring by First Nations community organisations was identified as a critical support for First
Nations apprentices, particularly where apprentices may face additional disadvantage or be at risk of disengaging
from their employers.

Apprentices with disability

Apprenticeships are seen as a valuable pathway to support the transition from school to employment for students
with disability (DEWR 2023b). To support this transition, advocacy groups acknowledge that apprentices with
disability often need additional support, particularly prior to sign-up, to ensure they are matched with the right
employer and have the necessary conditions to succeed. For apprentices with disability, ‘social exclusion,
particularly harassment and bullying, were significant barriers’ (Cocks and Thoresen 2013:26).

Employers who want to employ and support apprentices with disability can find accessing supports an
administratively difficult process, creating a barrier to commencements. Australia’s Disability Strategy 2021-2031
(Department of Social Services 2021) identifies employment and financial security as central to improving
outcomes for people with disability. Apprenticeship supports must be accessible to help people with disability to
achieve their full potential through education and learning.

Apprentices located in remote Australia

Labour shortages are more pronounced in regional areas. Students located in remote Australia encounter various
barriers associated with their geographic location when engaging with the VET system. These include distance
and difficulty of travel (including from extreme weather); lack of infrastructure, services, resources and technology;
limited local pathways and job opportunities; training not matched to local training needs; and trainer safety (due
to social problems in some locations).
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High location-based costs are also a significant barrier for apprentices in remote Australia, affecting the viability of
training. This is particularly evident in thin markets, where training is expensive, and employers can be hesitant to
employ an apprentice because of financial viability concerns (Productivity Commission 2020).

Employer experiences of apprenticeships

Employers view apprenticeships as an opportunity to hire a relatively unskilled employee at a significant wage
discount, and to train them to be increasingly skilled and productive. They report that the top reasons for
employing apprentices are to obtain skilled staff, upskill existing staff, fill a specific role, or train to their own
requirements. Many employers also report that they employ apprentices to give young people a head start and
to support their industry (Productivity Commission 2020).

Figure 13 shows the results of an employer survey on the reasons for employing apprentices, and the main
reason for employer dissatisfaction with apprentices.

Figure 13: Reasons for employing apprentices and for dissatisfaction, 2023
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Supervision costs are often the most expensive costs for employers, aside from training wages, with higher
upfront costs that decline over time as the apprentice requires less supervision. Nechvoglod et al. (2009) found,
based on a small number of actual electrical and plumbing apprenticeships, that the apprenticeship model
involves a substantial financial commitment from employers. The highest costs to employers are for supervision,
as apprentice wages (including on-costs such as superannuation and leave) were more or less equal to their
productivity. The authors also concluded that the effect of government incentives on employers’ decisions to train
trade apprentices was minimal, as they do not represent a significant portion of the costs incurred.

The relative costs to the employer are higher if an apprentice does not complete their apprenticeship or changes
employers. In such cases, the employer misses out on the apprentice’s greater productivity in the latter years of
the apprenticeship.

This risk of non-completion can reduce an employer’s appetite to hire an apprentice, particularly for small and
medium-sized enterprises (Behavioural Insights Team 2020), which employ more than half of all apprentices in
Australia. In small businesses, establishing apprenticeships can be more challenging as the businesses often do
not have dedicated human resources staff or experience in navigating the apprenticeships system; are less likely
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to have a sophisticated recruitment system; are less likely to attract the best apprentices; and do not have the
economies of scale to reduce the cost of training across their workforce (Kuszera 2017).

Globally, there is a widespread view that employers of apprentices need more structured training in how to
mentor, train and manage apprentices (Hensen 2014). In the Australian context, Huntly Consulting Group (2008)
concluded, based on interviews with industry stakeholders, that almost everybody involved believed that the
apprenticeships system was out of touch with young people, failing to understand the motivations and mindset of
commencing apprentices.

The extent to which government subsidies and other financial incentives provided to employers are effective is
contested. The Productivity Commission (2020:361, 363), in its report from the Review of the National Agreement
for Skills and Workforce Development, cited findings that:

Employer incentives, as designed, are widely seen to have little effect on the decisions made
by employers of trade apprentices, largely because they are modest relative to the cost of
hiring and training ...

Overall, modest employer incentives provided to all employers are only likely to change the
behaviour of a small number at the margin ...

Therefore, unless they make a sufficiently large proportion of employer costs or return on
investment, employer incentives are not likely to be effective at achieving additionality.

The Productivity Commission (2020) also favoured the removal of employer completion incentive payments,
noting that employers have strong incentives to avoid non-completions because their apprentices are likely to
become more productive over time.

The Productivity Commission (2020:364) concluded:

Overall, given their limited effectiveness relative to scale, employer incentives do not appear
to offer a good return on investment. Increasing the size of incentives is unlikely to be
prudent. Further, it is important to recognise that employers benefit from engaging in
apprenticeships and need to have ‘skin in the game’.

The importance of incentive size is shown by the pattern of traineeship commencements. The number of
traineeship commencements reached a peak of about 280,000 in 2012, but fell by almost 70% by 2019. This sharp
fall has been linked to changes in employer incentives. Prior to the 2012 policy change, incentives made up a
significant portion of trainee wages — in some cases, up to 20% — because incentive payments were unrelated to
duration and traineeships are generally of a shorter duration than trade apprenticeships (Karmel and Rice 2011).
The Productivity Commission (2020:361) observed that ‘the acute sensitivity of traineeships to employer incentives
suggests that the training itself had little real or perceived value for most employers'.

The impact of the COVID-19 apprenticeship wage subsidies also demonstrates the importance of incentive size. In
its final report, the review will take into account the impact evaluation of the BAC and CAC wage subsidies
currently being undertaken by the Australian Centre for Evaluation, within the Australian Treasury, detailed earlier
in the paper.
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Conclusion

This paper has provided an overview of the current state of apprenticeships and the apprenticeships system from
available data and research. It has drawn on previous government reports, publicly available data sources as well
as internal program-level data, and academic research. There is a great volume of information to consider;
however, we have found there are still questions that are difficult to answer, particularly about the real
experiences of apprentices and what informs their decision-making about entering, cancelling and completing
apprenticeships.

This paper is complemented by the consultation process already underway to gather perspectives from industry,
employers and apprentices. The review will consider all sources of evidence to inform the final report to
government.
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Appendix A: Background on the
Australian Apprenticeships Incentive
System

The Australian Government invests in the apprenticeships system through financial and non-financial incentives
and support for apprentices and employers. This investment supports the development of the skilled workforce
Australia needs to underpin our ongoing economic sustainability and competitiveness. States and territories also
provide various forms of financial assistance (such as tax rebates or reductions, direct payments or subsidies, and
discounts or waivers on government services such as vehicle registration), as well as non-financial support
services to apprentices and their employers. The common goal of these supports is to improve the
apprenticeship experience and encourage apprentices to remain in training through to completion.

Australian Apprenticeships Incentives Program

The precursor to the Australian Apprenticeships Incentive System was the Australian Apprenticeships Incentives
Program (AAIP). Introduced in 1998, the AAIP was aimed at increasing apprenticeship commencement and
completion rates. The AAIP provided a standard set of incentives, as well as additional incentives for specific
cohorts such as women in traditionally male-dominated occupations, and apprentices with disability. Incentives
were delivered through a combination of wage subsidies, flat rate payments, vouchers, loans and rebates.

However, over time a range of adjustments and incremental changes were made to the AAIP, resulting in a
complex and difficult-to-understand program, with over 30 individual payment types primarily targeting
employers rather than apprentices.

The AAIP contained various one-off, small-value payments for employers. The bulk of the more broadly available
incentives comprised a lower value of $750 to $2,000 and were predominantly anchored to commencements and
completions.

Prior to the transition to the current Australian Apprenticeships Incentive System on 1July 2022, and not including
COVID-19 response measures, employers were required to navigate, determine their eligibility for, and make
claims against a complex system of AAIP payments. This included up to 19 payments ranging from $750 to
$3,000.

The AAIP saw the introduction of 3 wage subsidies as COVID-19 economic response measures operating
between early 2020 and mid-2022.

e The Supporting Apprentices and Trainees (SAT) subsidy, introduced in March 2020, was designed to
protect the employment of existing apprentices during the early stages of the pandemic. SAT provided a
50% wage subsidy as a retention payment for existing apprentices to eligible employers of up to $7,000
per quarter, per apprentice.

e The Boosting Apprenticeship Commencements (BAC) subsidy, introduced in October 2020, was a
response to the rapid decline in commencements in mid-2020. BAC was targeted at encouraging
apprenticeship commencements during the economic uncertainty of COVID-19 and provided a 50%
wage subsidy of apprentice or trainee wages, paid in arrears based on actual wages paid to eligible
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employers of up to $7,000 per quarter, per apprentice. Initially designed as a capped program that was
expected to end in early 2021, BAC was uncapped and extended several times. It finally closed to new
entrants on 30 June 2022.

o The Completing Apprenticeship Commencements (CAC) subsidy, introduced in October 2021, was
designed to provide transitional support for BAC-eligible employers to retain apprentices into their
second and third year to complete their qualifications. In the second year of an eligible apprenticeship,
CAC provided a 10% wage subsidy to eligible employers of up to $1,500 per quarter, per apprentice. In
the third year of an eligible apprenticeship, CAC provided a 5% wage subsidy to eligible employers of up
to $750 per quarter, per apprentice.

While these temporary measures played a role in influencing employer behaviour and protecting the
employment of apprentices during Australia’s economic recovery from the initial impacts of the pandemic, they
came at a high cost and were not fiscally sustainable in the long term. Between 5 October 2020 and 31 December
2023, over $7.2 billion in BAC and CAC wage subsidies were paid to 114,610 employers of 407,130 eligible
apprentices.

Introduction of the Australian Apprenticeships Incentive
System

Introduced on 1July 2022 and replacing the AAIP, the current Australian Apprenticeships Incentive System was
designed to transition away from the short-term COVID-19 response measures towards a more sustainable level
of payments, while also making the program easier for users to understand by simplifying the incentive structure.
The Incentive System is designed to encourage take-up of apprenticeships in high-demand occupations that are
relevant to the Australian economy now and into the future by focusing support for qualifications and
occupations listed on the Australian Apprenticeships Priority List (DEWR 2023a).

Released annually, the priority list is a point-in-time assessment of in-demand occupations where an
apprenticeship is a required or preferred training pathway.The priority list is based on demand ratings and
includes occupations that have been:

e assessed by Jobs and Skills Australia (JSA) as being in national shortage

e classified by the Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) under the Australian and New Zealand Standard
Classification of Occupations (ANZSCO) as Major Group 3 — Trades and Technicians, and Major Group 4
— Community and Personal Care Workers.

The sources used to create the priority list are developed by the ABS, JSA and the National Register of Vocational
Education and Training to ensure data is consistent, independent and transparent. Since its inception in July 2022,
2 updates have been published —in January 2023 and January 2024.

The cost of the Incentive System under the higher levels of subsidies provided in 2022—-23 and 2023-24 is around
$1.1 billion per year. This includes incentive payments to apprentices and employers in each year. Further, while
the AAIP measures are no longer available to new starters, AAIP payments will continue under grandfathering
arrangements until 30 June 2027 (noting these payments are declining year on year as apprentices progress
through their apprenticeships), with an estimated cost of $338.4 million from 2024-25 to 2027-28 (DEWR
2024b:40).
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Payments for apprentices

The Australian Apprenticeships Incentive System currently includes 2 payments for eligible apprentices. These are
designed to encourage apprentices to take up an apprenticeship in priority occupations, and to assist them with
the cost of living and training, particularly in the early years when training wages are lowest.

e Eligible apprentices in priority occupations on the Australian Apprenticeships Priority List may claim the
Australian Apprentice Training Support Payment (AATSP) of up to $5,000 over 2 years.

e To encourage people to take up apprenticeships in the clean energy sector, from January 2023, eligible
apprentices training in identified clean energy occupations on the priority list subset are eligible to claim
the New Energy Apprentice Support Payment of up to $10,000 over 4 years. From 1 June 2024, eligibility
was expanded to assist more apprentices and trainees skilling up in occupations with exposure to clean
energy. The eligibility changes capture the sector’s growth and incorporate feedback received from
industry. An employer must demonstrate that their business engages and operates in the clean energy
sector and that the apprentice will be provided with meaningful exposure, experience and work in the
sector that is appropriate to their skill level, and/or off-the-job training.

Complementary to the Incentive System, apprentices in priority occupations can also access an interest-free
Australian Apprenticeship Support Loan (AASL). In 2023-24, the maximum loan value is $24,493. The loan does
not become repayable until the apprentice is earning above a minimum threshold (currently $51,500 per year).

In addition, apprentices who are required to move away to complete their apprenticeship may be eligible for a
Living Away From Home Allowance (LAFHA) — a weekly payment that reduces over the first 3 years of training
($77.17 per week in year 1, $38.59 per week in year 2 and $25 per week in year 3).

Payments for employers

The streamlined incentive structure includes 2 payments for eligible employers. These are designed to assist with
the cost of taking on, supervising and training an apprentice, especially in the early years when supervision
requirements are high and apprentice productivity is lower, and to encourage employers to consider the priority
occupations in particular.

o Eligible employers of apprentices in priority occupations may claim the Priority Wage Subsidy (PWS), which
reimburses 10% of the apprentice’s wage in years 1and 2 and 5% in year 3, to a maximum amount of $15,000
over the 3 years.

e Employers of apprentices not in priority occupations may claim a hiring incentive of up to $3,500, paid in 2
instalments at 6 and 12 months after commencement.

e Employers of apprentices who meet prescribed disability eligibility criteria may claim the Disability Australian
Apprentice Wage Support (DAAWS) payment of $104.30 per week. This payment is available where an
apprentice is living with long-term or permanent disability, or for the term of a temporary disability. The
purpose of DAAWS is to encourage employers to provide apprenticeships to people living with disability who
can participate in open employment with suitable hiring, training and support.

From 1 July 2024, payments for employers will change.

e Employers of apprentices in priority occupations may claim a hiring incentive of up to $5,000 paid in 2
instalments ($2,000 at 6 months and $3,000 at 12 months after commencement).

e Employers of apprentices not in priority occupations will not receive any financial support.

e The DAAWS payment will remain available.
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Appendix B: Non-financial
apprenticeship services and supports

In addition to financial incentives, the Australian Government funds a range of non-financial supports delivered
through the Australian Apprenticeship Support Network (AASN). Designed to complement state and territory
services, the key goal of the AASN is to make it easier for employers to recruit, train and retain apprentices, and
to support apprentices to stay in their apprenticeship through to completion.

Seven AASN providers are currently contracted by the Australian Government across Australia. These AASN
providers are responsible for the sign-up of every apprentice across the country. As part of the sign-up process,
AASN providers are responsible for ensuring the apprenticeship arrangement is genuine and appropriate, and
that both the employer and apprentice understand their roles and responsibilities in accordance with legislative
and other requirements in the relevant jurisdiction. This includes selecting an appropriate qualification and
training provider best suited to the location and circumstances of the apprentice and employer. AASN providers
also offer training support for apprentices and employers that can include mentoring, counselling and pastoral
care.

Redesign of apprenticeship services and supports

At the Jobs and Skills Summit held in September 2022, the Australian Government committed to exploring
options to improve the apprenticeship support system and drive up apprenticeship completions (Treasury 2022).

In November 2022, the Department of Employment and Workplace Relations (DEWR) released a discussion paper
on Australian apprenticeship services and supports (DEWR 2022). The discussion paper tracked the journey of an
apprentice and sought views on how the government could address key issues at each stage of the
apprenticeship lifecycle, focusing on non-financial supports. The government engaged closely with a broad range
of organisations and key stakeholders, including apprentices, employers, state and territory governments, unions,
registered training organisations, group training organisations, AASN providers and advocacy groups.

Feedback was consistent that the key apprenticeship services should be retained but refocused. Stakeholders
recommended reducing the complexity of services for apprentices and employers across governments and
investing in personalised and appropriate support for diverse cohorts. Stakeholders also highlighted the critical
role of employers and supervisors in building strong working relationships with their apprentices, and the role of
these relationships in the delivery of quality apprenticeships.

In April 2023, DEWR published findings and an outline of the government's proposed new model in the Future
Directions for Australian Apprenticeship Support Services Consultation Paper (DEWR 2023b). The consultation
paper provided further opportunity for stakeholders to share feedback on the government’s proposed intentions
for the redesign of the apprenticeship services and supports program. The paper highlighted opportunities to
strengthen and better target the support provided to apprentices to ensure that they finish their training and find
secure, well-paid work. Engagement focused on how a new apprenticeship support model could:

e Dbetter support apprentices and employers throughout the duration of the apprenticeship

e address the specific needs of priority cohort apprentices — women in male-dominated trade
apprenticeships, First Nations apprentices, apprentices with disability and apprentices working in remote
locations
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enhance non-financial supports to ensure the system continues to deliver a secure, skilled workforce that
industry needs.

Feedback from the 2 rounds of consultations informed the finalisation of the government'’s proposed new model
for apprenticeship services and supports, which will be introduced from 1 July 2024. This new model, and the
consultation that informed its design, is outlined in Figure 14.

The new model has been designed to lift completions and better support apprentices and their employers, with a
particular focus on those apprentices who experience additional barriers to completion (O'Connor 2023). It will:
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provide improved wraparound support and mentoring for key client groups, including First Nations
apprentices, apprentices with disability, those who live remotely, and women in male-dominated trades,
while continuing to support all apprentices — and their employers — who experience additional barriers to
completing their apprenticeship

provide better support and mentoring to employers to help them better understand their role in
supporting their apprentice, including ensuring a safe and respectful workplace, free from harassment,
and connecting employers to support services and training to improve their capacity to effectively
supervise and support their apprentices in the workplace

look to introduce specialist providers to provide expert support to certain cohorts of apprentices,
including women in male-dominated trades, First Nations apprentices, and apprentices working towards
clean energy occupations

leverage improved technology to increase and better target communications, and streamline program
administration to free up service providers to spend more time supporting apprentices

improve the transparency of apprenticeship services and supports to improve the quality of service
delivery and drive apprenticeship service provider performance.



Figure 14: Summary of redesigned apprenticeship services and supports

The new model fi

Support for apprentices with diverse
backgrounds

Provide improved wraparound support and
mentoring for Key Client Groups including
First Nations apprentices, apprentices with
disability, those who live remaotely, women
in male-dominated trades, while continuing
to support all apprentices and employers
who experience additional barriers to
completing their apprenticeship.

Specialist support for apprentices

Look to introduce specialist providers to
provide expert support to certain cohorts
of apprentices including women in male-
dominated trades, First Nations
apprentices and apprenticeships working
towards clean energy occupations.

Improving workplaces

Provide better support and mentoring to
employers to help them to better
understand their role in supporting their
Australian Apprentice, including ensuring a
safe and respectful workplace, free from
harassment, and connecting employers to
support services and training to improve
their capacity to effectively supervise and
support their apprentices in the workplace.

Lol

Communication and administration
Leverage improved technology to increase
and better target communications and
streamline program administration to free
up service providers to spend more time
supporting apprentices.

Quality and transparent services

Improve the transparency of apprenticeship services
and supports to improve the quality of service delivery
and drive apprenticeship service provider performance.

At the Jobs and Skills Summit and in the 2022-23 Budget, the Australian Government committed to
explore options to improve the apprenticeship support system and drive-up completions.

We engaged a wide range of stakeholders over two rounds of consultations

* The Australian Apprenticeship Services and
Support Discussion Paper was released late
2022.

The Future Directions for Australian
Apprenticeship Support Services
Consultation Paper was released April 2023.

* Consultation included seven site visits with * Consultation included a site visit with

apprentices, employers and trainers; six
targeted roundtables, 29 bilateral meetings
and over 100 written submissions.

apprentices, employers and trainers; five
targeted roundtables involving a total of 35
organisations; 13 bilateral meetings and

over 40 written submissions.

The first week is a bit of a blur... it would have been good to have more
follow-up in the first year to have an understanding of what is going on.

Wellbeing should be an industry wide
priority, but especially for apprentices.

Feedback on the future Directions paper was positive

The new model was welcomed

Improved understanding of roles and responsibilities
Stakeholders agreed that roles and
responsibilities need to be clarified, and better

Stakeholders were pleased
to see an acknowledgement
that employers need more
assistance, particularly those
who are not experienced in
supporting and supervising
apprentices.

The five elements were
supported overall as a
comprehensive model.

understood.

They agreed new and small employers needed

More mentoring earlier

Stakeholders were pleased
to see an increased focus on
mentoring for apprentices
particularly First Nations,
women in male dominated
trades, apprentices in
remote and apprentices with
disability.

Some stakeholders asked for
all apprentices to be
guaranteed access to a
place.

You have to have a good

mentor in the workplace.

Initial LLND assessments

Stakeholders agreed on
identifying LLND and
personal barriers at the start
of apprenticeships.

They agreed this needs to be
carefully designed for
people to succeed in the
apprenticeship system,
rather than blocking or
intimidating people from
attempting an
apprenticeship.

The need for cultural change

= Stakeholders re-iterated that workplaces need

to be more welcoming, more flexible and to

supportive, especially for women in male

more support and access to resources.
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Appendix C: Improving
apprenticeship completions under the
National Skills Agreement

The new 5-year National Skills Agreement (NSA), which commenced on 1 January 2024, includes a policy
initiative aimed at improving student outcomes, with a specific action to support apprenticeship completions.

Through the NSA, the Australian Government and state and territory governments committed to jointly refresh
and update the National Code of Good Practice for Australian Apprenticeships, in consultation with employers
and supervisors, unions, apprentices and other stakeholders, to better clarify the roles and responsibilities of
employers and promote quality, best-practice learning and employment arrangements for apprentices.

Additionally, the development of best-practice guidance and resources for employers of apprentices will
support employers and supervisors to understand their roles and responsibilities to ensure safe and inclusive
workplaces and high-quality apprenticeships.

Refreshing the National Code in collaboration with stakeholders will provide the opportunity to ensure the
document and any supporting resources reflect the current apprenticeship environment in a way that is useful
for employers and apprentices. It is also an opportunity to consider recent and emerging work from Australian
Government and state and territory government reviews, consultation activities and apprenticeship taskforces,
such as the Skills SA-led National Vocational Education and Training Completions Taskforce report (Skills SA
2023), the Victorian Apprenticeships Taskforce to improve workplace safety, and the NSW Vocational
Education and Training Review.
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