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Executive summary
This report is based on research by Incomes Data Research (IDR) covering pay and
conditions for graduates and apprentices, conducted in May 2021. It includes information
from 62 major firms across the economy in the UK, together employing a combined
workforce of nearly 665,000 employees. Of the 62 firms almost all (98%) employ
apprentices, while nearly four-fifths (79%) have graduate trainees in different roles.

Our monitoring of the effects of the pandemic on pay and workforces across the economy
found a varied impact. Pay freezes and unemployment rose in some sectors while high
awards, bonuses and recruitment were common in areas such as food retail. A similar
picture has emerged for the graduate and apprentice labour market, with broadly equal
proportions of employers reporting an increase and a decline in trainee headcounts since
March 2020. According to employers responding to our March 2021 pay in a pandemic
survey series, just under a quarter of employers reported growth in graduate numbers when
compared to the same time a year ago, while a third report a decline. The figures for
apprentices were broadly similar, with just less than a third reporting an increase and just
over a quarter a decline.

The graduate labour market may bounce back, since firms will need people who have been
trained to think through problems of different sorts, and this is normally what a degree
provides. On the other hand, it could be that a hangover of indebtedness and weak growth
could maintain the market at the sluggish pace we saw before the virus spread. The
popularity of degree-level apprenticeships is likely to continue as they present an
alternative to traditional graduate recruitment schemes. Many employers have switched to
hiring these apprentices instead of conventional university-leavers since degree-level
apprenticeships were introduced in 2015.

Our past studies found that pay progression for degree-apprentice schemes grows at a
much faster rate than pay for graduates and this trend has continued in 2021. The starting
salary of degree-apprentice typically grows by around 71% by completion of training,
compared to graduate programmes where starting pay rises by 16% at completion.
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Despite the pay growth on offer during training, we have observed a much lower uplift in
the basic salaries paid to degree-apprentices at the start of training with salaries typically
increasing by just 1% since our study in 2020. This is the lowest growth in starting salaries
for degree-apprentices in recent years, particularly in 2019 when starting pay grew by
around 12%. Pay for graduates on commencement of training has been much slower since
degree-apprentices were introduced and this is the first year we have observed larger
growth, with the median starting pay typically 2% higher this year, compared to 2020.

Nevertheless, pay for fully-trained degree apprentices is now level with the typical offering
for traditional graduate roles, where the labour market has been slower-moving in recent
years. This shift, together with the impact of the pandemic on employment in parts of the
economy, is likely to impact the labour market in both areas as employers respond to
changes in their workforces.

Elsewhere, the Government launched its Kickstart scheme last year to help employers
create job placements for young people aged 16 to 24 who are on Universal Credit. The
positions are intended to help young people improve their employment prospects, which
may lead to permanent positions or apprenticeship training. The scheme is open between
September 2020 and December 2021, during which it was anticipated that more than
250,000 jobs will be generated. In January 2021, the Government reported that over
120,000 jobs had been created under the scheme. [1] However, less than a fifth of these
positions have been filled. Looking at our sample, a quarter have created new roles using
funding from the scheme, with a further three participants currently making plans to do so.

[1]
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The key findings from our research are as follows:

Graduates
•

The median starting salary for graduates in 2021 is £28,000 – minimal growth on
last year’s figure of £27,475 representing a 1.9% increase

•

Starting salaries are highest overall in the private services sector, where the median
is nearly 4% higher than the overall median, at £29,000

•

At the median, the starting salary in London is £29,100 – representing a London
‘premium’ of nearly 4%

•

The pay lead of the completion salary over the current starting salary is typically
£4,500 or 16%

•

Graduates are typically contracted to work 37.5 hours a week

•

Over half (54%) of respondents to our survey said that graduates can earn bonuses

•

The most common employer pension contribution that graduates receive is 6%

•

Over four-fifths (85%) of employers taking on graduates this year reported that
recruitment of graduate roles is ‘not a problem’

•

More than a third (36%) said that at least some graduates failed to complete their
training during the last 12 months. This is a smaller proportion facing retention
issues than we observed prior to the pandemic when over two-fifths had
experienced graduates leaving early
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Apprentices
•

The typical annual salary for a first-year apprentice at intermediate level is £14,000
or around £6.90 an hour. Advanced-level schemes typically pay £15,500 in the first
year

•

The median salary for higher-level apprentices in their first year is £17,500

•

Starting pay for degree-level apprentice positions has risen from £18,800 in 2020
to £19,000 in 2021, an increase of 1%

•

The salaries on offer at each level of apprenticeship increase by between £5,500
and £13,500 completion

•

During the second year of their apprenticeship, a degree-level apprentice is likely to
earn around £4.50 more per hour than the statutory national minimum wage rate
for 18 to 20 years olds

•

Apprentices are typically employed on a full-time basis and typically work 37 hours
a week. In the private services area, the number of hours worked is slightly higher
at 37.5

•

Over two-fifths (42%) of respondents to our survey said that apprentices can earn
bonuses

•

Employers typically pay a 6% pension contribution to trainees undertaking an
apprenticeship

•

Over three-quarters (76%) of our sample said that recruitment of apprentices was
currently ‘not a problem’ and around one-in-10 employers reported that they were
unable to fill vacancies in the most recent recruitment round

•

The Apprenticeship Levy has had an effect on apprentice numbers as nearly twothirds (64%) of respondents have seen their use of apprenticeships increase since
its introduction in 2017

•

Around half (52%) of employers in our study feel that their apprentice numbers will
increase in the next year

•

Retention of apprentices is an economy-wide issue with around two-fifths of
apprentices completing their training in full

•

One in ten participants in our study have made apprentice roles redundant in the 12
months to May 2021
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About the report

This report is based on a survey conducted by IDR of mostly large private sector employers
in May 2021. The survey asked employers about pay and conditions for graduate and
apprentice roles. The survey also posed a series of questions on recruitment and retention
of roles at this level.

The survey received detailed responses from 62 organisations, together employing nearly
665,000 employees in the UK. Two-thirds of respondents operate in the private sector and
the majority of these are in the manufacturing and production area. Private services
employers constitute just over a quarter of the sample. Around a fifth of respondents were
from the public sector and the remaining 13% are in the not-for-profit area.

Figure 1 Respondents by sector
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Nearly four-fifths of respondents were large organisations, employing at least 1,000 staff,
while employers with between 250 and 999 staff accounted for a further 13%. Some 8%
of participants have fewer than 250 employees.

Figure 2 Respondents by company size
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Survey participants
Airbus Operations

Jigsaw Homes Group

Airedale International Air Conditioning

Kier

Alstom

LocatED

Angel Trains

London & Quadrant Housing Trust

Aquaterra Energy

London Borough of Brent

Audit Scotland

Martell's International Removers

Bentley Motors

MBDA

BGL Group

Mitsubishi Chemical UK

British Airways

National Grid

BSW Timber

National Trust

BT Group

Polypipe

Bury Council

Port of Tyne Authority

Civil Aviation Authority

Renishaw

Cadent

Royal Mail Group

Cambridge University Press & Assessment

Royal National Lifeboat Institution

Carey Group

Sainsburys

Cornwall Council

Sedgemoor District Council

Cummins

Severn Trent

Doncaster Council

Shakespeare Birthplace Trust

Dyson

Sky

easyJet

Sopra Steria

Epson Telford

Sovereign Housing Association

Essity UK

Thames Water Utilities

Eurovia

The Open University

Experian

Thurrock Council

Guinness Partnership

Unipart Group

Gwynedd Council

University of Birmingham

Heathrow

Valuation Office Agency

Hinckley and Bosworth Borough Council

Willmott Dixon Holdings

Imerys

XPO Logistics

Jacobs Engineering

Yorkshire Water
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1. Graduates
Graduates employed by the respondents in our study represent around 1% of the total UK
workforce. On average, the survey organisations employ 16 people in graduate positions,
or 5.5 trainees at the median. A handful of participants commented that their graduate
numbers were lower in 2021 due to recruitment freezes following the pandemic.

The introduction of degree-level apprenticeships provides more choice for employers
wishing to develop degree-qualified staff, with the benefit of a lower cost, at least initially.
Starting salaries for degree-level apprentices are lower than the earnings on offer to
graduates but they increase at a faster rate over a similar period of time. However, our
survey found that graduates remain more likely than apprentices to complete their training
in full, possibly due to the development opportunities and status offered by such
programmes.

Our research shows that the labour market for traditional graduates remains subdued, with
employers reporting taking on fewer graduates this year than in previous recruitment
rounds and some putting graduate recruitment on hold altogether in 2020/21.
Respondents reported no difficulties filling graduate vacancies. As a result, employers face
little pressure to increase starting pay for new graduates and only around a third (36%) of
survey participants did so in 2020.

In our sample, the greatest number of graduates are found in London with around half of
firms basing such roles there. Over two-fifths of organisations in our study employ
graduates in the South East and South West regions and a similar number (39%) have
graduates working in each of the East Midlands, the North East and Yorkshire and
Humberside. The North West and West Midlands are next with 37% of organisations
employing graduates here, while smaller proportions of employers in our survey locate their
graduates in the East of England, Wales, Scotland and Northern Ireland.
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Figure 3 Geographical locations of graduates
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1.1.

Pay for graduates

Our analysis shows that the median starting salary for graduates in 2021 is £28,000 –
minimal growth on last year’s figure of £27,475 representing a 1.9% increase. The
interquartile range of graduate starting salaries is fairly narrow at between £25,500 and
£30,000. Starting salaries are highest overall in the private services sector, where the
median is nearly 4% higher than the overall median, at £29,000. Meanwhile, starting
salaries in the public sector are lowest with a median of £25,148. This is most likely a result
of a lengthy period of policy-led pay restraint across the sector, which although it had been
relaxed prior to the pandemic, has since been reimposed.

The following tables provide the lower quartile, median, upper quartile and average salaries
of the midpoint/market rates for graduates in our database 1, which includes salary data
collected by the survey. The tables show both the company and salary count. These refer
to the number of organisations providing data and the number of midpoint salaries used to
calculate the market summary figures. Where employers provided details of salary ranges,
the calculated midpoint of the range has been used for the market calculations. Where
employers provided spot rates rather than a range, the spot rates have been used for the
analysis. Where hourly or weekly rates were provided, we converted these to annual
salaries for analysis purposes.

1

www.PayBenchmarker.com
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Table 1 Graduate starting salaries by sector
Company
count

Salary
count 2

Lower
quartile

Median

Upper
quartile

Average

Whole UK economy

76

101

£25,500

£28,000

£30,000

£27,994

Manufacturing

35

43

£26,000

£28,000

£29,500

£27,703

Private services

26

41

£27,250

£29,000

£31,000

£29,525

Public sector

12

14

£22,276

£25,148

£27,049

£24,830

Not-for-profit

3

3

-

-

-

£26,000

Outside London, the median starting salary for graduates in the UK is £28,000. Starting
salaries are generally higher in London. At the median, the starting salary in London is
£29,100 – representing a London ‘premium’ of just below 4%. This lead is below the
premium for fully-trained roles, typically 10% across the economy.
Table 2 Graduate starting salaries by region
Company
count

Salary
count

Lower
quartile

Median

Upper
quartile

Average

National*

76

101

£25,500

£28,000

£30,000

£27,994

London

34

49

£27,500

£29,100

£31,296

£30,029

The National category summarises the selected sample by excluding any additions to pay associated with
location.
*

Over a quarter (29%) of employers who responded to our survey told us that their starting
salaries vary depending on the graduate programme. For example, a graduate may earn
more if they are recruited to a finance or IT programme compared with business or
commercial roles.

IDR does not collect individual employee data in our pay and conditions surveys, though we do collect data in this way
from some employers as part of our pay club services and to support the IDR Pay Benchmarker service. In these cases, the
data is aggregated to produce the median salary of all job holders for a matched role.

2
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Table 3 Graduate starting salaries by discipline 2021
Salary
count

Lower
quartile

Median

Upper
quartile

Average

Accountancy and finance

27

£27,000

£28,000

£29,300

£27,888

Business

21

£26,000

£27,250

£28,000

£26,318

Commercial

13

£25,500

£27,500

£29,500

£27,862

Engineering

32

£25,000

£27,506

£30,000

£27,882

IT, data and technology

22

£25,375

£27,850

£30,000

£28,396

Pay growth
Pay growth for traditional graduate roles has been relatively subdued over recent years with
very little year-on-year growth. The proportion of employers raising the starting rate for
new graduate recruits is just above a third, and this is higher than in 2020 when it was below
a quarter. This represents a substantial fall on 2017 when over half of employers increased
pay and we observed the largest growth in the median during the last five years. The median
fell slightly in 2020 but has recovered a little this year.
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Figure 4 Median graduate starting salaries 2016 to 2021

1.2.

Pay additions

The benefits available to graduates include bonuses, overtime and shift premiums. Over
half (54%) of respondents to our survey said that graduates can earn bonuses. Meanwhile,
employers are less likely to pay overtime or premiums for unsocial hours to their graduate
workforce – 24% and 13% respectively for these – while less than one in ten in the sample
offer shift payments for graduate roles. This is because graduates are often in training for
management positions and basic salaries at these levels are presumed to be high enough
to cover overtime or any unsocial hours working, while shift working is itself unusual for
such roles.
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1.3.

Pay progression

Most employers review graduate salaries on an annual basis, with a small minority (15%)
conducting reviews every six months. The median starting salary for graduates typically
increases from £28,000 to £32,500 on completion – a lead of some £4,500 (16%). Nearly
three-fifths (57%) of employers taking part in our survey offer two-year graduate
programmes, meaning that progression for many graduates often takes place at a much
faster rate than for their more senior colleagues. By sector, the highest completion salaries
are found in private services where the median pay at completion is £33,800.

Table 4 Graduate salaries on completion of training 2021
Company
count

Salary
count

Lower
quartile

Median

Upper
quartile

Average

Whole UK economy

40

45

£29,000

£32,500

£35,000

£32,578

Manufacturing

19

20

£30,000

£32,750

£35,500

£33,021

Private services

10

12

£31,500

£33,800

£38,083

£34,635

Public sector

9

11

£28,241

£28,837

£31,740

£29,544

Not-for-profit

2

2

-

-

-

£32,500

Earnings for three- and five-yearlings
We asked participants to provide the average 2021 salary for graduates recruited three and
five years ago to measure the extent of progression for graduates. Those recruited three
years ago in 2018 are referred to as ‘three-yearlings’ and those recruited five years ago in
2016 are referred to as ‘five-yearlings’. Our analysis shows that three-yearlings currently
earn £35,491 a year at the median. Meanwhile five-yearlings typically earn £42,000, with
salaries ranging from between £25,000 and £55,000. This means that graduates recruited
three years ago have a salary lead of around 9% on those completing their training in the
current year, while the lead for those recruited five years ago is much greater at around
29%. Graduates often undertake roles with increasing responsibility such as management
and the pay leads suggest this is reflected in the salaries on offer three and five years after
hiring.
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Table 5 Basic salaries for graduates recruited three and five years ago
Current salary for graduates
recruited three years ago

Current salary for graduates
recruited five years ago

Lower quartile

£30,680

£36,475

Median

£35,491

£42,000

Average

£40,000

£45,000

Upper quartile

£35,586

£40,806

22

18

Count

Analysis by sector shows that graduates recruited three years ago receive the highest basic
salary in the private services area, where the median annual salary in 2021 is £39,000,
compared to £35,491 in manufacturing. The current annual salary for graduates working in
the public sector since 2018 is £29,469 at the median. The salary lead for graduates
recruited three years ago is highest in private services at 15% on those completing their
training in the current year, followed by manufacturing and the public sector at 8% and 2%
respectively.

However the findings for salaries for graduates recruited in 2016 present a different picture
with the highest salaries for ‘five-yearlings’ in manufacturing where the median salary in
our sample is £44,682. This represents a lead of 36% on those completing their training in
the current year

Table 6 Median basic salaries for graduates recruited three and five years ago, by sector
Current salary for graduates
recruited three years ago

Current salary for graduates
recruited five years ago

Manufacturing

£35,491

£44,682

Private services

£39,000

£42,000

Public sector

£29,469

£35,183
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1.4.

Working hours

Nearly all the graduate roles in our sample are full-time and graduates are typically
contracted to work 37.5 hours a week. By sector, the contracted hours per week vary – the
private services median is the same as the overall median, while graduates in the public
sector can expect to work slightly fewer hours at 37 at the median.

Table 7 Working hours for graduates
Contracted weekly hours
Lower quartile

37

Median

37.5

Average

37.5

Upper quartile

37.5

Count

17

45
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1.5.

Pensions

All UK employers must enroll their workers in a workplace pension scheme if they are aged
22 or above and earn at least £10,000 per year. This includes graduate trainees. Nearly all
(95%) of employers in our sample pay a contribution rate that is above the minimum
statutory pension contribution of 3% for employers with almost half paying between 6% and
9%, with the most common provision for employers being 6%.

Figure 5 Employer minimum pension contribution rates for graduates
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Contributions tend to be greater in the public sector and lower in the private sector because
of the different types of pension scheme on offer, with defined benefit schemes in the public
sector and defined contribution schemes in the private sector. The median employer pension
contribution rate in our private sector sample is 6.0% and none pay a rate above 10%,
compared to higher provisions in the public sector where the employer contribution rates in
our sample range between 8% and 27%.

The combined statutory minimum pension contribution is 8% (3% for employers and 5% for
employees) however several companies reduce the burden on employees by paying the
lion’s share. For example, Cummins and Thames Water pay minimum employer rates of 5%
and 6% respectively but have both reduced the minimum contribution level for employees
to 3%. In fact, across our sample, graduate employees are typically making contributions
that are lower than the statutory minimum employee contribution level of 5%. This occurs at
over two-thirds of the organisations in our sample. Almost a quarter of respondents to our
survey indicated that employee contributions were equal to the statutory rate while only two
participants reported that graduates were making contributions above 5%.
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1.6.

Recruitment and retention

Nearly all participants in our study provided information on the state of recruitment and
retention for their graduate roles. In general, employers who have continued to recruit
graduates are not currently experiencing difficulties and the number of unfilled graduate
vacancies is very low. A few respondents to our latest survey told us that they are not
currently recruiting graduates, largely due to the pandemic, and particularly in the air
transport sector.

The picture for graduate recruitment in 2021 has not changed very much since our last
analysis of this topic in 2019, suggesting that the pandemic – despite its impact on
particular sectors – has had little generalised effect on the graduate labour market. Less
than a tenth (7%) of respondents currently recruiting graduates reported unfilled
vacancies, which is close to 2019 when 8% of participants experienced such incidences.

Over four-fifths of our latest sample (85%) said that they felt the recruitment of graduates
was currently ‘not a problem’. The remaining participants (15%) described their challenges
with recruitment as ‘fairly difficult’. This marks a slight improvement in the situation since
2019 when around 17% of employers described their graduate recruitment as ‘fairly
difficult’. The causes vary from business to business with a few commenting on the lack of
suitable applications in particular areas such as IT. As in 2019, no respondents felt
graduate recruitment was ‘very difficult’.
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Figure 6 Recruitment of graduate roles

By contrast, the ability to retain graduates for the full length of their programme is a
common challenge with over a third (36%) of respondents reporting that at least some
graduates failed to complete their training during the last 12 months. This is a smaller
proportion facing retention issues than we observed prior to the pandemic. Our study in
2019 found that 42% of respondents had experienced graduates leaving their training.

Poor performance of graduates was cited as a common reason for their leaving before their
programme was complete. In a small number of cases, trainees leave after securing an
alternative position either at another organisation or are promoted within the existing
company.
21
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Figure 7 Extent to which graduate recruits completed training

Some employers offer payments or incentives to attract candidates, such as ‘golden hello’
payments to new employees, or bonuses for completing graduate training. Around a fifth
(18%) operate schemes aimed at encouraging applications from graduates, with payments
made to successful candidates at the start of their programme varying between £1,500 and
£2,000.
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2. Apprenticeships
The number of new apprenticeship starts across the economy in the six months to January
2021 was over 20% lower than the same period in 2019/20. A report produced by the
Department for Education states that some 161,900 apprenticeships began between
August 2020 and January 2021 compared to 198,600 in the equivalent period in 2019/20.
Despite this fall in numbers, mainly connected to the fallback in economic activity as a
result of the pandemic, we have observed that employers are continuing to expand the
variety of apprenticeships on offer and, in some cases, offering training away from the
traditional skill-sets needed for the most common jobs in their businesses. For example,
employers in the manufacturing sector offer training outside of engineering in areas such
as finance or HR. Similarly in private services other transferrable skills such as accountancy,
data science and project management are widely available. Apprentices gain skills at the
beginning of their working life that are portable and can be transferred between employers,
particularly in manual roles. However, the newer, more highly-qualified apprenticeships
available may mean that loyalty to one employer could become more common.

Nearly all respondents to the survey employ apprentices, with over two-fifths of these
(43%) offering programmes at all four levels: intermediate, advanced, higher and degree.
The largest number of apprenticeships are still mainly closer to traditional training schemes
in terms of the qualifications available, with the most common level of apprenticeship being
the advanced level, which is currently on offer at 93% of firms in our study. But higher and
degree-level schemes are increasingly popular, with these on offer at 81% and 78% of
employers in our study respectively. Around half (56%) of participants offer intermediatelevel apprenticeship training.

Apprenticeship levels
Type

Level of qualification

Description

Intermediate

Level 2

Equivalent to 6 GCSEs grade 9-4

Advanced

Level 3

Equivalent to 2 A-levels

Higher

Level 4 and 5

Equivalent to a diploma, higher education certificate
or foundation degree

Degree

Level 6 and 7

Equivalent to a Bachelor’s or Master’s degree

Source: www.gov.uk
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In our sample, the greatest numbers of apprentices working towards an intermediate,
advanced or higher scheme are found in the North West, in part reflecting the importance
of engineering in this region, but also other industries such as chemicals, transport and
utilities. This is closely followed by London and the South East. Locations for degree
apprentices differ slightly with the highest proportions of trainees working at this level
based in London, the South East and South West where over a third (36%) of the sample
have roles in these regions.
Figure 8 Geographical locations of apprentices (intermediate, advanced and higher level)
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Figure 9 Geographical locations of degree apprentices
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2.1.

Pay for apprentices

Our study found that the median starting salary for intermediate-level apprentices is
£14,000, or around £6.90 an hour. The median annual salary for advanced-level
apprentices is £15,500 while that for higher-level apprentices is £17,500 - £8.07 and
£9.24 an hour respectively. The typical starting annual salary for degree-level trainees in
our sample is £19,000 or £9.38 an hour. All apprentice salaries are considerably lower than
the entry pay of £28,000 for graduate programmes where candidates already have a degree
qualification.

Table 8 Salaries for first-year apprentices
Intermediate

Advanced

Higher

Degree

Lower quartile

£10,018

£12,654

£15,750

£16,459

Median

£14,000

£15,500

£17,500

£19,000

Average

£13,443

£15,195

£18,077

£20,225

Upper quartile

£16,000

£18,000

£20,283

£24,500

31

47

39

25

Count

The National Minimum Wage (NMW) regulations provide a floor for apprentices’ pay;
however, the statutory minimum rate for apprentices has little influence on actual pay rates,
particularly for those working towards a higher- or degree-level apprenticeship. All
participants in our survey pay hourly rates above the current statutory minimum rate of £4.30
for apprentices.

At the median, the typical hourly rate for intermediate and advanced-level apprentices is
£6.90 and £8.07 respectively. This represents a lead of £2.60 (60%) for intermediate level
and £3.77 (88%) for advanced apprentices above the statutory rate. The median hourly
rates for higher and degree apprentices are significantly higher than the statutory minimum
rate for apprentices in their first year. Our higher-level apprentice median of £9.24 is £4.94
(or some 115%) above the NMW for apprentices. The median hourly rate for degree-level
apprentices in their first year is £9.38 representing a lead of £5.08 or 118% over the rate
that an apprentice worker is entitled to receive under the NMW.
26
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Table 9 Apprentice median starting rates in 2021 versus the statutory apprentice rate
Survey starting
rate £p/h
£6.90

NMW apprentice
rate £p/h
£4.30

Difference
£
+£2.60

Difference
%
+60%

Advanced

£8.07

£4.30

+£3.77

+88%

Higher

£9.24

£4.30

+£4.94

+115%

Degree

£9.38

£4.30

+£5.08

+118%

Intermediate

Figure 10 Median hourly rate for first-year apprentices, compared to the apprentice NMW
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Statutory minimum apprentice rates
The National Minimum Wage (NMW) for apprentices rose by 15p to £4.30 an hour on 1 April 2021.
This rate applies to all apprentices aged 19 and under and any apprentices aged 19 and over in
the first year of their apprenticeship. Apprentices aged 19 or over who have completed the first
year of their apprenticeship are entitled to receive the statutory NMW for their age category, as
shown below:

23 and over
1 April 2021

£8.91

21 to 22

18 to 20
£8.36

Under 18
£6.56

£4.62

For example, an apprentice aged 25 or over will be entitled to receive the National Living Wage
(NLW) of £8.91 per hour if they are not in the first year of their apprenticeship.
Source: https://www.gov.uk/national-minimum-wage-rates

2.2.

Pay additions

Many organisations offer their apprentice workers the same or similar terms and benefits
to those received by their other employees. Over two-fifths (42%) of respondents to our
survey said that apprentices can earn bonuses. On top of their hourly pay, many apprentices
can increase their earnings through overtime or shift premiums. Over a third (36%) of
employers in our study pay overtime to their apprentices and a similar proportion – 34% offer shift payments. Unsocial hours premiums for working bank holidays or nights are paid
to apprentices by around a quarter (26%) of employers in our study.

2.3.

Pay progression

The median salary for intermediate-level apprentices rises from £14,000 in the first year to
a median minimum of £19,553 on completion of training programmes – representing an
increase of 40%. Similarly, for workers on advanced-level apprenticeships the basic annual
salary typically starts at £15,500 and increases by 42% to a minimum of £22,000 at the
median on completion. A higher-level apprentice is likely to earn £17,500 in the first year
but salaries for trainees at this level rise by 62% to a minimum of £28,347 at the median
on completion.
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Figure 11 Median salary levels for apprentices by level 2021
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Table 10 Salaries for intermediate-level apprentices
Year 1

Year 2

Year 3

Completion

Lower quartile

£10,018

£9,274

£12,826

£18,203

Median

£14,000

£16,089

£16,688

£19,553

Average

£13,443

£14,501

£16,814

£22,076

Upper quartile

£16,000

£17,975

£20,313

£25,000

31

22

16

20

Count

Table 11 Salaries for advanced-level apprentices
Year 1

Year 2

Year 3

Completion

Lower quartile

£12,654

£15,150

£17,000

£19,000

Median

£15,500

£17,189

£18,626

£22,000

Average

£15,195

£16,890

£18,783

£23,067

Upper quartile

£18,000

£19,389

£21,569

£27,000

47

39

28

25

Count

Table 12 Salaries for higher-level apprentices
Year 1

Year 2

Year 3

Completion

Lower quartile

£15,750

£17,682

£18,284

£24,538

Median

£17,500

£20,204

£22,235

£28,347

Average

£18,077

£20,061

£21,945

£27,321

Upper quartile

£20,283

£22,000

£24,875

£30,595

39

29

22

19

Count
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Degree apprentices
The degree apprenticeship level was introduced in 2015 and has gradually grown in
popularity. They were introduced to enable employees to study for role-related Bachelor
and Masters-level qualifications (equivalent to the new level 6 and 7 apprenticeships) while
working. Initially we found that many of the companies listed as operating degree-level
apprenticeships did not in fact have such roles. This was in part because the scheme was
comparatively new but it also reflected the sluggish state of the economy, with this
affecting hiring plans, including the new scheme, that while perhaps was of interest to many
employers, also involved detailed link-ups with higher education institutions, something
that takes a little time to establish. Since then, despite economic growth remaining at low
levels on the one hand, and the coronavirus pandemic on the other, the proportion of firms
that report employing degree-level apprentices has risen and in our latest sample there are
almost as many participants offering apprenticeship training at degree-level as those
offering more traditional intermediate, advanced and higher-level apprenticeships. The
number of staff employed on degree-level programmes has also increased to similar levels
as those employed in conventional apprentice training schemes.

According to our analysis, the median starting salary for a degree apprentice is £19,000, up
just 1% from £18,800 in 2020. This is the slowest growth in starting salaries for degree
apprenticeships since our observations began in 2018 when the median salary was
£16,000 and subsequently rose by 11.7% in 2019 and a further 5% in 2020. The pandemic
and its negative impact on economic activity and the rewards from it are likely to have been
a major factor in the latest findings.

Table 13 Salaries for degree-level apprentices
Year 1

Year 2

Year 3

Year 4

Completion

Lower quartile

£16,459

£18,635

£21,813

£22,590

£28,133

Median

£19,000

£20,223

£24,750

£26,128

£32,502

Average

£20,225

£22,136

£25,109

£26,137

£32,240

Upper quartile

£24,500

£24,750

£28,249

£28,719

£35,745

25

19

16

14

14

Count
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Our study found that a degree-level apprentice is likely to earn considerably more than the
statutory rate for their age group. For example, a second-year apprentice aged 19 or over is
entitled to earn the NMW rate of £6.56 per hour. Our study found that the median hourly
rate for a degree apprentice in their second year is £11.07 – some £4.51 (69%) above the
NMW rate for 18 to 20 year olds.

Figure 12 Median hourly rate for degree-level apprentice compared to the NMW/NLW
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Turning to basic salaries on completion of a degree apprenticeship, the median has grown
by just 3% over the entire period since 2018. The median completion salary stands at
£32,502 for 2021, compared to £31,500 in 2018. However, on completion, pay for degreelevel apprenticeships still increases by the greatest amount of all apprentice levels. Degree
apprentices can expect to earn 71% more on completing their training than when they
started, compared to around 40% for intermediate and advanced-level apprentices, and
62% for higher-level trainees. The median salary on completion of a degree apprenticeship
is £32,502, virtually identical to the minimum median salary of £32,500 on programme
completion for traditional graduate entry roles.

Table 14 Median starting and completion salaries for apprentice and graduate roles, 2021
Starting salary
£p/a
£14,000

Completion
salary £p/a
£19,553

Difference
£
+£5,553

Difference
%
+40%

Advanced

£15,500

£22,000

+£6,500

+42%

Higher

£17,500

£28,347

+£10,847

+62%

Degree

£19,000

£32,502

+£13,502

+71%

Graduate

£28,000

£32,500

+£4,500

+16%

Intermediate

The rate of growth in completion pay for both degree apprentices and graduates is possibly
connected to the same issues: mainly a desire by employers to increase pay levels for such
trainee roles at a lower rate than that for other roles, as a way of containing costs. This is
made possible by the fact that individual trainees will have experienced pay progression at
a very rapid rate anyhow, and so employers can revalorise salary levels by less than the
going rate for fully-qualified jobs.
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Table 15 Median completion salary for degree-apprentices compared to graduates, 2019 to 2021
Degree apprentice

Graduate

Salary on

Difference %

Salary on

Difference %

completion

from starting

completion

from starting

2019

£31,600

76%

£32,390

15.7%

2020

£29,577

56%

£36,648

19%

2021

£32,502

71%

£32,500

16%

2.4.

Working hours

Apprentices are typically employed on a full-time basis, with just 2% of employers in our
sample offering part-time hours. Full-time contracts are typically 37 hours a week. In the
private services area the typical number of contracted hours is slightly higher at 37.5, while
apprentices working in manufacturing are commonly on a basic 37 hours per week. Basic
hours can also vary depending on the division of the business in which the apprentice is
employed. For example, an office worker may be employed on a different number of hours
per week, usually fewer, than an employee in a factory or logistics role.

Table 16 Working hours for apprentices
Contracted weekly hours
Lower quartile

37

Median

37

Average

37.3

Upper quartile

37.5

Count

2.5.

51

Pensions

All UK employers must enroll their workers in a workplace pension scheme if they are aged
22 or above and earn at least £10,000 per year. This includes apprentice workers. More than
half of respondents to our survey pay a contribution rate to their apprentices that is above
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the minimum statutory pension contribution of 3% for employers, although in some cases
the provision varies depending on the level of the apprenticeship scheme. Employers
typically pay a 6% pension contribution to trainees undertaking an apprenticeship. This trend
is found across the private sector but contributions in the public sector tend to be higher with
a median employer provision of 6.3% for intermediate-level apprentices and up to 8.4% for
those at degree level in our sample. Degree-level apprentices are more likely to receive a
higher employer contribution than those on other schemes with over three-quarters (78%)
of employers providing a rate of 6% or more.

Figure 13 Employer minimum pension contribution rates for apprentices by sector
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The median minimum employee pension contribution rate made by apprentices is 3% for
those trainees working at an intermediate level. However, for the other apprenticeship levels
workers typically make a higher contribution of 4%. Within our sample only one participant
reported a minimum employee contribution rate of above 6%.

2.6.

Recruitment and retention

Nearly all participants in our study provided information on the state of recruitment and
retention for their apprentice roles. In general, employers are not currently experiencing
challenges with the recruitment of apprentices. The number of unfilled apprentice
vacancies is low with only around one-in-10 employers reporting that they were unable to
fill vacancies in the most recent recruitment round.

Over three-quarters (76%) of our sample said that recruitment of apprentices was currently
‘not a problem’. This is lower than the proportion agreeing with this statement in our 2019
study when 82% of participants described their apprentice recruitment in this way. Of the
remaining participants that have faced difficulties with recruitment, only one organisation
described their ability to recruit apprentices as ‘very difficult’. The causes of difficulties vary
with some citing insufficient applications of the required quality, and in one case the
quantity. Certain disciplines, such as engineering, are the most challenging positions to fill.

Very few employers offer incentives to attract candidates to apprentice roles, with just four
respondents to our survey operating schemes for attracting apprentices such as a bonus
paid on completion of training – one example of this (in manufacturing) was a payment
worth £2,000.
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Figure 14 Recruitment of apprentice roles

In contrast to recruitment, retention is an issue, with less than half (43%) of participants
reporting that all apprentices completed their training in full in the 12 months to May 2021.
However a further 41% reported that approximately three-quarters of apprenticeships are
completed in full, with several employers citing that their completion rate is over 90%.
These trends can be seen across all sectors, with the most common reason being poor
performance. A couple of respondents reported that some trainees have left the company
to pursue an alternative career or have secured a position elsewhere. One employer told us
that the amount of coursework required for apprentice workers was sometimes a reason
for incomplete training.
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Figure 15 Extent to which apprentice recruits completed training

Elsewhere, one in ten participants in our study have made apprentice roles redundant in
the last 12 months. This has occurred in the air transport and construction sectors. None of
these employers feel that their numbers will increase over the coming year. Overall, around
half (52%) of employers in our study feel that their apprentice numbers will increase in the
next year and only four believe they will see a decrease in these roles.
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2.7.

Effect of Apprenticeship Levy

Nearly all (96%) respondents in our study are liable for payment of the Apprenticeship Levy,
and nearly two-thirds have increased their use of apprenticeships since its introduction in
2017. This is a similar proportion to the trend seen in our 2019 study when the results
showed that 73% of employers had seen an increase in the intake of apprentices.

Several organisations have reviewed the apprenticeship schemes that they offer and have
expanded the areas of study or the levels available. The advent of degree apprenticeships
has presented an alternative to traditional graduate recruitment schemes and a couple of
participants said that they have offered such schemes to existing staff in order to upskill
sections of their workforces.

The Apprenticeship Levy
The Apprenticeship Levy was introduced on 6 April 2017. The requirement is for all employers in
the UK with a pay bill exceeding £3 million per year to pay 0.5% of their pay bill to fund the cost
of apprenticeships and training. Employers who pay the levy receive monthly funding through an
online service account, which they can access to fund apprenticeship training.
A report produced by the Department for Education in January 2021, and updated in May,
analyses the growth of apprenticeships in the wake of the levy’s introduction. The number of
apprenticeships rose after 2017 but decreased in 2019. Some 161,900 apprenticeships began
between August 2020 and January 2021 compared to 198,600 in the equivalent period in
2019/20 and 214,200 in 2018/19.

Source: Apprenticeships and traineeships: May 2021 - GOV.UK (www.gov.uk)
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