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Without
employers,
thereis no
employment-
based
apprenticeship
system.

Employers create the opportunity,
pay the wage, provide skilled
supervision, and carry the cost
and risk. Their commitment
sustains the standards, safety,
and future of our profession,

and the communities

we all serve.
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Foreword

Alan Brown MSP
Kilmarnock &Irvine Valley

Parliamentary

Scotland'’s future prosperity depends on a skilled
workforce, and apprenticeships remain one of the
most important ways in which young people can
build rewarding careers while employers secure
the talent they need.

Apprenticeships must be recognised as a
high-value route in their own right, alongside
further and higher education. They allow people
to earn, learn and gain recognised occupational
competence, while giving employers a direct role
in developing the workforce they need.
Construction has long been a leader in this
approach, with well-established apprenticeships
that have supported skilled careers and
maintained standards across the built
environment for generations.

This is particularly true in plumbing and heating.
The established apprenticeship is an
employer-led route, built around real jobs,
nationally recognised standards and supervised
workplace learning.

Itis a path known to me — my dad was a plumber,
and once time served, he also became
responsible for overseeing the development of
apprentices. | could see how the process builds
up not just practical skills for life but personal
development and long-lasting friendships as well.

Plumbing and heating is essential to public health,
efficient and safe water and heating systems,
energy efficiency and Scotland'’s transition to
low-carbon heating solutions. It is therefore
essential that high standards of competence
remain central to how we develop the next
generation of skilled professionals.




This report makes a valuable contribution to the
apprenticeship debate by placing the experience
of employers firmly alongside that of apprentices,
colleges and training providers.

Employers provide the job opportunity, pay
wages, supervise learning in the workplace and
carry much of the practical responsibility for an
apprentice’s development. Their willingness and
ability to continue doing so is fundamental to a
successful apprenticeship system.

The evidence gathered by SNIPEF is clear.
Employers remain committed to the established
four-year apprenticeship route and to the
standards it delivers. However, many are finding
the financial and practical pressures of training
increasingly difficult to manage, particularly in the
early years when apprentices need the greatest
support and are least productive.

These are serious issues, but they should be
approached constructively. It is as important that,
as politicians, we listen to employers when they
highlight concerns and issues.

Scotland has a strong record of supporting
apprenticeships and investing in skills. As we
consider future priorities, it is important that we
recognise the particular circumstances of
safety-critical, delivery-critical professions and
the substantial contribution employers make to
training.

The recommendations in this report are practical
and proportionate. They seek to make it more
sustainable for employers to create and retain
apprenticeship opportunities, while protecting
quality, competence and public confidence. They
also recognise that the cost of inaction would be
significant, both for individual businesses and for
Scotland’s wider skills needs.

(43 &)o/

Employers provide the job
opportunity, pay wages,
supervise learning in the
workplace and carry much of
the practical responsibility for
an apprentice’s development.

I welcome SNIPEF's work in bringing together the
views of employers from across Scotland. | hope this
report encourages a positive conversation between
government, employers, colleges, trade unions and
training bodies about how we can maintain a strong,
high-quality apprenticeship system for the future.

Alan Brown MSP
Kilmarnock & Irvine Valley
Scottish National Party
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Foreword

Fiona Hodgson
Chief Executive

Scottish and Northern Ireland Plumbing Employers' Federation

Every plumbing and heating apprenticeship
begins with an employer willing to create an
opportunity. Their commitment is the foundation
on which the entire apprenticeship system rests.

However, that commitment matters far beyond
our profession. Plumbing and heating
professionals protect public health, maintain safe
water and heating systems, support energy
efficiency and will be essential to Scotland’s
transition to low-carbon heating. A strong
apprenticeship pipeline is therefore vital to our
customers, communities, economy and national
ambitions.

Apprentices and colleges are rightly recognised
as essential parts of the apprenticeship triangle.
This report focuses on its third side: the employer,
whose contribution is all too often overlooked.

Thatis not hyperbole. It is the clear message from
more than 240 employers who contributed to our
research and regional working groups.

They told us about their commitment to
apprenticeships, the value they place on the
established four-year programme and their
determination to maintain the high standards
expected in plumbing and heating.

However, they also described the growing
pressures they face in training apprentices.
These include rising wage costs, college
release, supervision requirements, limited
productivity during the early stages of an
apprenticeship, retention risks and, in some
areas, travel and accommodation costs.




Together, these pressures influence whether
businesses feel able to recruit apprentices and
support them through to qualification.

This report does not call for the established
apprenticeship route to be weakened. On the
contrary, it seeks to protect that route by making
the system supporting it more sustainable.

(43 &)o)

Our findings show that
employers remain committed
to apprenticeships and to the
high standards expected in
plumbing and heating.

It presents an evidence-based case for practical
action and is intended as a constructive and

apolitical contribution to finding solutions. We also
recognise that public finances are under pressure,

which is why our recommendations are targeted,
proportionate and realistic.

However, doing nothing also carries a cost. If
employers are expected to sustain the
apprenticeship system, funding, policy and
delivery arrangements must better reflect the
contribution they make and the responsibilities
they carry.

Remember, without employers, there are no
apprenticeships.

| would like to thank every employer who
participated in this research. Their honesty and
experiences have shaped the findings and
recommendations of this report. | would also like
to thank SNIPEF Edinburgh and District
Association for funding the research.

The challenge now is to turn this evidence into
action. SNIPEF stands ready to work with
government, public bodies, colleges, employers
and partners across the profession to sustain a
high-quality apprenticeship system that protects
standards and supports Scotland’s future skills
needs.

Fiona Hodgson
Chief Executive
SNIPEF
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Executive Summary
& Recommendations

Restoring balance to the apprenticeship triangle

A

Plumbing and heating apprenticeships develop the
skilled workforce Scotland needs to protect public
health, maintain safe water and heating systems
and deliver its housing and low-carbon ambitions.
The profession is both safety-critical and
delivery-critical: its competence protects people,
while its capacity determines whether essential
work can be delivered. Sustaining the
apprenticeship pipeline is therefore vital to
Scotland’s infrastructure, energy efficiency and
transition to low-carbon heat.

This report brings together two stages of employer
research undertaken by SNIPEF: an employer
survey completed by 188 plumbing and heating
businesses, followed by five regional working
groups held in Glasgow, Dundee, Aberdeen,
Edinburgh and Inverness. Across both stages,
more than 240 businesses contributed to the
research, including SNIPEF members and
non-members, and employers ranging from
micro-businesses to larger contractors.

The evidence shows that employers continue to
value the plumbing and heating apprenticeship as
the recognised route into the profession. The issue
is not that employers have rejected the
apprenticeship model. Rather, the conditions
required to sustain employer participation are
becoming harder to maintain.

The survey showed a clear gap between past
recruitment and future intentions. Some 84% of
respondents had employed apprentices in the
previous five years, while 53% of those expressing
a definite intention expected to recruit over the
next three years. Employers identified the costs of
training, wages and limited funding as key barriers.
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The same survey also showed that 81% supported
the four-year apprenticeship model,
demonstrating that concern about sustainability
should not be read as opposition to the standard
itself. The working groups explained what sits
behind these figures. Employers described a
cumulative burden of apprentice wages, college
release, supervision, limited early productivity,
administration, varying levels of apprentice
readiness and the risk of apprentices leaving after
significant investment. In rural and remote areas,
employers also face college travel time and
accommodation costs. These pressures are
especially acute in the early years of the
apprenticeship, when apprentices are least
productive but employer costs and supervisory
responsibilities are highest.

Are employers the forgotten side of the
apprenticeship triangle?

Apprenticeships are often discussed as a
relationship between the apprentice and the
college or training provider. Both are essential, but
the framing is incomplete. Employers create the
apprenticeship place, pay wages, provide
supervised workplace learning, manage risk on
site, and carry the cost before any meaningful
returnis realised. Without employers, there is no
employment-based apprenticeship system.

The evidence also shows that apprenticeships
should not all be treated in the same way, as their
costs, risks and productivity profiles differ. All
apprenticeships have value, but safety-critical
apprenticeships operate differently from shorter or
lower-risk programmes. Plumbing and heating
apprentices cannot work independently from the
outset.



They require sustained supervision, structured
college learning and time to develop competence,
judgement and professional responsibility. This
period of development is not simply a matter of
tradition. It is fundamental to protecting public
safety and maintaining professional standards.

The working group evidence also highlights that
employer experience is not uniform across
Scotland. The Inverness working group showed
how geography can intensify the burden through
travel time, accommodation costs, college access
and limited labour supply. Edinburgh showed that
apprenticeship cost is experienced differently
depending on business model, pricing structure
and type of work. Aberdeen highlighted the
importance of candidate readiness, matching and
local labour market culture. Dundee provided
particularly clear evidence of wage pressure,
college time and the position of smaller firms.

The findings therefore point to a sustainability
problem. Scotland depends on employers to
maintain a pipeline of competent plumbing and
heating professionals, but the current system does
not sufficiently recognise the cost, risk and
responsibility carried by those employers. This is
not only an industry issue. It has consequences for
public health, consumer protection, housing,
energy efficiency and the delivery of low-carbon
heating.

The recommendations in this report combine
targeted financial assistance with practical
changes to grant eligibility, public procurement and
entry routes.

They recognise the constraints on public budgets
and focus support on the costs and barriers
affecting employers’ ability to recruit and train
apprentices. Inaction also carries risks: fewer
apprenticeship places today would weaken the
skilled workforce Scotland needs for public safety,
housing and low-carbon heat. Supporting
employers to sustain training now would help
protect capacity that could take years to rebuild.

The report calls on government to provide
targeted financial assistance towards apprentice
wages during college attendance and early
supervision costs, accept nationally agreed
apprentice wage rates within public grants and
employer support schemes and ensure public
contracts explicitly cost and fund the
apprenticeship commitments they require.

It also calls on the profession to examine and
propose flexible, accredited entry and progression
routes that recognise prior learning and
experience while maintaining established
standards of competence.

Together, these recommendations seek to
rebalance the apprenticeship triangle, protect the
established apprenticeship standard and make it
more sustainable for employers to train Scotland’s
future workforce.
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Summary Recommendations

The full recommendations are set out in detail on pages 32-35. In summary, the evidence from
employers across Scotland's plumbing and heating profession supports the following

recommendations:

For Government

Introduce targeted financial assistance
for employers delivering plumbing and
heating apprenticeships

Contribute towards apprentice wages during
mandatory college attendance and early-year
supervision costs. A straightforward funding
scheme would help employers sustain
four-year apprenticeships in a profession that is
safety-critical and delivery-critical to Scotland's
housing and low-carbon ambitions.

For Government

Ensure public procurement funds and

itemises the apprenticeship commitments it

requires

Where contracts require apprenticeship
commitments, tender pricing and evaluation
should clearly identify and fund the associated
employment, training and supervision costs.
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For Government

Recognise nationally agreed apprentice wage
rates in public grants and employer support
schemes

Accept nationally agreed apprentice wage rates as
an alternative way to meet apprentice pay conditions
across local, regional and national schemes.
Published qualifying agreements and clear guidance
would give employers consistent access to support,
subject to all other eligibility conditions.

For the Profession

Examine flexible, accredited pathways into
plumbing and heating while maintaining a
single standard of competence

Flexible pathways should recognise relevant
skills and experience while ensuring every
entrant demonstrates the same competence,
safety awareness and professional standards.



heating workforce today
builds a safer, healthier
and more sustainable

Scotland tomorrow.
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Introduction

A profession-wide evidence base for sustaining
Scotland’s plumbing and heating apprenticeship pipeline

A

Apprenticeships remain the established route
through which Scotland develops the next
generation of qualified plumbing and heating
professionals. They combine employment,
college-based learning and supervised workplace
experience, and are central to maintaining the
competence, capacity and continuity of the
profession. In plumbing and heating, this matters not
only for workforce supply, but also for public health,
water safety, energy efficiency and Scotland’s
transition to low-carbon heating.

This report brings together two connected stages of
research undertaken by SNIPEF: an employer survey
exploring attitudes towards apprenticeship
recruitment, training, funding, college delivery and
future participation; and five regional employer
working groups held in Glasgow, Dundee, Aberdeen,
Edinburgh and Inverness. The working groups
explored the survey findings in greater depth and
examined how employers experience the practical
responsibilities, costs and risks associated with
recruiting and supporting apprentices.

Together, the research involved more than 240
plumbing and heating businesses across Scotland,
from micro-businesses and small employers to
larger contractors. It included both SNIPEF
members and non-members, ensuring the evidence
reflects a broad cross-section of the profession
rather than the views of one membership body
alone. This breadth is important because
apprenticeships are created and sustained by
employers, whose willingness to recruit, train and
retain apprentices is central to future workforce
capacity.
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The research was developed in response to growing
concern that the apprenticeship model, while still
valued by employers, is becoming harder to sustain in
practice. The survey indicated weakening future
recruitment intentions. It also identified cost, wages
and limited funding as key barriers. The working
groups then provided qualitative depth, showing how
these pressures are experienced differently according
to business size, business model, geography, labour
market conditions and type of work. This report is
therefore not a general review of apprenticeships, nor
anarrow request for additional funding. It examines
the relationship between employer participation,
apprenticeship quality and the wider public interest.

Plumbing and heating is both safety-critical and
delivery-critical. The established apprenticeship
develops the competence needed to protect public
health, maintain safe water and heating systems,
improve energy efficiency and support the delivery of
low-carbon heat.

At the same time, the evidence shows that employers
carry a substantial share of the financial and
operational responsibility required to sustain the
system, including wages, supervision, college release,
administration, retention risk and, for remote and
island employers, the wider cost and disruption of
distance college attendance.

The purpose of this report is to provide an
evidence-based account of those pressures and
identify practical, proportionate recommendations for
government, industry and training partners. In doing
s0, it aims to support a more informed policy
discussion about how Scotland can maintain a
competent, accredited and future-ready plumbing and
heating workforce.



Context and Purpose

Why employer participation matters to
Scotland's safety, skills and heat transition

A

Plumbing and heating apprenticeships sit at the
intersection of workforce development, public
safety, infrastructure resilience and Scotland's
transition to low-carbon heat. The profession is
often discussed in terms of labour supply or skills
shortages, but its significance extends much
further. Competent plumbing and heating work
protects public health, maintains safe water and
heating systems, supports energy efficiency, and
underpins the practical delivery of national
housing, retrofit and net-zero ambitions.

The apprenticeship route has traditionally
provided the recognised foundation for that
competence. It combines technical learning with
supervised practical experience over a sustained
period, allowing apprentices to develop not only
knowledge and manual skill, but also judgement,
confidence, problem-solving ability and
professional behaviours. Employers across the
research continued to place value on this model.
The concernraised was not that the
apprenticeship standard lacks value, but that the
conditions required to sustain employer
participation are becoming more difficult.

This matters because apprenticeships do not exist
in the abstract. They are created and sustained by
employers. Colleges provide essential learning
and assessment, and government sets the policy
and funding environment. However, it is employers
who make the four-year commitment: recruiting
apprentices, paying wages, providing supervision,
managing workplace learning and absorbing risk
throughout the apprenticeship. In many cases,
they carry these costs for a sustained period
before any meaningful returnis realised.

The employer as the forgotten side of the
apprenticeship triangle

Apprenticeship policy is often discussed as a
relationship between the apprentice and the
college or training provider. This framing is
incomplete. The evidence gathered through this
research shows that the employer is the third and
essential side of the apprenticeship triangle.
Without sustained employer participation, there is
no employment-based apprenticeship system.

This report therefore places the employer role at
the centre of the analysis, while recognising that a
sustainable apprenticeship system depends on all
three parts of the triangle: apprentices, training
providers and employers, supported by a policy
and funding environment that reflects the
contribution and responsibility of each.

The aim is not to lower
standards or weaken the
established route, but to
ensure that the system
around it is capable of
supporting the employers

who make that route possible.
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The apprenticeship triangle

A sustainable apprenticeship system
depends on all three sides working in
balance.

Apprentice

College /
Training Provider

Employer

The often overlooked
but essential side.

The current policy context makes this issue more
urgent. Scotland’s demand for skilled plumbing
and heating professionals is likely to be shaped by
several overlapping pressures: an ageing
workforce, housing and maintenance demand,
changing heating technologies, energy efficiency
requirements and the transition to low-carbon
systems. These pressures require a workforce that
is not only numerically sufficient, but competent,
adaptable and trusted.
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A weakened apprenticeship pipeline would
therefore have consequences beyond individual
businesses. It would affect consumer protection,
public safety, local economic resilience and
Scotland’s ability to deliver technical change at
scale.

The purpose of this report is to examine whether
the current apprenticeship system is sufficiently
aligned with the realities faced by employers. It
does so by bringing together survey evidence and
regional working group evidence to assess the
practical barriers affecting recruitment, training
and retention. Particular attention is given to cost,
college release, supervision burden, apprentice
readiness, rurality, communication and the balance
between maintaining standards and developing
more flexible accredited routes into the profession.

This report has a dual purpose:

First, it provides an evidence-based
account of the pressures currently
affecting employer participationin
plumbing and heating apprenticeships.

Second, it identifies practical
recommendations for Scottish
Government, public bodies, SNIPEF,
employers and training partners to
sustain a high-quality, accredited
apprenticeship system.

The aimis not to lower standards or weaken the

established route, but to ensure that the system

around it is capable of supporting the employers
who make that route possible.



Methodology

A mixed-methods evidence base combining survey
breadth with employer-led qualitative depth

A

This report is based on a two-stage
mixed-methods research approach, designed to
support a policy-facing analysis of employer
participation in plumbing and heating
apprenticeships. The research followed a clear
logic:

Survey data was used to establish the
scale and pattern of employer concerns,
while qualitative working groups were
used to examine the reasons behind
those concernsin greater depth.

o The findings were analysed thematically
to develop recommendations that are
directly traceable to the evidence. This
ensures that the report’'s conclusions are
grounded in employer experience while
remaining focused on practical action for
government, industry and training
partners.

Quantitative

The quantitative stage consisted of a national
employer survey designed to establish a broad
evidence base on employer attitudes towards
apprenticeships and the factors influencing future
recruitment.

The survey was distributed across Scotland and
completed by 188 plumbing and heating
employers, including SNIPEF members and
non-members. Respondents represented
businesses of different sizes and from a range of
geographic areas, providing insight into how
apprenticeship pressures are experienced across
the profession.

The findings provided the quantitative foundation
for the research and informed the themes
subsequently explored in greater depth through
the regional working groups.

Qualitative

The second stage comprised five employer
working groups held in Glasgow, Dundee,
Aberdeen, Edinburgh and Inverness between
March and April 2026. More than 50 plumbing and
heating businesses took part, providing regional
and operational insight to complement the survey
findings. The locations were selected to provide
geographic spread and reflect different labour
market, business and regional conditions.

The working groups explored the survey findings in
greater depth and examined the practical factors
influencing apprenticeship recruitment, training
and retention. Their purpose was not to generate
statistically representative findings, but to provide
explanation and context, identify recurring themes
and highlight areas of agreement, difference and
regional variation.
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Analysis & limitations

The findings have been analysed thematically.
Rather than presenting the evidence location by
location, the report brings the survey and working
group findings together under core themes. This
approach allows the report to identify patterns
across the evidence base while retaining
important differences between business types and
regions. For example, the Inverness evidence was
especially important in showing how geography,
travel time and accommodation costs intensify the
apprenticeship burden in remote and rural areas,
while Dundee provided detailed evidence on wage
pressure, college time and the position of smaller
firms.

There are limitations to the research. The survey
provides breadth, but it reflects those employers
who chose to respond. The working groups
provide detailed qualitative insight, but they are not
intended to be statistically representative of every
plumbing and heating business in Scotland. The
findings should therefore be read as a robust
employer evidence base rather than a complete
census of the profession. Their value lies in the
consistency of themes across multiple sources,
the inclusion of different business types and
regions, and the depth of explanation provided by
employers who are directly involved in recruiting,
training and retaining apprentices.
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Key Findings

What the evidence reveals about employer participation,
system strain and apprenticeship sustainability

A

This section brings together evidence from the employer survey and five regional working groups. It
identifies the issues most consistently raised across the research, while recognising variation by
geography, business size and employer experience.

The findings confirm that employers continue to value the plumbing and heating apprenticeship as the
recognised route into the profession. However, the conditions supporting employer participation are
under increasing pressure. Cost, college release, supervision, early-year productivity loss and retention
risk all influence whether employers feel able to recruit and support apprentices.

Viewed through the apprenticeship triangle, the evidence points to a clear conclusion: the employer
role is essential, but its practical realities are not sufficiently reflected in policy, funding or delivery.
Employers create apprenticeship places, carry much of the financial and operational burden and
provide the workplace learning through which competence is developed. Yet they have limited
influence over the decisions that shape the system, and their willingness and capacity to continue
cannot be taken for granted. The following five key findings explain how that role is being tested and
where policy and industry action should now be focused.

Participation The model The burden
under pressure is valued isuneven

Cost andrisk are making Employers support the Geography, business model
apprenticeship recruitment apprenticeship route, but the and local labour market
harder to sustain. systemarounditis under conditions shape the
strain. employer experience.
Responsibility Flexibility must
should be shared protect standards
Employers want a fairer balance of cost, Alternative routes are welcome only where
risk and reward. competence and safety are maintained.

but the conditions required to sustain participation

@ @ Employers remain committed to apprenticeships, 99
are becoming harder to maintain.
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Key Finding One
Employer participation is weakening because the cost and
risk of apprenticeship training are becoming harder to sustain

A

A confidence
gap is emerging

Past recruitment is not

translating into future

confidence.
productivity loss.

The first and most significant finding is that
employers’ capacity and willingness to recruit
apprentices are under pressure. Employers
continue to value the apprenticeship as the
recognised route into the profession, but the
research shows that willingness to recruit is being
weakened by the cumulative cost and risk of
training.

The survey evidence provides a clear indication of
pressure on future recruitment. Some 84% of
respondents had employed apprentices in the
previous five years, while 53% of those giving a
definite answer expected to recruit over the next
three years. A further 24% of all respondents said it
was too early to say.

This points to a weakening apprenticeship pipeline
and, if sustained, a risk of negative workforce
growth.

The main reasons given by employers who did not
currently employ an apprentice were the costs of
training, wages and limited funding support. When
asked what would incentivise recruitment, the
largest response was increased funding support at
93%. The survey also found that 78% of
respondents considered Scottish Government
support for apprenticeships to be inadequate or
poor.
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Costs are more
layered

Employers face alayered
burden of wages, college
time, supervision and early

A growing
pipeline risk

If employer participation
weakens, the apprenticeship
pipeline weakens withit.

The working groups explain why this decline in
future intention is occurring. Across Glasgow,
Dundee, Aberdeen and Inverness, employers
consistently identified funding or cost support as
the single change most likely to make apprentice
recruitment easier. However, they did not describe
cost as a simple wage issue. Employers described
alayered burden made up of apprentice wages,
paid college time, supervision, early productivity
loss, transport, tools, administration and the risk
that the apprentice may leave before the business
receives areturn onits investment.

This risk calculation was also shaped by
apprentice readiness and retention uncertainty.
Employers across the working groups described
the difficulty of judging whether a candidate had
the maturity, motivation and resilience needed to
complete the apprenticeship before the business
made a four-year commitment. They also raised
concern that, even where an apprentice
successfully becomes productive, the employer
may lose them shortly before or after qualification.
These issues do not replace cost as the dominant
barrier, but they intensify it by increasing the
perceived risk attached to recruitment.



Glasgow participants described the early years as
a period of high costs and limited productive
return. Employers recognised college learning as
essential, but highlighted the cost of paying wages
during more than 1,000 hours of mandatory
college attendance across the apprenticeship,
alongside supervision costs at work. For some,
additional travel time and expenses increased that
burden.

Dundee provided some of the clearest operational
evidence on how cost affects recruitment
decisions. Employers there described the issue as
a mismatch between mandated cost and
productive value, particularly when apprentices
are away at college or still require close
supervision. The group also highlighted the
position of smaller firms, where the cost and
uncertainty of a four-year commitment can be
difficult to absorb within tight margins.

The clearest and most commonly stated pressure
point was college time, where employers continue

paying wages but receive no billable work in return.

As one participant put it: “The biggest cost is when
they're away at college and you're still paying
them.”

Employers acknowledged that college learning is
essential to developing apprentices’ knowledge
and competence. Their concern was the
combined financial and time commitment during
the early years, when wage costs, including paid
college attendance, and the cost of supervision
can outweigh an apprentice’s productive
contribution. Employers described this period as
lasting two or sometimes three years, making the
commitment harder to justify financially.

This finding matters because it shows that the
apprenticeship challenge is not simply about
employer attitude or short-term reluctance to train.
The evidence suggests that many employers
remain committed in principle, but are making
increasingly constrained decisions within a cost
environment they regard as difficult to justify.
Viewed through the apprenticeship triangle, the
employer side is carrying a substantial share of the
cost, risk and operational responsibility required to
sustain the system. If that side weakens, the
apprenticeship pipeline weakens withiit.
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Key Finding Two
The apprenticeship modelis valued, but the
system around itis under strain

A

Standard Emerging
supported system strain

Employers continue to back
the four-year apprenticeship
as therecognised route.

The second key finding is that employers
continue to support the principle of a

substantial, competence-based apprenticeship,

but have growing concerns about whether the
surrounding system is organised in a way that
allows them to sustain it. The evidence does not
suggest a rejection of the four-year
apprenticeship. Instead, it shows a distinction
between support for the standard itself and
frustration with the cost, delivery and
administrative arrangements around it.

The survey evidence supports this distinction. It
found that 81% of respondents identified four
years as the appropriate apprenticeship length,
indicating strong continued support for the
established model. At the same time, the survey
showed that only 62% believed current college
provision was correct. This suggests that
employers are not opposed to college-based
learning in principle, but that there is no settled
consensus that the current delivery model is
working as effectively as it should.
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Theissueis not the standard
itself, but the cost, delivery
and coordination around it.

Better visibility
needed

Employers need clearer
information on attendance,
progress and assessment
requirements.

The working groups developed this point in more
depth. In Glasgow, employers broadly supported
the four-year apprenticeship as the core route into
the profession, but raised concerns about college
communication, scheduling, progress visibility and
the management of assessment requirements.

The discussion on gas portfolios was particularly
important because employers did not argue
against rigorous assessment. Their concern was
that portfolio requirements were sometimes
explained too late, difficult to manage alongside
day-to-day work, or added avoidable complexity
to completion.

Aberdeen reinforced the same distinction between
standard and system. Employers strongly
supported the four-year apprenticeship as the
core route and were resistant to fast-track models,
especially where gas competence and safety were
concerned. However, the group also argued that
the route through the apprenticeship should be
better organised, better matched to real work
patterns and more supportive of employers. This
included earlier evidence capture, stronger
communication and clearer links between college,
employer and training officer.



Dundee and Edinburgh added further weight to
this finding. Dundee employers described the
four-year apprenticeship as the “gold standard”
and emphasised that competence, workplace
exposure and time in the trade should not be lost.

Edinburgh similarly supported the established
standard but questioned whether a single pathway
should apply to every entrant in the same way,
particularly for candidates with relevant
transferable skills or prior practical experience. In
both cases, the issue was not whether standards
should be lowered, but whether the system around
the standard is sufficiently flexible, coordinated and
realistic for employers.

College communication and visibility were
recurring issues across the working groups.
Employers did not reject the role of college
learning, but they wanted clearer and more timely
information on attendance, progress, upcoming
requirements, assessment expectations and
emerging concerns. The evidence suggests that
employers often carry the operational and financial
consequences of college attendance without
always having sufficient visibility over what is
happening during that time. This reinforces the
wider finding that the apprenticeship model itself
remains valued, but the coordination between the
employer and training provider sides of the triangle
requires improvement.

This finding matters because it prevents the
evidence from being misread. Employers are not
asking government or training partners to
dismantle the apprenticeship model. They are
asking for the system around the model to work
better. Viewed through the apprenticeship triangle,
the employer side remains committed to
competence and standards, but is experiencing
strain from delivery arrangements that often feel
designed around the apprentice-training provider
relationship rather than the full reality of workplace
training.

Systemreform
is underway

SNIPEF has been undertaking a full review of
the Modern Apprenticeship in Plumbing and
Heating to ensure the programme remains
robust, relevant and aligned with the needs of
employers, apprentices, colleges and the
wider profession.

However, delays in the awarding and
approval process have slowed progress,
postponing improvements that could
strengthen delivery, communication and
evidence gathering across the
apprenticeship system.
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shape the burden

Key Finding Three

Employers experience of apprenticeships is not uniform across
Scotland; geography, business models and labour market conditions

A

Experience
varies

Context
matters

Targeted
response

needed

The same core pressures Geography and business Policy must reflect where costs
affect employers differently, model determine how and disruption are greatest
influencing both the cost of apprenticeship costs and rather than assume one
training and their willingness disruption are experienced. approach willwork for every

to recruit. employer.

The third key finding is that employers do not
experience apprenticeship pressures evenly
across Scotland. While the same core issues
appeared throughout the research, including cost,
college release, supervision, early-year
productivity, retention and candidate readiness,
their scale and nature varied according to
geography, business model, workforce availability
and the type of work undertaken. This matters
because a single national policy response may not
fully address the different conditions in which
employers decide whether to recruit and train
apprentices.

The working groups illustrated these differences
clearly. Inverness provided the strongest example
of geographical variation. Employers described
the same pressures around wages, supervision
and productivity as elsewhere, but these were
intensified by remoteness, lengthy travel,
accommodation costs, limited college access, a
smaller labour pool and difficulty attracting
qualified workers to rural and island areas. In this
context, taking on apprentices was not simply a
contribution to the future of the profession but the
only realistic way to build a local workforce.
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As one participant put it: "If we don't take
apprentices on and train them and manage to
retain them, we can't really trade."

The Inverness group also showed that concerns
about college delivery are heightened in remote
areas, where attendance can involve lengthy
travel, accommodation and greater disruption to
already limited workforce capacity.

The Edinburgh group highlighted a different form
of variation: how the business model affects the
way apprenticeship costs are calculated and
absorbed. Employers described apprentices as an
overhead, a direct labour cost, a tender cost or an
investment in future capacity, depending on the
nature of the business and the work undertaken.

The employer burden is therefore real, but not
uniform. A larger contractor working on priced
units may experience apprentice costs differently
from a domestic firm whose customers may not
accept paying for a learner on site.



Aberdeen also showed that local labour market
culture can shape employer confidence. Its
discussion placed greater weight on candidate
readiness, family support, city and shire
differences, and the practical challenge of
matching apprentices to the right type of employer
experience. The tone was less pessimistic than
some other groups, but employers still identified
the same underlying pressure: the apprenticeship
can work, but only where candidate fit, employer
support and delivery arrangements are sufficiently
robust.

This finding matters because it cautions against
treating employer participation as a single, uniform
decision. The survey provides the broad pattern,
but the working groups show that employers reach
recruitment decisions through different cost
structures, local labour conditions and operational
realities.

Viewed through the apprenticeship triangle, the
employer side is not one fixed category. It includes
micro-businesses, SMEs, larger contractors, rural
firms, domestic installers, renewables businesses
and specialist employers, each carrying the
apprenticeship burden in different ways. A credible
policy response should therefore combine national
support with targeted measures for the
circumstances where the burden is greatest.
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Key Finding Four

Employers are not simply seeking funding; they are asking
for afairer distribution of responsibility

Fairness
gap

Employers carry the cost, Most employers believe
but the benefits are shared apprenticeship training costs
more widely. should be shared more

Shared
responsibility

System
designissue

This is not just about funding,
but how cost, risk and
reward are distributed.

equally between employers

and government.

The fourth key finding is that employers' concerns
about apprenticeship funding are also concerns
about fairness. Employers consistently raised the
financial burden of training, but the working group
evidence shows that this was not expressed only
as arequest for additional subsidy. It was also
framed as a question of who benefits from
apprenticeship training, who pays for it, what
happens when trained apprentices move
elsewhere, and whether the current distribution of
responsibility is sustainable.

The survey evidence points clearly to this issue.
When asked who should bear the cost of training,
63% of respondents said costs should be shared
equally between employers and government.
Responses to a potential CITB-style plumbing levy
were more mixed: 30% supported a levy if it
guaranteed more consistent funding across
Scotland, while 18% supported it if it meant
everyone contributed to apprenticeships rather
than only those who employ apprentices.
However, 47% were either opposed or unsure. This
suggests that employers recognise the principle of
shared responsibility, but remain cautious about
any mechanism that could become another cost
without delivering clear value back to those who
train.
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The working groups developed this point in
practical terms. In Glasgow, employers described
the unfairness of training firms carrying the cost of
apprenticeship only for other firms, including those
that do not train, to benefit from the labour pool
once apprentices become productive or qualified.
The group did not support punitive approaches,
but it did identify a fairness problem where
investment and benefit are not aligned.

Dundee gave this issue particular force. Employers
there described the risk of funding an apprentice
through several years of training only for the
individual to leave just as the business begins to
see areturn. Participants also discussed the wider
market effect, where firms that do not recruit
apprentices can still employ workers trained by
others. This was not presented as simple
resentment. It was used to explain why
apprenticeship recruitment can feel commercially
irrational for smaller firms unless there is a more
visible sharing of cost and risk.



Aberdeen and Edinburgh also supported this
finding, but with different emphasis. Aberdeen
employers could see the attraction of a pooled or
levy-style approach if it meant training employers
received visible support in return, but were
concerned about enforceability and whether such
amodel would simply become another burden.
Edinburgh placed more emphasis on the absence
of clear external incentives and the ethical
dimension of training, loyalty and responsibility.

The evidence across both groups suggests that
employers are not opposed to collective solutions
in principle, but they need to see a system that is
transparent, proportionate and clearly linked to
supporting those who train.

A further concernis access to public funding.
Employers have reported that some grant
schemes do not recognise nationally agreed
apprentice wage rates, even where these are
lawful and collectively negotiated between
employers and trade unions. Such agreements
provide progressive pay throughout a four-year
apprenticeship, reflecting developing competence
and responsibility. Where grant conditions do not
recognise these arrangements, employers can be
excluded from support despite their commitment
to providing structured, accredited training.

This finding matters because it reframes funding
as a system-design issue rather than a narrow
financial complaint. Apprenticeships produce
benefits for apprentices, employers, consumers,
government and the wider economy. However,
much of the immediate cost andrisk is
concentrated on the employer who creates the
apprenticeship place. Viewed through the
apprenticeship triangle, the employer side is not
asking to withdraw from its responsibilities. It is
asking for the responsibilities of the whole system
to be shared more fairly.

The wider returnon
apprenticeship investment*

£82,500: Estimated wage cost of employing an
apprentice over four years.

£8,700: Approximate public contribution towards
college training of an apprentice.

£8,000: Estimate of Income Tax and employer and
employee National Insurance contributions

The public contribution should therefore be
considered alongside the tax revenues and wider
economic activity generated by an employed
apprentice. Thisis before accounting for
apprentice spending within local economies or the
longer-term economic and tax contribution of a
qualified professional.

Invest early or pay later

The 2026 interim Milburn Review found that for
every £1 spent by DWP on employment support
for young people, about £25 was spent on benefits
for young people.

Supporting employers to create skilled
employment should therefore be viewed not
simply as a training cost, but as an investment in
employment, skills and economic participation.

*lllustrative estimate based on current SNIJIB apprentice
wage rates and a 40-hour working week. Tax and National
Insurance receipts accrue to different parts of government
and should not be interpreted as a direct offset against
Scottish Government apprenticeship expenditure.
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Key Finding Five
There is appetite for flexibility, but only where competence,
safety and recognised standards are protected

A

Flexibility with
safeguard

Employers support flexibility

only where competence, improve candidate readiness,
safety and standards are not dilute the recognised
protected. apprenticeship route.

The fifth key finding is that employers are open to
greater flexibility in how people enter the plumbing
and heating profession, provided this maintains
standards of competence and safety and protects
the recognised status of qualified plumbing and
heating professionals. The evidence shows a clear
distinction between flexibility that improves
access, readiness and progression, and flexibility
that risks diluting the established standard.

The survey evidence shows this tension clearly.
While 81% of respondents supported the four-year
apprenticeship model, views on alternative
pathways were more divided, with 36% supporting
alternatives, 28% opposed and 36% undecided.

The most supported alternatives were a one-year
to 18-month plumbing and heating college course
before employment, followed by a three-year
apprenticeship, and pre-apprenticeship content
that could be formally recognised within the
apprenticeship model. This suggests that
employers are not closed to reform, but remain
cautious about changes that could undermine the
recognised route.
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Readiness
matters

Alternative routes should

Same standard,
different

pathways

Candidates with relevant
transferable skills or prior
experience need accredited
routes that recognise prior
learning.

The working groups further explain that caution.
Their interest was in whether different entry points
or preparatory routes could reduce early-stage
risk, improve candidate readiness and avoid
unnecessary duplication, while still leading to the
same standard of competence.

Glasgow employers were open to pre-
apprenticeship models where these reduced
employer risk, improved candidate readiness and
avoided duplication in the early stages of training.
The strongest value would come from a route in
which relevant college learning is completed
before employment and then formally recognised
within the apprenticeship. This could allow a
capable entrant to progress directly into a later
stage of the apprenticeship. In practice, that would
reduce the employer’s exposure to paid college
time while still preserving a structured route into
the trade. However, employers were clear that any
such model would need meaningful workplace
exposure and clear progression into employment,
rather than becoming a purely college-based
course with limited practical value.



Dundee employers expressed similar reservations.

They wanted pre-apprenticeship programmes to
give participants a realistic route into employment
and a skilled career. Their concern was that
programmes could become exercises in
participation without meaningful opportunities to
progress, offering limited value to either the
individual or the employer.

In both Glasgow and Dundee, employers wanted
better ways to test readiness, commitment,
maturity and practical aptitude before taking on
the full risk of a four-year apprenticeship.

Edinburgh provided the strongest evidence on
candidates with relevant transferable skills and
prior practical experience. Employers questioned
whether every entrant should always follow
exactly the same route as a 16-year-old school
leaver, particularly where they already have
relevant workplace experience, practical skills or
comparable technical exposure. This did not
amount to support for lowering standards. Rather,
it pointed to the need for accredited routes that
recognise prior learning and assess competence
rigorously. Edinburgh also raised the idea of
shared exposure or a passport-style model, where
apprentices could gain broader experience across
different types of employer while remaining within
arecognised pathway.

Inverness added a further dimension by linking
flexibility to changing industry relevance.
Employers there remained strongly supportive of
the four-year apprenticeship as the recognised
route, but some questioned whether the
curriculum and delivery model are adapting quickly
enough to renewables and changing business
models. This again points to flexibility in structure
and relevance, not dilution of competence.

This finding matters because it shows that the
debate is not simply between tradition and reform.
Employers want the apprenticeship route to
remain credible, substantial and safety-focused.
However, they also recognise that a single
pathway may not suit every entrant, business or
area of work.

Viewed through the apprenticeship triangle,
flexibility will only command employer confidence
if it helps the system work better while preserving
the standards employers rely on when they train,
employ and certify the next generation of plumbing
and heating professionals.
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apprenticeship triangle

Analysis of Key Findings

The employer as the forgotten side of the

A

The key findings show that the apprenticeship
challenge is not simply a matter of funding,
recruitment or college delivery. Itis a structural
question about whether the system properly
recognises the employer’s role. The evidence from
the survey and working groups shows that
employers remain committed to apprenticeships
and to the recognised plumbing and heating route,
but that the financial and operational pressures on
that commitment are increasing.

This analysis therefore returns to the central
argument of the report: the employer is the
forgotten side of the apprenticeship triangle. In an
employment-based apprenticeship, the employer
creates the place, pays the wage, provides
supervision, supports workplace learning, bears
the costs of limited early productivity, and carries
the risk that the apprentice may not complete or
may leave once trained.

The evidence suggests that current policy does
not always distinguish sufficiently between
different types of apprenticeship. All have value,
but they do not carry the same costs, supervision
demands, safety risks or timescales for productive
return. In a four-year, safety-critical apprenticeship
such as plumbing and heating, competence is built
over time through sustained college learning,
supervised workplace practice and progressive
responsibility.

The analysis that follows considers what the
evidence means for apprenticeship sustainability,
employer risk, public policy and reform. It does not
repeat the findings, but explains their wider
significance and how they should shape the
recommendations.
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The apprenticeship model remains
valued, but its operating conditions are
weakening

The evidence distinguishes between employers’
support for the four-year apprenticeship and their
ability to provide places. Employers value the
established route but question whether the system
recognises the time, cost and supervision required
to develop a competent plumbing and heating
professional.

These demands reflect the nature of the work.
Apprentices must learn to install and maintain
systems where mistakes can endanger public
health and safety. Their productive contribution
increases as they gain knowledge, experience and
the judgement needed to work with greater
independence.

The four-year apprenticeship combines college
learning, supervised workplace practice and
assessment. Employers commit wages and skilled
supervision well before apprentices make a
substantial productive contribution. Funding and
policy should recognise these demands and
support employers through to qualification,
alongside encouraging recruitment.

Plumbing and heating is both safety-critical and
delivery-critical. Scotland’s public safety, housing
delivery and transition to low-carbon heat depend
on employers being able to sustain this training.

This has direct implications for public
procurement. Where councils, public bodies or
major clients require apprenticeship commitments
within tenders, contract pricing and structure
should reflect the cost of delivering them.



Employers reported that some public clients
expect these commitments without accepting the
associated costs in tender pricing.

Apprenticeships are sought as a community
benefit or social value outcome, while wages,
supervision and paid college attendance are not
fully recognised. Contract requirements must
account for these costs and apprentices’
developing productivity.

The evidence points to a funding and delivery
problem that threatens a valued model. Employers
carry substantial costs and risks, while the benefits
extend to apprentices, consumers, public services
and the wider economy. Sustaining the
apprenticeship triangle requires that contribution
to be recognised in funding decisions and public
contracts.

Employer risk is cumulative

Employers assess the combined demands of
wages, paid college attendance, supervision,
limited early productivity, apprentice readiness,
administration and retention uncertainty. Each may
be manageable individually, but together they
shape whether a business can commit to
recruiting and training an apprentice.

Increasing candidate numbers or college places
alone will not resolve these pressures. Employers
must consider the full four-year commitment:
whether they can provide sustained supervision,
absorb college absences and retain the
apprentice long enough to secure a return on their
investment.

The pressures are greatest in the early years,
when apprentices need close supervision, have
limited capacity to work independently and spend
substantial time at college. Employers carry these
costs while the apprentice’s productive
contributionis still developing.

Retention adds further uncertainty. Even after
successful training, an apprentice may leave
shortly before or after qualification. Their skills may
continue to benefit the profession and wider
economy, but the employer that funded and
supported their development may lose the
opportunity to recover its investment.

The system depends on
employers to sustain the
route, but the employer side
is not yet supported in
proportion to the value it
delivers.

/e
N2

Apprenticeship support should therefore address
the combined pressures across the four-year
commitment, particularly wages during college
attendance and early supervision costs. Support
focused only on recruitment starts will not address
the sustained demands of training. It must also
reflect the additional pressures facing smaller, rural
and remote employers.
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The current system under-recognises the
employer role

The evidence suggests that the employer role is
still not fully recognised in apprenticeship policy
and delivery. Public discussion often presents
apprenticeships as a route for learners, supported
by colleges and funded through government
programmes. That framing is necessary, but
incomplete. In plumbing and heating, the employer
is not simply a placement provider. The employer is
the point at which the apprenticeship becomes
real.

The central imbalance is not only financial.
Employers carry much of the responsibility for
successful delivery but have too little influence
over how the system is designed.
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Employers should therefore be recognised as core
delivery partners. They are accountable for the
quality and safety of workplace learning, while
having limited influence over many of the decisions
that shape delivery.

That mismatch matters. Policy can support
apprenticeships in principle while failing to address
the practical conditions that determine whether a
business recruits, trains and retains an apprentice.
If employers’ costs, constraints and experience are
not visible when decisions are made, interventions
risk missing the point at which an apprenticeship
place becomes sustainable or fails.

Under-recognition is therefore not simply a matter
of language. It affects how the system is funded,
delivered and governed.



This under-recognition is visible in three areas:

« First, funding and support often appear more
closely associated with the learner or training
provider than with the employer who creates the
job.

e Second, college delivery can impose real cost
and disruption on employers, while employers
often lack timely visibility of attendance,
progress and emerging concerns.

 Third, procurement and social value
expectations can require apprenticeship
commitments without consistently recognising
the cost of employing, supervising and paying
apprentices properly.

The procurement point is particularly important.
Where public bodies require apprenticeships
within tenders, they should also recognise the
genuine cost of delivering those apprenticeships. It
is not fair or sustainable to require employers to
support policy objectives on skills and workforce
development while pricing contracts in a way that
does not reflect apprentice wages, supervision,
college release and reduced productivity. This is
especially problematic where the work is
safety-critical and apprentices cannot be treated
as fully productive labour.

The central policy implication is that the employer
side of the apprenticeship triangle must be
designed into the system rather than assumed.
Apprentices, colleges and employers all matter,
but the employment-based apprenticeship cannot
function if one side is expected to absorb
disproportionate cost and risk. Recognising the
employer role more explicitly does not weaken the
public purpose of apprenticeship. It strengthens it
by making the route more sustainable.

Comparison: Employer recognition in the
Swiss apprenticeship system (OECD)

In Switzerland, a nation of 9 million citizens, its
vocational education and training systemis often
cited internationally because employers are
structurally embedded in apprenticeship delivery
rather than treated as peripheral participants.

Private sector employers are described by the
OECD as the cornerstone of the apprenticeship
system, with more than 58,000 companies training
apprentices in 2020. Host companies employ
apprentices and deliver in-company training
according to a national training plan, but they must
also be officially licensed by the canton. This
requires the company to have qualified trainers
and the necessary work scope and equipment to
cover the occupational profile.

The relevance for Scotland is not that the Swiss
model should be copied wholesale. The lesson is
that successful apprenticeship systems formally
recognise the employer as a core delivery partner,
with responsibilities, standards and support built
into the design of the system. This contrasts with
systems where employers are expected to create
apprenticeship places but are not always given
equivalent influence over funding, delivery,
assessment or policy design.

The comparison reinforces the central argument of
this report. If employers are expected to sustain a
safety-critical apprenticeship route, their role must
be more explicitly recognised in policy, funding and
delivery arrangements.

The employer is not simply a beneficiary of
apprenticeship. The employer is one of the
system’s core institutions.
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Reforms must support the system
without weakening the standard

The evidence points towards reform, but not
deregulation or dilution. Employers were clear that
the plumbing and heating apprenticeship should
remain a recognised, competence-based route
into the profession. Their concernis not that the
standard is too high. Their concernis that the
system around the standard is becoming too
difficult to sustain.

This matters because safety-critical
apprenticeships need a different policy response
from shorter or lower-risk routes. Plumbing and
heating work affects public health, water safety,
heating safety, energy efficiency and the delivery
of low-carbon systems. The case for reform should
therefore be framed around sustaining
competence, not reducing the time, supervision or
practical exposure needed to achieve it.

Reforms should focus on the points where the
system is weakest. That includes targeted support
during college release, stronger early-year
employer support, better rural and island support,
improved communication, and accredited
pathways for candidates with relevant transferable
skills or prior practical experience. These are not
alternatives to competence. They are ways of
making competence more achievable and
sustainable.

The same principle should guide any discussion of
flexible pathways. Employers showed interest in
pre-apprenticeship learning, recognition of prior
learning, mature entrant routes and more relevant
curriculum content, particularly around changing
technologies.
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However, flexibility will only command confidence
if itis accredited, assessed and visibly equivalent
in outcome. A flexible route that produces
uncertainty about competence would undermine
the very public-interest argument on which this
report rests.

The purpose of reform, therefore, should be to
strengthen the apprenticeship triangle.
Apprentices need accessible, high-quality routes
into skilled work. Colleges and training providers
need to deliver consistent and relevant learning.
Employers need the support, visibility and
confidence to create and sustain apprenticeship
places. Reform should rebalance those
responsibilities without lowering the standards
that make plumbing and heating apprenticeships
valuable to Scotland.

Sustainability of the apprenticeship
triangle

Taken together, this analysis shows that the
apprenticeship challenge is not a lack of
commitment from employers, nor a rejection of the
established standard. It is a sustainability problem
within the apprenticeship triangle.

The employer side is carrying a level of cost, risk
and operational responsibility that is not
sufficiently reflected in funding, delivery or policy
design.

The recommendations that follow are therefore
intended to rebalance the system, support
employer participation and protect the
competence standards on which the profession
and the public rely.






Recommendations

Rebalancing the apprenticeship triangle while
protecting competence and standards

A

The evidence in this report points to a clear
conclusion: Scotland needs to sustain its plumbing
and heating apprenticeship and the standards it
protects. That requires stronger support for the
employers who create places and carry much of the
cost and responsibility for training.

Employers remain committed to the established
four-year route. However, wages, paid college
attendance, supervision and uncertain returns are
making that commitment harder to sustain. When
employers cannot justify taking on an apprentice,
opportunities for individuals and future workforce
capacity are both reduced.

The four recommendations address these
pressures through targeted financial assistance,
clearer access to existing support, properly funded
commitments in public contracts and examination
of flexible entry and progression options. They
recognise constrained public budgets and focus on
practical changes that would help employers recruit
and sustain apprentices through to qualification.

The first recommendation calls for targeted
assistance towards apprentice wages during
mandatory college attendance and supervision
costsin the early years. Support should be
straightforward to access and complement existing
funding. This recognises plumbing and heating as a
safety-critical and delivery-critical profession
whose workforce is essential to public health,
housing and the transition to low-carbon heat.
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The second calls for nationally agreed apprentice
wage rates to be accepted as an alternative way to
meet apprentice pay conditions across local,
regional and national grants and employer support
schemes. Published qualifying agreements and
clear guidance would help councils and other
funders apply these conditions consistently, while
retaining all other eligibility and employment
requirements.

The third calls for public contracts to explicitly cost
and fund any apprenticeship commitments they
require through social value or community benefit
conditions. Contract pricing should recognise the
wages, supervision and paid college attendance
needed to deliver those commitments.

The fourth calls on the profession to examine and
propose flexible entry and progression options
that recognise prior learning, relevant experience
and transferable skills. Any proposals must
maintain the established standards of
competence, safety and professional judgement
required of a qualified plumbing and heating
professional.

Together, these recommendations seek to
rebalance the apprenticeship triangle by
recognising employers’ contribution in funding,
policy and delivery. Supporting their capacity to
train now would help protect apprenticeship
opportunities and the skilled workforce on which
Scotland's public safety, housing ambitions and
low-carbon transition depend.



Recommendations for Scottish Government and public bodies

Introduce targeted financial assistance for employers delivering
plumbing and heating apprenticeships

The Scottish Government should establish a dedicated funding scheme to help employers recruit and
retain apprentices through the four-year plumbing and heating apprenticeship. It should contribute
towards wages paid during mandatory college attendance and the cost of supervisionin the early years,
when apprentices need close support and have limited productivity.

Employers should be able to apply directly or through an employer-led apprenticeship body, with clear
eligibility criteria and a simple application process. Funding should supplement existing support and reach
the businesses employing and training apprentices.

Plumbing and heating is both safety-critical and delivery-critical. Scotland needs these professionals to
protect public health, maintain safe water and heating systems, support housing delivery and install
low-carbon heating.

Targeted investment in offshore wind skills and aerospace recruitment and training at Prestwick provides a
precedent. The Scottish Government should provide equivalent recognition of plumbing and heating's
strategic importance through financial support tailored to its apprenticeship costs. Delivering Scotland’s
housing and climate ambitions depends on employers being able to train this workforce.

Recognise nationally agreed apprentice wage rates in public
grants and employer support schemes

The Scottish Government should work with councils and other public funders to accept nationally
agreed apprentice wage rates as an alternative way to meet apprentice pay conditions across local,
regional and national grants and employer support schemes. A published list of qualifying agreements
and clear guidance should ensure consistent application.

Progressive pay structures negotiated by employers and trade unions are designed to fairly reflect
apprentices developing competence and responsibility over four years, alongside the sustained
supervision and substantial paid college attendance required throughout their training.

Employers report councils and funding bodies being unable to support apprenticeship positions despite
paying lawful, agreed rates. Consistent recognition would remove this barrier for employers offering
sustained routes into skilled careers. All other grant eligibility and employment conditions would
continue to apply.
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Recommendations for Scottish Government and public bodies

Ensure public contracts explicitly cost and fund the apprenticeship
commitments they require

Public bodies should require apprenticeship commitments to be explicitly costed in tenders and funded
through the agreed contract price. Tender documents should clearly state the employment and training
requirements and allow bidders to itemise the costs of delivering them.

These costs should include apprentice wages, skilled supervision and paid college release, with realistic
allowance for apprentices developing productivity. Requirements should reflect the value, duration and
scope of the contract so that smaller businesses can make achievable commitments.

Employers report being expected to provide apprenticeship opportunities without adequate
recognition of these costs in contract pricing. Public procurement should make it financially viable for
businesses to deliver the training commitments required of them.

Each commitment should have clear responsibilities, timescales and measures of delivery. Public
bodies should monitor whether the promised employment and training opportunities are delivered
throughout the contract.



Recommendation for the plumbing and heating profession

Examine and propose flexible, accredited pathways while maintaining
recognised standards of competence

SNIPEF and the plumbing and heating profession should work with employers, training providers and
relevant awarding and standards bodies to examine options for flexible entry and progression routes.

This work should consider how prior learning, relevant experience and transferable skills could be
recognised, particularly for mature entrants and people with existing technical experience. It should
identify the further training, supervised workplace experience and assessment needed to achieve full
occupational competence.

Any proposals should maintain the recognised standards of competence, safety and professional
judgement expected through the established apprenticeship. They should be developed through
consultation and submitted for the necessary approval before implementation.

The aim should be to widen access to skilled careers while protecting the quality and standing of the
plumbing and heating profession.
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triangle

Conclusion

Sustaining the employer side of the apprenticeship

A

The message from the more than 240 employers
who contributed to this researchis clear:
apprenticeships have not lost their value, but the
system supporting them is becoming harder to
sustain.

Employers remain committed to the recognised
four-year apprenticeship and the competence it
develops. They are not asking for standards to be
lowered or training to be shortened. They are
asking for the cost, risk and responsibility involved
in creating an apprenticeship place to be properly
recognised.

That commitment cannot carry an increasingly
uneven burden indefinitely. Wage costs, college
release, supervision, limited early productivity and
retention risk all fall heavily on the employer, while
their influence over funding, delivery and policy
remains limited.

The warning is straightforward. When employers
lose confidence and stop recruiting, the
apprenticeship pipeline contracts. Once training
capacity, experienced supervisors and employer
participation are lost, they will be difficult and
expensive to rebuild.

This matters far beyond the profession. Scotland
needs a continuing supply of competent plumbing
and heating professionals to protect public health,
maintain safe homes and water systems, improve
energy efficiency, deliver new housing and support
the transition to low-carbon heat.
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The report’s title, The Forgotten Side of the
Apprenticeship Triangle, reflects its central
conclusion. Apprentices and colleges are
essential, but neither can create an
employment-based apprenticeship without an
employer willing and able to provide the place,
wages, supervision and workplace learning.

The recommendations offer a practical route
forward. They combine targeted support,
recognition of agreed wage rates, procurement
that funds the commitments it requires and flexible
pathways that maintain a single standard of
competence. Some require investment, while
others require existing funding and systems to
work more effectively. None requires the
established apprenticeship to be weakened.

The employer can no longer remain the
forgotten side. Without the employer, there is
no apprenticeship place, no workplace
learning and no next generation of plumbing
and heating professionals.
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and Inverness. To keep this report concise and and Northern Ireland. SNIPEF supports its
accessible, the full supporting materials have not members through advice, training, representation,
been reproduced as appendices. standards and professional development, and

works to promote a competent, sustainable and

The detailed survey tables, individual working , _ ,
trusted plumbing and heating profession.

group summaries and supporting evidence
documents are available online at: SNIPEF also operates SNIPEF Training Services
Ltd, the managing agent for the plumbing and
heating apprenticeship in Scotland. Established by
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snipef.org/publications

This report forms part of SNIPEF’s wider work to
support a competent, safety-critical plumbing and
heating workforce. It reflects the organisation’s
commitment to ensuring that apprenticeship
policy is grounded in employer experience,
protects professional standards and supports the
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