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ABOUT THE NATIONAL YOUTH COMMISSION AUSTRALIA’S 
INQUIRY INTO YOUTH EMPLOYMENT AND TRANSITIONS
The National Youth Commission Australia launched the Inquiry into Youth 
Employment and Transitions in March 2019 to develop ideas on how young 
people could be better prepared and supported in their transition from school 
to work, now and in the future.

The Inquiry heard from over 3,500 individuals and organisations at public 
hearings, community consultations and two Summits with young people across 
Australia. Of the 3,500 people who Commissioners and workshop leaders met 
face to face with, more than 70% were young people of school age or in early 
adulthood, both in and out of the workforce. The Commission also convened 
focus groups with young people to gather information on their experiences.

The Commission convened the Youth Futures Summit in August 2020 and 
June 2022, bringing together over 1,800 participants in two virtual events to 
discuss some of the biggest issues facing young people. Participants included 
young people, educators, employers, community service workers and policy-
makers from around Australia. The Inquiry’s interim findings report, What 
Future?, and the proposed Youth Futures Guarantee were released during the 
2020 Summit.

APPRENTICESHIPS AND TRAINEESHIPS ARE PART OF 
THE EDUCATION AND TRAINING PILLAR OF THE YOUTH 
FUTURES GUARANTEE

The Australian apprenticeship system has a long history of being 
an effective vehicle for employment-based learning and remains an 
important pathway for skills formation. Apprenticeships usually focus 
on developing trade skills at the certificate III level. Traditionally, the 
attainment of a certificate III level qualification within a training plan 
has formed the basis of an employment agreement and is at the 
heart of the apprenticeship system.

Traineeships were added in 1985. While the employment model 
is the same, traineeships tend to be in different occupations not 
identified as ‘trades’, 
in different parts of 
the economy and of 
lesser duration. In some 
industries, traineeships 
are used as preparation 
for an apprenticeship.

Unfortunately, while the 
apprenticeship model 
has worked successfully 
for centuries, it is no 
longer producing the 
outcomes wanted and 
expected and in which 
substantial public 
funds are invested. 
The Commission has 
identified three main 
gaps and six areas for 
reform.

THE YOUTH FUTURES GUARANTEE
The Youth Futures Guarantee lays out a framework of reforms and 
initiatives that will support young people to meet the challenges of 
the future, but these also benefit Australian businesses and the wider 
Australian community. The Guarantee consists of nine policy pillars 
reflecting the priority concerns expressed to the Commissioners at 
public hearings, in community consultations, in submissions and during 
the Youth Futures Summit. 

Within each of the nine policy pillars, the Commission has identified 
contributions from governments, organisations, businesses, and 
communities that will improve the lives of young people and assist their 
transition from adolescence to adulthood.

https://nycinquiry.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2020/08/NYCA-Interim-Report-2020-2.pdf
https://nycinquiry.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2020/08/NYCA-Interim-Report-2020-2.pdf
https://nycinquiry.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2020/08/NYCA-Youth-Futures-Guarantee-2020-1.pdf
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IMPACT OF COVID-19 ON APPRENTICESHIPS AND 
TRAINEESHIPS

The COVID-19 pandemic interrupted the training of many young people, 
including apprentices and trainees. Many apprentices and trainees could 
not attend their workplace during the lockdowns, and there were fewer 
completions of apprenticeships and traineeships.1 Fewer people started 
apprenticeships and traineeships in 2020 than in previous years.2 However, 
the introduction of wage subsidies for new apprentices and trainees 
restored numbers in 2021.3

As the world recovers from the pandemic improving outcomes from 
apprenticeships and traineeships can help reduce labour shortages in many 
industries as well as providing an excellent transition from school to work.

UNDERPERFORMANCE IN THE APPRENTICESHIP AND 
TRAINEESHIP SYSTEM

The Commission has identified three areas where the apprenticeship and 
traineeship system is significantly underperforming:
• attraction, recruitment, and selection of apprentices and trainees.
• the quality or ‘value’ of the training received.
• low completion rates.

Attraction, recruitment, and selection of apprentices and trainees
Apprenticeships can last up to four years requiring a substantial commitment 
from young people and their employer. Traineeships usually last one to two 
years but also require a commitment in effort for successful completion. Not 
every young person will be suitable for an apprenticeship or a traineeship. 

Choosing the right option for both job satisfaction and 
secure employment can be difficult for young people with so 
many options available.

Getting the right young people into the right apprenticeship 
or traineeship is critical for the employer as well as the 
success of the young person. Young people who do 
not complete their training represent a lost opportunity 
for employers to maintain a skilled and knowledgeable 
workforce.

The Commission identified several factors that impact 
young people’s capacity to enter and complete their 
apprenticeship or traineeship. Knowledge about the system 
was the first of these factors. Many young people are 
unaware of the opportunities available through vocational 
education and training, including apprenticeships and 
traineeships. The Commission was told:

In my discussions in recruiting people, I have certainly 
had discussions with young people, and you know, I 
think a lot of it is they aren’t aware of the opportunities 
that are available once you get into a trade.

Michael Iaccarino, North Link, Preston VIC, 13 March 2019
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Even if young people are aware of the vocational education options, 
too often, these are considered of lesser status than an academic 
pathway:

In Australia, apprenticeships can be seen as a second choice 
after a traditional university degree.

Chris Noonan, Ballarat Group Training, Ballarat VIC, 24 June 2019

Second, apprenticeships and traineeships are now harder to enter 
because the minimum entry requirements have increased. The 
Commission was told:

We’re seeing employers that would essentially look at 
apprentices and trainees, have they got year 12? What’s their 
literacy and numeracy like? Whereas in the past, back when I 
went through school, you went through year ten; potentially, you 
should be able to get a trade. Now it’s almost year 12 level is a 
minimum requirement for some employers.

Paul Costigan, Matchworks, Bendigo Vic, 19 June 2019

Third, some young people going into apprenticeships or traineeships 
have inadequate basic employment and workplace skills placing 
pressure on the young person and on the employer. For example:

Employers are facing an issue with apprentices not being job-
ready. These often include the apprentice being unclear on 
employer expectations, such as no use of mobile phones on the 
worksite, having trouble following or remembering instructions 
and lack of concentration.

Tracey Jeffrey, Gordon TAFE, Geelong VIC, 28 March 2019

Finally, the biggest disincentive for young people to take up an 
apprenticeship or traineeship is the low pay levels, especially in the 
first year. The Commission was told about how young people perceive 
the low pay of an apprentice: 

I really want to be a mechanic, so I sign up for an 
apprenticeship. I’m going to get a lot less money, so that doesn’t 
make economic sense. These are highly intelligent young 
people. You can ‘stick’ your apprenticeship.

Will Mcgregor, BushMob Aboriginal Corporation, Alice Springs NT,  
13 October 2019

The Commission heard how it is not possible 
to live independently as an apprentice or 
trainee:

Apprenticeships and training wages 
really aren’t viable for people who 
don’t live at home. So, if you’re living 
independently, particularly in the 
west [of Sydney] with rent around the 
$250/300 a week mark, there’s just no 
incentive for a young person to want 
to create the skills to have a trade 
knowing that it’s going to be three or 
four years of really slogging it out, on 
minimum wage and just trying to make 
ends meet.

Carly Watt, Youth Off the Streets, 
Liverpool NSW, 14 November 2019

The quality of the training received
The Commission regularly heard criticisms of 
Australia’s vocational education and training 
(VET) system, not just apprenticeships and 
traineeships. The general view was that 
the quality of VET was low and had been 
decreasing since the opening of the system 
to full competition in 2008. For example, the 
Commission was told:

Recent reforms have been a disaster. 
Quality has plummeted and people 
have been left with worthless 
qualifications. Employers don’t trust 
that the graduates can do the work.

Charlotte Newbold, Victorian Council of 
Social Service, Melbourne VIC,  

6 March 2019.
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The current VET system is characterised by varying quality and lack 
of connection to industries:

The quality obviously varies from one state or one location to 
another. The links from the training courses into employment 
in industry are still tenuous in a lot of circumstances. And the 
training itself can often be too narrowly focused on singular 
entry level positions rather than also giving a broader skill 
base they can take forward in their careers generally.

Rob Sturrock, The Smith Family, Sydney NSW, 24 October 2019

The quality of VET has been concerning employers for some time. 
The Joyce Review of Vocational Education and Training reported 
falling satisfaction with the VET system among employers:

“Employer satisfaction with the Australian VET system 
has been declining in recent years. In 2017, a survey of 
employers with jobs requiring VET found that approximately 
75 per cent were satisfied that vocational qualifications 
provide employees with the skills they need for the job. This 
compares with a peak of 85 per cent in 2011. Employer 
satisfaction is now at its lowest rate in 10 years.”4 

Some people presenting evidence to the Commission criticised 
the competency-based training approach that was introduced into 
the Australian VET system in the late 1980s.5 Competency-based 
training is meant to ensure that trained employees have the skills 
and knowledge to complete specific activities at an acceptable 
standard. The Commission was presented with several criticisms of 
competency-based training. For example:

Competency-based training is central pillar of vocational 
education and training, that is that you undertake things, 
you’re assessed, you’re either competent or you’re not 
competent. But the thing is that what employers are actually 
looking for is somebody that’s beyond competent, and that 
they can actually add influence in other areas of the business 
beyond just being able to turn on a wheel, or what have you.

Phil Loveder, National Centre for Vocational Education Research, 
Adelaide SA, 20 June 2018

According to the competency-based training model, learning can take place 
anywhere, anytime and is assessed in a narrow range of defined tasks which 
require no genuine understanding. There is no requirement for structured 
teaching or a dedicated learning environment. It is indifferent to the quality of 
teachers in educational institutions.

Simon Bailey, Australian Education Union, Hobart TAS, 3 June 2019

One advantage of competency-based training is that it allows for faster completion 
of an apprenticeship:

The apprenticeships are now competency based as well, so you can progress 
through an apprenticeship quicker. 

Chris Noonan, Ballarat Group Training, Ballarat VIC, 24 June 2019

The Commission found that the  
VET system is perceived to be of low 
quality leading to low satisfaction 
from students and employers. The 
government funding of private VET 
providers radically transformed 
the VET system.6 Private providers 
competed fiercely for students, 
and there was a significant shift 
from public TAFEs to private for-
profit providers. Unfortunately, 
poor regulation of the system and 
oversight of standards led to a fall 
in the quality of VET provision as 
profit became the main goal of many 
private VET providers. As better 
regulations have been introduced to 
improve quality, some private VET 
providers have collapsed7 leaving 
their students out of pocket and 
damaging the reputation of whole 
VET sector.8
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There was a significant disinvestment in TAFE by successive coalition 
governments since 2013. The Productivity Commission reported that 
funding of VET fell between 2008 and 2017, and this has implications 
for quality.9 Underinvestment in public TAFE has been called ‘a 
chronic problem’10 and has reduced the capacity of TAFE to keep up 
with technological development and maintain teachers’ skills and 
knowledge. While the new Australian Government has committed to 
improve TAFE funding through fee-free places and resources to improve 
technology, VET still lags higher education in government support. 
Gross underfunding has led to poor assessment standards, short training 
durations, a lowering of teachers’ skills and qualifications, and inadequate 
teacher resources.11

A lack of government investment, unstable policy, and poorly regulated 
providers have seen VET deemed the poor cousin of higher education, 
undervalued by society, and plagued by controversy and negative public 
opinion.

Low completion rates
Only around 56 per cent of apprentices and trainees complete their 
training 12 Students who do not complete their apprenticeship or 
traineeship are less likely to be employed and, if employed, more likely 
to have switched occupations.13 Governments and employers are getting 
a poor return on their investment in the apprenticeship and traineeship 
system. 

The problem of low completion rates was raised in the Commission’s 
public hearings many times. For example, the Commission was told:

The other thing is we get people into the system. They’ll start, but 
then it’s about also getting them completed. We’ve sort of lost 
our way a little bit as a nation about getting people completed. 
So, if you just look at the apprenticeship line, we are not going 
anywhere…if we really want to cover our skill shortages, our 
numbers of completions have to be going up. We’re not doing that. 

Jason Sultana, Apprentice Employment Network, Parramatta NSW,  
5 November 2019
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Research evidence suggests that low completion rates usually relate the 
employment part of the apprenticeship or traineeship such as experiencing 
interpersonal difficulties with employers or colleagues, being made 
redundant, not liking the work, and changing career.14 Evidence presented 
to the Commission told a similar story:

So, you often see that apprentices don’t feel supported or conflicts in 
the workplace are often reasons why they don’t finish…

Jackie McKenzie, Youth Action, Sydney NSW, 30 October 2019

The apprenticeship and traineeship experience often falls short because 
some employers are uncertain about their obligations and responsibilities 
but also because some employers are not fulfilling their responsibilities 
fairly. For example:

… apprentices can find themselves in unsafe, unsupported, and 
negative learning environments. Apprentices often find they’re 
not being supervised appropriately or paid the correct wages and 
entitlements. Being young, inexperienced, these workers are our most 
vulnerable.

Tracey Jeffrey, Gordon TAFE, Geelong VIC, 28 March 2019

KEY AREAS FOR REFORM
The Commission has identified six priority areas where changes are required 
to better meet the needs of young people and employers:

1. Raising the profile and reputation of apprenticeship and traineeship 
pathways.

2. Improving access to apprenticeships and traineeships.
3. Improving the quality of apprentice and trainee recruitment.
4. Improving completion and retention of apprenticeships and 

traineeships.
5. Ensuring the training process is relevant, current, and flexible to meet 

the needs of young people and their employers.
6. Enhancing incentives for employers.

Raising the profile and reputation of apprenticeship and traineeship 
pathways
A shortage of workers, particularly skilled workers, has emerged as the 
economy has recovered from the COVID-19 pandemic.15 Getting more 
young people into suitable apprenticeships and traineeships is one way 
to fill skills and worker shortages. However, vocational education and 
training, including apprenticeships and traineeships, are seen as ‘lesser’ than 
university pathways. The profile and reputation of the VET system needs to 
be enhanced.

The responsibility for marketing and promotion of apprenticeships now 
lies entirely with the Australian Apprenticeship Support Network (AASN) 
Providers. The focus is on individual marketing to employers to gain sign-
ups rather than on the broader marketing of apprenticeships as a valuable 
training pathway. Getting good information to young people early in their 
career decision-making would raise awareness of VET pathways, including 
apprenticeships and traineeships. For example, better supporting careers 
advice in schools would improve young people’s knowledge of their options 
and raise the profile of VET pathways.

Ensuring young people receive good information and advice about the 
system is integral to ensuring that young people choose an apprenticeship 
or traineeship that is right for them. Currently, most advice to potential 
apprentices regarding pathways and qualifications occurs at the sign up 
of the training contract. This means that the young person and employer 
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have effectively already made their decision to 
pursue a particular pathway and are effectively 
locked into a specific qualification.

The lack of good and early information is 
compounded by insufficient explanation at 
sign-up of the roles of various stakeholders has 
contributed to confusion amongst employers 
and apprentices/trainees. The frequent 
outcome is that an apprentice or trainee will 
be signed up to a training course that is not 
necessarily in the best interests of the business 
or the young person. 

This is a significant gap in the overall promotion 
of apprenticeships and traineeships, but this 
represents an opportunity for the VET sector — 
governments, industry, employers, unions, VET 
providers, and peak bodies — to work together 
to raise the reputation of vocational careers 
and pathways, especially apprenticeships and 
traineeships. In terms of attraction, accurate and 
accessible careers advice and key messaging 
authored and co-produced with young people 
on platforms which engage young people are 
seen as critical elements. This includes a call to 
apply some innovative thinking to determine 
how to reach the key influencers such as 
parents, careers advisors, classroom teachers, 
and peers.

Recommendation
That the Australian Government along with 
state and territory government fund a national 
campaign to raise the profile and reputation 
of apprenticeships and traineeships targeting 
young people in school, school careers 
advisors, teachers, and parents.

Improving access to apprenticeships and 
traineeships
Apprenticeships and traineeships are rarely 
accessed by young people with poor educational 
records who otherwise might have aptitude 
and skills in practical work-related areas. Entry 
level requirements for some traineeships and 
apprenticeships are too high for these young 
people and there are too few preparatory 
opportunities for them to acquire the skills 
necessary to compete for training and employment 
positions. The Commission was told:

Our experience in Transition to Work shows 
that traineeships and apprenticeships are 
often out or reach for our young people. The 
main industries that employ apprentices and 
trainees in this region include hospitality, 
building and construction, and business 
administration, and retail. These industries 
have prerequisites that are barriers 
to employment for transition to work 
participants. These include a lack of previous 
experience, literacy and numeracy levels, 
completion of year 12, and access to reliable 
transport. 

Nicole Bates, Colony 47, Hobart TAS,  
4 June 2019

Literacy and numeracy levels of some young people 
may be insufficient to gain an apprenticeship or 
traineeship:

With numeracy or literacy issues that haven’t 
been addressed successfully, it is very 
difficult for a young person to access and be 
successful in an apprenticeship. This is one 
of a number of barriers young people face in 
accessing an apprenticeship and remaining 
engaged to complete their training.

Tracey Jeffrey, Gordon TAFE, Geelong VIC,  
28 March 2019
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This cohort of young people need access to 
diverse learning experiences which can provide 
a bridge to the mainstream labour market and 
improve their longer-term employability and 
engagement with the VET system. This includes 
increasing opportunities to:
• engage in practical, hands-on skills 

development in a variety of Industry areas.
• experience authentic workplaces with their 

associated workplace procedures, standards, 
expectations, and cultures.

• access work-related career advice, work 
placements and work experience to build 
understanding and support career and 
pathway selection.

• develop vocational skills, knowledge, and 
employability skills together with a level of 
job readiness in preparation for work in an 
Industry.

• obtain early attachment to the labour market, 
particularly when intending to follow an 
apprenticeship or traineeship pathway.

Pre-apprenticeship programs should be a key 
part of the system. Many employers prefer young 
people who have work experience or undertaken 
a prevocational program as they believe that 
having had a ‘taste of the trade’, these young 
people are more aware of what they were getting 
themselves into, compared with someone with no 
experience. Hiring an apprentice or trainee who 
has had no exposure to the trade is seen as risky.

There is a need to increase the number of pre-
apprenticeship programs that can:
• develop the entry-level skills of young people.
• support specific opportunities for trade 

employment within local labour markets.
• provide business with the opportunity to 

gain an apprentice that has been exposed 
to industry conditions and has increased job 
ready skills.

Industry driven pre-apprenticeship programs 
should be established as a stepping stone 
into the industry and as a pathway into an 
apprenticeship. They need to be:

Another cohort that needs greater support to 
access apprenticeships are young people in rural 
and regional areas. The current arrangements are 
inadequate for supporting young people in these 
communities. The Commission was told about 
one young person:

‘Lee’ is a VCAL student. He does not want 
to go to university. He’d like to work in the 
construction industry as an apprentice 
plumber. He’s been passionate about this 
pathway since commencing secondary 
education. He has undertaken structured 
workplace learning with two companies 
and has completed the introductory 
VET building and construction course. 
Unfortunately, due to numbers and lack 
of a facilities teacher in a rural community 
VET plumbing couldn’t be offered. ‘Lee’ 
has applied for several apprenticeship 
positions over the last six months, but 
for every three positions there are 40 
applicants. This is the reality in a rural 
community.

Beth Crossman, Career Teachers Network, 
Echuca VIC, 13 May 2019

There are almost no opportunities in remote 
areas:

There are no apprenticeships out bush, 
so that’s why I think I really need flexible 
delivery tools to serve those remote 
communities because you can’t get a 
plumber’s apprenticeship when you’re 
living 400km out of Alice Springs. But I can 
deliver some plumber training if I have the 
right program.

Kelly McCarthy, Charles Darwin University, 
Alice Springs NT, 23 October 2019

• underpinned by genuine work-
based learning opportunities.

• driven by high quality training 
which makes young people 
work and apprenticeship ready. 

• developed and delivered 
through direct engagement 
with employers and industry.

• responsive to changing market 
needs and skill demands.

• linked to job opportunities and 
employment outcomes.
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Given the lack of access to pre-apprenticeship training in rural and regional 
areas, many businesses are short-changed when it comes to apprentices 
and trainees, and solutions need to be examined to change that. Significant 
work needs to be undertaken to secure the future of training outside of 
metropolitan areas.

With the shortages of workers following the pandemic, the lack of suitable 
applicants for apprenticeships and traineeships can only have been 
exacerbated and employers are unlikely to receive the same number of 
applications.

The initial ‘sale’ of the apprenticeship or traineeship product to young 
people should consider the aptitude or suitability of individual applicants. 
Apprentices and trainees with a passion for the trade tend to have higher 
completion rates than those who ‘fell into an apprenticeship’ or were 
ambivalent about their decision to begin one. 

Improving the quality and suitability of the pool from which apprentices and 
trainees are recruited will likely increase completions. Employers with high 
completion rates tend to have very rigorous recruitment practices, sometimes 
involving several rounds of interviews, which seek to better correlate the 
interests and capability of young people with occupations and roles that 
employers need. Spending more time assessing whether young people are 
suited to an apprenticeship or traineeship will reduce wastage in the system. 

Recommendations
That state and territory governments expand fee-free pre-apprenticeship 
programs in TAFE institutes.

That state and territory governments fund TAFE institutes and other 
non-profit VET providers to work with employers to develop innovative 
models of training for regional and remote apprentices and trainees.

Improving the quality of apprentice and trainee recruitment process
From the perspective of employers, choosing the right young person for 
the apprenticeship or traineeship is important for the success of the young 
person and the business. 

Recent government initiatives and incentives have largely focused on 
boosting intake numbers by providing incentives to encourage more 
employers to take them on. To a certain extent it has been successful with 
numbers of apprentices and trainees increasing by just under 60 per cent 
between 2019-20 and 2020-21.16

The problem is that, as history tells us, completion rates do not increase 
with growth in the system. It is possible that completion rates may decline 
as intake numbers grow because many young people recruited are less 
committed or less well suited, and hence less likely to complete their 
training. With one third of apprentices and trainees canceling their contracts 
in their first year, 17 there is a strong case not to just focus on intake numbers 
but consider the suitability of the young person to the industry, occupation, 

and business as well as the training program.

Finding the right apprentice or trainee can be a challenge because there is 
a shortage of suitable applicants. This was true prior to the pandemic. The 
Commission was told:

They [employers} would use Seek and found that they were getting 
hundreds of applications, many of which weren’t suitable.

Michael Iaccarino, North Link, Preston VIC, 13 March 2019
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There is a need to provide young people with the opportunity to:
• understand themselves in relation to an industry or occupation through 

screening processes.
• measure their capabilities against skills/qualities required by employers 

– based on what they look for in employees; personality traits or 
behaviours they consider critical in good employees.

• assess their skills, aptitude and attitude and measure their suitability to 
the types of businesses that young people would be going into. 

The shortage of workers now makes improving apprenticeship and 
traineeship completion rates more important.

The Commission heard two main barriers why young people do not 
complete their apprenticeship or traineeship: 
• low wages especially in the first year of an apprenticeship.
• problems between the young person and employers or colleagues.

First, low wages hinder many young people from entering and completing 
their apprenticeship or traineeship. For example, as at August 2022, a first-
year electrical apprentice under 21 can receive as little as $13.83 per hour 
(without a year 12 certificate) or $15.16 per (with a Year 12 certificate). The 
minimum wage for a first-year electrical apprentice over the age of 21 is 
$21.80 per hour.18

Recommendations
That employers develop better practices of selecting and recruiting 
apprentices and trainees.

That all Australian governments invest in initiatives to support employers 
improve the identification, selection and matching of apprentices and 
trainees to their businesses.

Improving completion and retention of apprenticeships and 
traineeships 
The implicit assumption behind wanting to raise completion rates is that 
completing an apprenticeship or traineeship is beneficial because there is 
a wage premium attached to completing and the probability of being in 
secure, full-time employment is enhanced by completion. For employers, 
higher completion rates ensure access to a skilled and knowledgeable 
workforce. Prior to the pandemic, the Commission was told:

If we need a lot of skilled work in the next two years, we are going 
to have to pinch that from somewhere else, but if it’s over the next 
10 years the challenge for us is then that we need to get our young 
people into apprenticeships. We need to be able to motivate and 
aspire kids to take on apprenticeships, but also encourage business.

Neil Grose, Launceston Chamber of Commerce, Launceston TAS,  
5 June 2019
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The low wages paid to those under training contracts, especially those under the age of 21 
years, means that family, financial and material support is essential, both in starting training 
and in meeting any unexpected financial difficulties (such as car repairs) while under contract. 
Also, there were significant day-to-day costs associated with an apprenticeship. Most notably 
expense relating to transport were raised several times in the evidence gathered by the 
Commission:

Transport is a major issue. And state governments recognise this in lowering the 
registration costs on vehicle for an apprentice which is a good thing. But often a car and 
a mobile phone are tools of trade. It’s very difficult to get a job particularly in a traditional 
apprenticeship without those two things. Running a car and a mobile phone on a first-year 
apprentice wage if you’re not living at home is almost impossible.

Tim Corney, Victoria University, Sunshine VIC, 25 March 2019

An apprenticeship or traineeship is often seen as a “ticket to a well-paid job” and that initial 
low wages are a fair payoff for when young people eventually complete their qualification. This 
assumes that young people would put up with a lot, including low wages, if what they get in 
return is seen as fair and what they are entitled to expect as part of the bargain. If they don’t get 
a fair deal, then any aspect of the apprenticeship or traineeship – like pay, repetitive work or a 
lack of workmates – can become a source of dissatisfaction and impact on their commitment 
and likelihood of completion. In other words, young people might be willing to ‘wear’ the 
low pay if the training and experience they receive in return is deemed to be a fair trade-off. 
Increasing pay, particularly in the first year, might be an easier solution than relying on the 
delayed benefits of completing an apprenticeship or traineeship.

To mitigate low wages, apprentices and trainees are entitled to various concessions. State 
and territory governments offer various concessions such as public transport concessions19 or 
discounted car registration20. The Australian Government offers the low-income health care 
card.21 However, getting access to some of the concessions can be difficult as they are working 
and attending a VET institution. The Commission was told:

There is difficulty accessing the low-income healthcare card and financial concerns from 
apprentices once signed up into an apprenticeship. They’re working full-time and this 
can make it difficult to access Centrelink due to the Centrelink opening hours. Some 
apprentices have difficulty setting up their online accounts for Centrelink and some have 
difficulty getting their pay slips from their employers.

Tracey Jeffrey, Gordon TAFE, Geelong VIC, 28 March 2019
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The second barrier to completing an 
apprenticeship or traineeship relates to 
problems in the employment setting. Up to 
one-third of apprentices cite problems with the 
employment experience as the main reason for 
non-completion.22 Evidence presented to the 
Commission also highlighted workplace problems 
as common reasons for a young person not 
completing their apprenticeship or traineeship. 
The Commission was told:

There are employers that are burning 
young people out there as well. There are 
employers who do not understand what 
their requirements are as an employer in 
relation to an apprentice….. Some of the 
apprenticeships we find that are very hard 
industries for young people to enter into, 
things like chefs, hairdressing is because 
they are the trades predominantly where 
young people get burned - long hours, lack 
of understanding of what their requirements 
are, a need from employers to try and 
actually get as much from the young person 
that they possibly can.

Gary Brittle, Apprenticeships Matter, Sunshine 
VIC, 26 March 2019

Employers are a diverse group and over the last 30 
years there have been significant changes in the 
size and practices of the organisations that recruit 
and train apprentices. By and large, it is recognised 
that most employers provide safe and healthy work 
environments. However, this is not always the case. 
Sometimes minimum standards are not met such 
as exceeding the maximum hours of work, and 
break times not adhered to. Workplace bullying 
can be a problem with serious consequences 
for the employee and the employer.23 It appears 
that some employers are uncertain about their 
obligations and responsibilities while some others 
are not fulfilling their responsibilities.

Support required by small to medium business 
to address the attrition rate of apprentices/
trainees and the non-compliance of employment 
conditions include:
• information about their obligations as an 

employer of apprentices and trainees.
• assistance with interpreting the rules and 

regulations.

Employers with the highest completion rates 
are generally larger, experienced employers 
with well-organised systems for managing 
apprentices and trainees.24 Larger businesses 
are more likely to have higher training capacity, 
offer mentoring support, formal and structured 
programs, good working conditions, and 
more generous wages. Employers with lower 
completion rates tend to be smaller and have 
less experience. Small to medium enterprises 
(SMEs) are less likely to have well developed 
recruitment criteria or processes and less likely 
to have a formal human resource function. 
Findings from a range of studies demonstrate 
that apprentices and trainees working for 
smaller employers are less likely to have a 
favourable experience.25

Smaller and less-experienced employers 
require greater support or intervention from 
governments and industry bodies. This group 
of employers will probably always need the 
additional support provided by bodies such 
as group training organisations, Australian 
Apprenticeship Support Network providers and 
industry associations. The Commission was told:

I think, especially talking about 
apprenticeships - one of the concerns 
around small business is the support they 
themselves have in terms of being able 
to connect with services, to be able to 
assist young apprentices in particular in 
terms of mentoring type arrangements, et 
cetera. These sorts of things are harder if 
you’re a small business that only requires 
one to five apprentices, rather than a 
larger firm that might have an annual 
intake of 30 to 50 or what have you. 

Phil Loveder, National Centre for Vocational 
Education Research, Adelaide SA, 20 June 

2019



14 APPRENTICESHIPS AND TRAINEESHIPS: DELIVERING ON POTENTIAL

• addressing issues which arise during the apprenticeship through 
advice for mediation and dispute resolution between them and their 
apprentice.

• support in navigating the system if they are new or an infrequent user of 
apprenticeships or traineeships.

• an understanding of the availability of career paths; and a better 
understanding of the training requirements.

• professional advice and industry information on a range of issues. 
• advice on government incentives for employers as well as allowances 

and entitlements for apprentices and trainees.
• ensuring supervisors have an appropriate cross-section of skills and 

abilities to the correct level (as supervisor skills are not just limited to the 
technical skills set) and have the skills sets to support young people in 
the workplace.

Many of the factors that contribute to a breakdown in the employment 
relationship can either be prevented or easily resolved if identified and 
rectified early. If young people received more support, or know who to call 
for assistance, some may have stayed. While the responsibility for providing 
support generally lies with employers, the quality of this support varies. 
Employers are not, in most cases, equipped to provide the level of pastoral 
care required to support apprentices or trainees through the issues that they 
may face.

The role of third-party intermediaries is important in providing a clear, 
coherent, and simplified front-end support for apprentices and trainees. This 
is particularly the case in relation to engaging with apprentices and trainees 
in small and medium sized enterprises. The Commission was told:

When I speak about apprenticeships and traineeships it assumes two 
things to reflect ultimately completion rates.  The first one is that we’re 
getting the right kids in those because the research shows that if you 
don’t get the right kids in there, then the thing can fall over. The other 
one is it’s also about the through care support. So, if the through care 
support is right and that is once you’re on boarded with the employer 
what’s the culture like, what’s the supervision like, their relationship 
with the RTO.

Gary Whittaker NSW Department of Industry, Wodonga VIC, 19 May 2019

In addition to better supporting apprentices and trainees through third-
party intermediaries, supporting employers to better engage with their 
apprentices and trainees is crucial for the success of the apprenticeship or 
traineeship.

Although young people can be a challenge to employers, apprentices and 
trainees can be of significant benefit to a business. Such benefits include:
• securing a supply of workers with the specific skills and qualities that the 

business requires, and which may not be available in the external job 
market. 

• filling the skill gaps that exist in their current workforce as apprentices 
and trainees begin to learn industry-specific skills from the first day  

• securing a supply of skilled young employees – especially important in 
industries where the workforce is ageing.  

• creating a ‘training culture’ in the business which may encourage other 
employees to upskill. 

• enhancing the reputation of the business both within an industry and in 
the local community.

Recommendation
That age-related wage rates be abolished, and minimum apprentice 
and trainee award wages be increased to at least the current rates for 
apprentices and trainees over the age of 21 years.

That all Australian governments review their concessions to ensure that 
apprentices and trainees are receiving the concessions they need and that 
applying for concessions is easy.

That the Australian Government and state and territory governments better 
fund and support third-party intermediaries to support apprentices and 
trainees and employers particularly in small to medium businesses.
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Ensuring the training process is relevant, current, and flexible to 
meet the needs of young people and their employers.
The training of apprentices and trainees involves three critical parties: a 
willing, committed apprentice/trainee, a competent VET provider and an 
involved employer. There are several areas where these parties experience 
frustration. Addressing these frustrations has the potential to improve the 
apprenticeship or traineeship experience and completion rates.

Training must be aligned with business interests. Effective workplace 
learning needs to be a key component of the training program for an 
apprentice or trainee. Generating the variety of work needed to cover 
everything the apprentice or trainee learns is a key aspect of this.

Over recent years the role of the employer in the training process has 
been reduced, with many employers tending to delegate the responsibility 
for technical skills to a training provider. This process is failing employers 
because little time is being spent on seeking to match an individual business 
to a program that suits its needs and those of apprentices and trainees. 
Properly planned training programs are essential if businesses are to gain 
the most advantage from them.

VET providers need to better design training programs to reflect business 
needs and make the training process relevant, current, and flexible to meet 
the needs of young people. VET providers are often viewed as inflexible 
regarding training times, are hard to contact and have slow administration 
processes. In many cases, the standard learning and development programs 
offered by VET providers are not meeting business needs. In addition, many 
employers are unclear how to influence their training provider and feel that 
training programs are delivered in too much of a structured manner.

Therefore, there is a need to offer more flexible delivery times and tailored 
programs incorporating several delivery strategies, such as: 
• training on-site to suit the businesses’ work hours.
• using innovative methods such as blended learning.
• using a range of training locations.
• involving business staff in training and assessment.
• assisting businesses with change, innovation, quality, new markets etc. - 

not just training. 

What is often missing from training are some of the structural elements given 
below: 
• the VET provider being cognisant of the employers’ business 

characteristics and needs.
• the VET provider having the flexibility to match the training to the 

employers’ workflow. 
• the employer being a willing, active participant in the training process 

and working closely with the VET provider.
• the VET Provider being willing to be innovative in the way they deliver 

the training and matching the mode of delivery to meet the needs of 
the apprentice and employer rather than applying a ‘one size fits all’ 
approach.

• the need for the VET provider to model modern productive practices 
and workplaces rather than retreating to simulated class environments to 
save money.

• the need for all parties to not only understand and meet the 
requirements of the training materials but also develop the apprentice’s/
trainee’s capacity to adapt to evolving technologies. 
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Employers need to consider the following aspects of their apprentices’ or 
trainees’ training:
• the quality of the training received from the VET provider.
• the feedback received from the VET provider about the progress of the 

apprentice or trainee.
• the amount of training received each week.
• the support and coaching of the workplace supervisor.
• the relevance of the training to the job.
• the balance the apprenticeship/traineeship provides between training 

and work.
• the way an apprentice or trainee is assessed on the job.
• the extent to which the employer is involved in the structure, delivery, 

and content of the apprenticeship/traineeship.

The Boosting Apprenticeship Commencements and Completing 
Apprenticeship Commencements Program are time-limited wage subsidies 
supporting businesses and Group Training Organisations to take on new 
apprentices and trainees. 27  The subsidies aim to build a pipeline of skilled 
workers to support sustained economic recovery from the impacts of the 
COVID-19 pandemic. These subsidies were closed to new commencements 
on 30 June 2022.

An interesting finding to emerge from current research is that employers 
with high retention rates are less likely to say that financial incentives are 
important to them, compared with employers with low retention rates. Those 
employers with the lowest retention rates said that the money mattered to 
them and called for employer incentives to be increased. In addition, they 
wanted wage subsidies for unprofitable apprentices and compensation for 
the cost of their time in training them.

Recommendation
That all Australian governments increase funding to VET providers, 
especially TAFE, so they can better design training programs to reflect 
business needs and make the training process relevant, current, and 
flexible to meet the needs of young people.

Improving incentives for employers.
The Australian Government provides financial support to employers, 
apprentices, and trainees in the form of incentives and personal benefits. 
These financial incentives aim to encourage employers to open up genuine 
opportunities for young people to enter skills-based training within the 
Australian apprenticeship and traineeship system.

Research evidence indicates that employers are reluctant to take on 
apprentices and trainees in a time of economic uncertainty.26 Targeted 
investment is required to support the apprenticeships and traineeships 
during times of economic uncertainty. Apprenticeships are most vulnerable 
to changes in the economic environment – as evidenced recently during 
the pandemic. To assist with the recovery from the impact of COVID-19, the 
Australian Government provides support to employers who engage a new 
Australian apprentice or trainee.

Recommendation
That the Australian Government review the incentives for employers 
(including government and not for profit organisations) in recruiting and 
supporting apprentices and trainees. This should include advice on how 
Australian Government financial investment could be better targeted to 
effectively support employers.
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CONCLUSION
The economic recovery following the COVID-19 pandemic has led to a 
shortage of skilled workers in many industries. While short-term shortages 
may be filled by skilled migrants, long-term skilling of young Australian 
workers will be a better, more sustainable solution. Apprenticeships and 
traineeships are one means to build a workforce for the future. However, 
without substantial intervention into the apprenticeships and traineeships 
system, substantial and sustainable growth will not emerge. 

All Australian governments should develop a national approach to: 

• expanding the pool of potential apprentices and trainees through 
providing better information earlier.

• improving access to apprenticeships and traineeships through pre-
apprenticeship programs and new models of delivery in rural, regional 
and remote areas.

• assist employers to better select apprentices and trainees.
• ensure more young people complete their training.
• improving the quality and relevance of training by increased investment 

in TAFE.
• enhance incentives for employers.

Apprenticeships and traineeships are one part of the Education and Training 
pillar of the Youth Futures Guarantee. Together, the pillars of the Youth 
Futures Guarantee will assist young people meet the challenges they face as 
they transition from school to work, from dependence to independence and 
adolescence to adulthood.
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