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[bookmark: _Toc241879740]Introduction
[bookmark: _Toc241879741]Background
The Apprenticeship Levy began in 2017. Employers in the UK with a pay bill over £3 million pay 0.5% of it to the system. The money helps fund apprenticeship training for all employers in England (Department for Education, 2026). New rules started in August 2026. The 10% government top-up has stopped. New funds now have a 12-month expiry. Employers pay 25% of training costs for over-25s once their funds run out (Department for Education, 2026).
[bookmark: _Toc241879742]Problem Statement
In England, the number of apprenticeships began to decline by 31% after the levy began. In small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs), the number fell by 49%, from 241,000 in 2016/17 to 123,800 in 2020/21. Over the same period, skills shortage vacancies rose from 193,800 in 2017 to 460,100 in 2022. The levy has failed to turn around the decline in employer training (CIPD, 2023). There is still a need to know why employers react as they do.
[bookmark: _Toc241879743]Aim, Objectives and Research Questions
Aim: To explore the UK employer response to the Apprenticeship Levy in relation to skills shortages and workforce development.
Objectives:
· To identify the main ways employers have responded to the levy
· To examine the barriers and enablers of these responses
· To analyse the link between apprenticeships and skills shortages as perceived by employers
· To suggest practical recommendations to employers and policymakers
Research questions:
· What has been the response by employers towards the levy?
· What factors influence these responses?
· How do apprenticeships help employers address skills shortages?
[bookmark: _Toc241879744]Justification and Outline
The topic is timely since the levy is changing. The findings can be used to plan training by HR managers. They are also able to assist policymakers in designing flexible funding. Section 2 discusses the literature. The methodology is explained in Section 3. The timeline is presented in Section 4.
[bookmark: _Toc241879745]Literature Review
[bookmark: _Toc241879746]Employer Responses to the Levy
Before the levy began, employer interviews indicated four potential responses.   Employers could train additional apprentices, relabel the existing training, game the system, or write the levy off. The interviews also suggested that the levy may not have much effect on increasing weak employer demand (Gambin and Hogarth, 2020). These were the views as expressed through interviews held before the levy took effect. They exhibit expected behaviour, as opposed to actual behaviour (Gambin and Hogarth, 2020). The subsequent case studies identified three applications of apprenticeships: building industry experts, developing staff, and earning income for training providers. The most effective programmes relied on close partnerships between providers and employers (Brockmann and Smith, 2023).
[bookmark: _Toc241879747]Skills Shortages and System Barriers
One of the most significant reasons why employers are interested in apprenticeships is skills shortages. In UK life sciences, employers experienced a shortage of technicians and wanted practical, work-based skills. But funding regulations did not encourage providers to offer the apprenticeships employers desired. This led to a system failure (Lewis, 2020). This evidence comes from one sector; hence, it might not apply well to retail or services.
[bookmark: _Toc241879748]Framework and Research Gap
The expansive and restrictive learning environments model explains why similar apprenticeships give various outcomes (Brockmann and Smith, 2023). This model will guide the analysis. Numerous studies concentrate on a single industry or one stage of the levy. Not many unify the evidence across sectors and company sizes. The 2026 changes are new and have been little researched as well. The research suggests that the levy itself might not be as important as the funding regulations and employer partnerships.
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[bookmark: _Toc241851910]Figure 1: Conceptual Framework for the Literature Review.
Source: (Self-made).
[bookmark: _Toc241879749]Research Methodology
[bookmark: _Toc241879750]Research Design
The study follows the research onion (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2023). The chosen philosophy is interpretivism, since the responses of the employers depend on context. The chosen approach is inductive, meaning that themes come from the data. The methodology will be mono-method qualitative. The research plan is secondary data analysis of published sources. The time frame is cross-sectional between 2017 and 2026. The technique is thematic analysis.
[bookmark: _Toc241879751]Data Collection
The dataset is going to contain 20-25 sources. These include peer-reviewed qualitative research, CIPD publications, think tanks, and government publications. Searches will use Google Scholar, Business Source Complete, and GOV.UK. Keywords include "apprenticeship levy", "employer engagement", and "skills shortages". Sources must be UK-focused, report employer evidence, and be published from 2017 onwards. Opinion pieces without evidence will be excluded.
[bookmark: _Toc241879752]Data Analysis
The analysis will be hand-coded. It will be done according to the six phases of thematic analysis: familiarisation, coding, searching for themes, reviewing themes, defining themes, and writing up (Braun and Clarke, 2006). All the sources will be read, and then the coding will begin. Coding will be done manually using short phrases about employer actions, barriers, and motives. Similar codes will be grouped into candidate themes. All themes will be aligned with the research questions and the expansive and restrictive learning environments model (Brockmann and Smith, 2023). The codes will be written down on paper and in a table. An audit trail will be maintained in a coding journal. After one week, all the sources will be recoded to verify consistency.
[bookmark: _Toc241879753]Limitations and Ethics
Secondary data were collected for other purposes. Hand coding is time-consuming and includes subjective judgement. The findings will not be applicable to all employers. The research relies on publicly available resources, and thus the ethical risk is minimal. All references will be cited in detail.
[bookmark: _Toc241879754]Timeline
The project will take 12 weeks. The plan is contained in Figure 1. Weeks 1-3 cover planning and literature review. Data collection is covered in weeks 4 to 5. Weeks 6-8 encompass coding and developing themes. Weeks 9-12 cover writing and submission.
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[bookmark: _Toc241851911]Figure 2: Gantt Chart for the 12-week Research Project.
Source: (Self-made).
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Figure 1: Gantt chart for the 12-week research project
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