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2 March 2017 

 

 

 

Briefing: 

Apprenticeship levy 

 

 

Summary of key points: 

The Government has proposed an apprenticeship levy on larger employers across all 

sectors to fund the training costs of apprenticeships. Apprenticeship reform, including 

the levy, is likely to significantly alter how large and small housing associations 

approach skills development for their workforce. 

This briefing sets out: 

 the reform of apprenticeships training and delivery standards through a new process 

called Trailblazers 

 how housing employers from across the sector came together as a Trailblazer to 

develop a number of standards for housing management apprenticeships 

 how organisations can calculate the cost of the levy to them, and how they are able to 

spend it. 
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1. Introduction 

The Government is introducing a levy on larger employers across all sectors which will be used 

to pay for the training costs of apprenticeships. This is a key policy in the Government’s drive to 

hit its target of three million new apprenticeship starts by 2020. The levy is mandatory for all 

larger employers across all sectors and will be payable regardless of whether employers 

actually offer apprenticeships within their organisation.  

 

This briefing sets out the key developments in apprenticeship reform, including the 

apprenticeship levy. It outlines how housing associations are working together to develop new 

standards for apprenticeships as well as how they are responding to the introduction of the 

levy.  

 

The Federation would like to thank Lynsey Boother, Auxillium Projects and all the housing 

associations who contributed to this briefing. 

2. Drivers of apprenticeship reform 

Apprenticeship reform has been underway in England for well over a decade with the 

apprenticeship levy the culmination of a direction of travel towards ‘economically valuable 

skills’ and greater focus on employers and their needs. 

  

The 2012 Richards’ Review of Apprenticeships set the direction for the current reforms 

underway as he insisted that employers are the customers of training providers and should 

therefore control the purchase and the purse strings of apprenticeships. Richard’s reforms cite 

‘rigour and responsiveness’ at their heart, bringing the design, quality and commissioning of 

apprenticeships to employers, to ensure (assumes Richards) the best use of government funds 

in securing growth, jobs and progression at work. This approach was wholly embraced by 

‘employer ownership of skills’ policies and the structure of Government investment is now 

finally moving from training providers to the employers directly – effecting profound change, in 

the wake of the apprenticeship levy. 

    

https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/34708/richard-review-full.pdf
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In 2015 the Government launched its vison for apprenticeships to 2020. Co-published at the 

time by the Department of Education (DfE) and the Department of Business, Innovation and 

Skills, but now wholly led by DfE, it articulates the principles that underlie the apprenticeship 

reforms we are now seeing take shape:  

 

‘Nobody understands the skills employers need better than the employers themselves. 

That is why we are placing them in the driving seat. They are designing apprenticeships 

so that they focus on exactly the skills, knowledge and behaviours that are required of 

the workforce of the future. A levy will put employers at the heart of paying for and 

choosing apprenticeship training, and place the funding of apprenticeships on a 

sustainable footing. Employers will choose between high quality education and training 

providers, or be able to train their apprentices themselves.’ 

 

It also sets out the assumptions on which the apprenticeship levy is based: 

  

‘The apprenticeship levy will shift incentives so that it is far more in employers’ interests 

to take on apprentices.  This builds on the experience of a large number of modern 

developed economies who have established levies and taxes for this purpose, such as 

Denmark and France. It will put investment in training, and apprenticeships specifically, 

on a long-term, sustainable footing. It will secure new funds to support the reform and 

growth aims of the apprenticeships programme in England, and build apprenticeships 

as a robust and credible training programme for the long-term.’ 

3. Reform of apprenticeship training delivery and standards 

Apprenticeship reform includes a complete overhaul of existing delivery mechanisms and the 

standards that are used to create apprenticeships.  The Government is abolishing 

apprenticeship ‘frameworks’ in favour of ‘standards’ which set out what an apprentice will be 

doing and the skills required by them, by job role. Design and development of the new 

standards has been led by employers - instead of training providers, awarding bodies and 

sector skills councils – under a process called Trailblazers.  

 

Apprenticeship training delivery mechanisms are also in reform, and there are potential new 

opportunities for employers to consider their role. The Government uses two main sites to 

commission apprenticeship delivery, both registers. Applications to these registers open and 

close approximately four times through each year. The process is fairly lengthy and detailed but 

is mandatory to complete for any employer considering delivering their own apprenticeships – 

the employer-provider delivery model.   

 

From May 2017 employers who pay the apprenticeship levy will be able to choose an 

apprenticeship training provider from a new register, the register of apprenticeship training 

https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/482754/BIS-15-604-english-apprenticeships-our-2020-vision.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/562669/Joining_the_Register_of_Apprenticeship_Training_Providers.pdf
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providers (RoATP) to deliver apprenticeships in line with these new standards. They will also 

need to select a relevant end-point assessment organisation. 

  

New apprenticeship standards in housing management 

 

A group of housing employers from across the local authority, housing association and private 

sector came together over two years ago as a Trailblazer to develop a number of standards for 

housing management at entry, intermediate and advanced levels. Standards describe the type 

of work/job role, and the knowledge, skills and behaviours required to complete that job role 

work, at a given level.  The standards are limited to two pages in length. Accompanying each 

standard is an assessment plan, also devised by the employer Trailblazer group, which 

describes the way in which an apprentice will be judged to have met a standard, and by whom. 

All new assessment plans make reference to end-point assessments, which are a summing up 

and judgement of an apprentice’s performance against the standard, often with grading 

decisions included within them. The end-point assessments must be carried out by an 

independent lead – not the trainer or the direct employer of an apprentice. 

 

Apprenticeship training providers will be poring over these standards and assessment plans to 

understand how to deliver what employers want; and to negotiate costs to deliver, and it is 

useful for employers to review any apprenticeship standard you are planning to commission.   

 

The standards and assessment plans for housing management at Levels 2, 3, 4 can be found at:   

 Housing/property management assistant (level 2 - entry) 

 Housing/property management (level 3 – intermediate) 

 Senior housing/property management (level 4 – advanced)  

 

The old training framework for housing management apprenticeships is being withdrawn in 

October 2017 meaning that there will be a year of transition for vocational training in housing. 

 

The next step for the housing Trailblazer group of employers is an application to develop a level 

6 standard in housing and property.  This would be a foundation degree level apprenticeship 

linked to chartered membership of the Chartered Institute of Housing (CIH) upon completion.  

Level 6 development involves housing associations, local authorities and higher education 

institutions to provide a robust new standard for senior housing professionals across the 

sector.  There is still an opportunity to for housing employers to take part in the development of 

the new standard at level 6. To get involved contact the Chair of the Trailblazer group Tim 

Edwards, Director of Business Development, The Aspire Group.  

 

New apprenticeship standards in other subjects  

 

https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/562669/Joining_the_Register_of_Apprenticeship_Training_Providers.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/588279/Register-List_of_Organisations-Jan2017_v2.csv/preview
https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/apprenticeship-standards#housing-standards-
https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/apprenticeship-standards#housing-standards-
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/apprenticeship-standard-housingproperty-management-assistant
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/apprenticeship-standard-housing-management
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/apprenticeship-standard-senior-housingproperty-management
mailto:tedwards@pmtraining.org.uk
mailto:tedwards@pmtraining.org.uk
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New apprenticeship standards now exist for over 170 occupations, and there are a further 200 

in the pipeline for development by employer led groups in a wide range of job roles.  

 

Traditionally housing employers have many other types of apprentice in their core business 

than ‘housing apprentices’; often business administration, customer service and health and 

social care have outnumbered housing apprentices in our employer bases. These standards 

and assessment plans have been devised by a totally different group of employers in separate 

Trailblazers.   

 

Available standards which are likely to be of interest to the housing sector include: 

 Business administrator (level 3, this standard is not yet ready to use) 

 Customer service practitioner (level 2)  

 Health and social care (adult social care) (level 2 and 3, this standard is in progress but 

not yet published) 

 

To keep abreast of all new standards coming out visit the Government’s website.  

4. The apprenticeship levy 

The apprenticeship levy will commence on 6 April 2017. The levy applies to all employers 

operating in the UK with a pay bill over £3 million a year.  Employers will pay a proportion of 

their pay bill into a digital apprenticeship account which can only be used towards the costs of 

apprenticeship training and end point assessment.  

 

Full current guidance on how the apprenticeship levy will operate for employers can be found 

on the Government’s website.  

 

The levy is calculated, reported and paid monthly to HMRC via PAYE processes, alongside 

income tax and National Insurance.  Levy paying employers will have access to the Digital 

Apprenticeship Service to view their account balances, much like you might view a simple bank 

balance online.  Non-levy paying employers will also be able to access the Digital 

Apprenticeship Service for information on apprenticeships but will not be able to use it to make 

payments towards costs of apprenticeships until 2018.  

 

Paying the levy 

 

2% of all employers in the UK are going to pay the apprenticeship levy from 6 April 2017. This 

will include many housing associations and you can calculate what your organisation will be 

paying on the Government’s website.  

 

Employers must pay 0.5% of their annual pay bill into their levy account, with an allowance of 

£15,000 made before the levy is collected. 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/apprenticeship-standard-business-administrator
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/apprenticeship-standard-customer-service-practitioner
https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/apprenticeship-standards
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/apprenticeship-levy-how-it-will-work/apprenticeship-levy-how-it-will-work
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/pay-apprenticeship-levy
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Worked example: 

 

• employer of 250 employees, each with a gross salary of £20,000 

• pay bill: 250 employees x £20,000 = £5,000,000   

• levy sum: 0.5% x £5,000,000 = £25,000  

• allowance: £25,000 - £15,000 offset = £10,000 annual levy payment. 

 

The Levy ‘tops up’ employer payments into their Levy account by 10%. 

 

Worked example: 

 

• employer pays levy of £12,000 annually 

• monthly account funding = £1,000 

• top up: 10% x £1,000 = £100/mth 

• levy monthly account : £1,000 + £100 = £1,100  

• £13,200 annually to spend on Apprenticeships. 

 

Spending the Levy 

 

Levy payments are held in a digital apprenticeship account, the Digital Apprenticeship Service, 

where employers can view their account balances and make appropriate payments. Levy funds 

can only be used towards the costs of apprenticeship training and end-point assessment. This 

must be with an approved training provider and approved assessment organisation. 

 

Focussing on housing standards, we can look at how the levy funding will work in simple terms. 

The Government has set fixed funding bands to each new apprenticeship standard.   The band 

will indicate the maximum amount of government funding that will be paid towards that 

standard. Employers can pay more towards an apprenticeship as negotiated with a training 

provider, but they cannot use their levy over and above the bands which have been applied. 

 

For housing management, the funding bands which apply are:  

Level 2: £1,500 (the standard assumes a minimum 12 months to complete) 

Level 3: £2,500 (the standard assumes a minimum 12-18 months to complete)  

Level 4: £6,000 (the standard assumes a minimum 18-24 months to complete) 

 

Use of levy spend can only go on training costs and end-point assessment costs.   Whilst the 

government will pay some additional costs for 16-18 apprentices, for English and maths 

training, and towards supporting apprentices with additional needs, or care leaving apprentices, 

largely, the funding bands are there to cover all costs of training and assessment to complete 
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an entire apprenticeship standard.  Levy funds cannot be used for recruitment, initial 

assessment, salary costs, equipment, travel costs, bonuses or for any other use.     

 

The levy will not affect the way employers fund training for apprentices who started an 

apprenticeship programme before 1 May 2017. They will need to carry on funding training for 

these apprentices under the terms and conditions that were in place at the time the 

apprenticeship started. 

 

Using the levy with your supply chain 

 

In the first year of the levy, the apprenticeship levy funds will be available to pay for 

apprenticeship training and assessment for an employer’s staff. Government is exploring 

mechanisms by which employers can use their levy funds to pay for the apprenticeship training 

of other employer’s apprentices, for example, someone in their supply chain. They have 

committed to allowing levy-paying employers to transfer up to 10% of the annual value of funds 

entering their accounts to other employers or apprenticeship training agencies in 2018. They 

have set up an employer working group to review options for how this will work. 

 

Implications for employers that don’t pay the levy 

 

Employers that do not pay the levy will not need to use the online Digital Apprenticeship Service 

until at least 2018. More information will be provided for these employers in due course. From 

May 2017 these employers can choose training using the registers available on the 

apprenticeship service. Employers will be asked to contribute 10% to the cost of this training 

with the government paying the rest, up to the maximum amount of government funding 

available for that apprenticeship. 

 

5. Employers responses to the apprenticeship levy  

The government has released research exploring how employers are likely to respond to the 

apprenticeship levy. Though concrete plans for the use of their levy funds were not in place for 

the majority of employers involved in the study, many were in the process of preparing outline 

plans for consideration by management. The initial reactions of employers to the 

apprenticeship levy can be summarised as follows: 

 

a) Business as usual; a view more typical of businesses already involved in the delivery of 

relatively high cost apprenticeship, e.g. engineering and construction, where the decision to 

train apprentices was largely driven by the employer’s demand for skills in the workplace that 

could only be met through apprenticeship.   

 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/the-apprenticeship-levy-how-will-employers-respond
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/the-apprenticeship-levy-how-will-employers-respond
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b) Levy as a catalyst; to increase the provision of apprenticeship training in the business – a 

response provided by employers that had hitherto been engaged in providing relatively low cost 

apprenticeships e.g. in business services, but where similar alternatives to this form of training 

were available. The payment of the levy would likely tip such employers towards adopting the 

apprenticeship training route as opposed to the alternatives available to them. For some 

businesses, they had already begun to increase their use of apprenticeships but the levy was 

likely to accelerate this uptake.  

 

c) Writing off the levy payment; absorbing the cost in the bottom line of the company’s 

accounts. Where employers did not see a way to reclaim their full levy payment there was 

recognition that the cost would need to be reflected in the management accounts and often the 

cost would be recorded against the training or HR department of the business. Some would 

accept the levy payment as a sunk cost but for others they expected the cost to be offset against 

their overall training budget.  

 

d) Scale up, or lose out:  concern among employers, especially those that engaged in relatively 

low cost apprenticeships e.g. in hospitality, customer service, health and social care as they 

looked set to incur a relatively large levy liability on payroll bill which would require 

considerable numbers of apprentices to be trained to fully utilise the levy – (to get it back). Such 

employers expressed concern about having the capacity to expand their apprenticeships to the 

level required to reclaim their levy in full.  

 

Beyond these initial reactions the employers involved in the study outlined how they might 

adapt their behaviour once the levy was implemented:   

• expanding the range of occupations that could be trained via an apprenticeship;  

• providing apprenticeships at higher levels;  

• continuing to use apprenticeships to train their existing staff;  

• converting continuing professional development (CPD) courses into apprenticeship 

programmes, especially those related to Leadership and Management.   

  

6. Housing associations responses to the apprenticeship levy 

The following examples set out the types of preparation that larger housing associations have 

told us they are undertaking in advance of the apprenticeship levy: 

 

 Carried out financial modelling of what estimated levy payments will be and the 

estimated split across each company/directorate. 

 Estimated the number of apprenticeships that could be supported by the payment within 

each directorate. 

 Conducted skills audits on existing staff, for higher level apprenticeships that are 

typically equivalent to a professional qualification – including finance, IT and housing – 
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to support existing employees in their development and convert them to higher level 

apprenticeship standards. 

 Met with several potential apprenticeship training providers, across a range of 

vocational areas and geographical locations to assess their interest and their offer on 

training provision.  

 Re-visited in-house Graduate Training Schemes.  Traditional graduate programmes 

tend to require significant investment from set-up, marketing, recruitment & selection, 

salaries and ongoing support to obtain professional qualifications. Some larger 

employers are mapping out how to utilise the levy funding to support a new programme 

that could bring graduates to them through higher level apprenticeship standards. 

 Considered recruitment, human resources and learning and development budget 

allocations in light of the levy.  Looking at alternative routes to selecting, training and 

supporting new and existing staff that maximises the use of the levy and potentially 

reduces costs in these three core service areas. 

 Accessed current advice and guidance on the Digital Apprenticeship Service  

 

Some levy paying employers tend to look at ways in which they can ‘recycle’ the amount they 

are paying to HMRC back into their organisations. Funds in an employer’s apprenticeship 

service account can be spent on any government-approved apprentice training providers to 

deliver approved apprenticeship standards.  Levy funds can also be used to pay end-point 

apprenticeship assessment costs but they cannot be used for any other costs associated with 

the apprenticeship, including but not limited to apprentice wages, subsidiary costs or travel. 

 

 

 

Case study 

L&Q and East Thames merged in 2016, and will use their combined resources to launch a 

training academy to develop talented, qualified staff, and to provide residents with skills and 

employment opportunities.  

The academy will offer apprenticeships and traineeships for working-age people, and 

every  apprenticeship offered will be in a field related to the housing industry. Placements 

will be available in construction, maintenance and care and support as well as back office 

functions. 

  

 

https://manage-apprenticeships.service.gov.uk/

