
 

 

Research Programme 
Thought piece: Measuring the impact of work-based learning  
 

 

Introduction 

 
Measuring the impact of work-based learning is one of four research themes at the Centre 

for Work-based Learning (CWBL). This research stream will build on an initial programme of 

work that developed an evaluation framework for measuring the long term impact of 

Modern Apprenticeships (MAs) on the individual, employer, industry sector and wider 

Scottish economy. The aim of the framework was to identify suitable outcome measures, 

map key issues related to evaluating MAs, present potential approaches to overcoming 

these issues and suggest which of the available options are most appropriate. Skills 

Development Scotland worked in collaboration with the OECD who developed the 

framework which has been published in December 2016. With the new Foundation and 

Graduate Level Apprenticeship now being delivered in Scotland, it is the ideal time to 

expand the framework to include the impacts and long term outcomes of the 

Apprenticeship family.   

 
In Scotland, existing research has examined the benefits and impacts of MAs for individuals 

and employers in the short to medium term.   On the individual’s side, the evidence 

captures elements such as economic status six months after leaving, impact on skills 

abilities and personal development and career progression. Similarly, for the employers, the 

focus is on improvement in skills, benefits to the business and increased productivity of the 

MA over the duration of the training.  It is vital to better understand the longer term 

outcomes of Apprenticeships and the distribution of impacts across the various actors and 

providing a firm basis for return on investment calculations.  

  

 

Impact on Individuals  

 
One of the main purposes of MAs is to equip apprentices with skills that will lead to 

sustained and productive employment. The outcomes most commonly examined in the 

existing literature on the longer term impact of apprenticeships on individuals therefore are 

wages and the probability of employment. Some studies also consider subsequent 

education and training and the likelihood of finding permanent (standard) employment. 

 

The OECD advise that the most effective method of examining wage and employment 

outcomes is through the linking of administrative data. While this is considered to be the ‘

gold standard‘ in data linkage and analysis, work is underway with the Scottish 

Government to conduct a pilot data linkage of MA adminsitrative data with data held by 

http://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/science-and-technology/oecd-evaluation-framework-for-modern-apprenticeships-in-scotland_59084781-en
https://www.skillsdevelopmentscotland.co.uk/media/42085/ma-outcomes-report-2016-final.pdf
https://www.skillsdevelopmentscotland.co.uk/media/35594/ma_employer_survey_2015_final_sep_15.pdf


the DWP and HMRC. Researchers in England have already taken advantage of linked 

large administrative datasets (Patrignani and Conlon 2011, Bibby et al 2014). However, this 

will take time for the approach and analysis to be fully developed  in Scotland. 

 

While waiting for the data linkage approach to be developed, there are activities that can 

be conducted to address existing data gaps. In England and UK wide, original studies by 

McIntosh (2007) and subsequent analyses by Conlon et al (2012) and McIntosh and Morris 

(2017) used the Labour Force Survey (LFS) data to estimate the wage and employment 

premia for apprenticeships. Adopting the same approach in Scotland could provide a 

measure of the wage and employment returns, and be used to conduct a Return on 

Investment calculation for Individuals. This approach is not without its challenges however.  

 

A key part of any impact evaluation is ‘against what set of circumstances will the 

additional benefits of MAs be judged?’ Or what counterfactual should be used?  For MAs, 

(along with many other learning programmes), this comes down to a choice of comparison 

group.  However, finding an appropriate group is not straightforward and where different 

studies, such as those noted above vary. This is perhaps the main methodological issue for 

measuring impact on individuals.   

 

Finally, what about the wider impacts beyond solely economic? Much less is known here 

and could form a key part of the impact measure on individuals examining elements such 

as subjective well-being. Although non-economic impacts are much harder to assess than 

economic impacts, they are no less important outcomes to measure. 

 

 

Impact on Employers 
 

It is important to distinguish between the short term effects during the apprentice’s training 

and the long term impacts of taking on apprentices. The estimation of the long term effect 

of MAs on employers faces a critical challenge in that, especially for large employers, 

apprentices represent a very small proportion of all employees. Therefore, even if the effect 

of training MAs is positive and large relative to the number of apprentices trained, this 

effect may be hard to estimate with enough precision given all the other factors that 

affect company performance.  A key consideration will be to address how this challenge 

can be overcome. 

 

 

Impact on the Wider Economy  
 

One approach here is to carry out a full benefit-cost analysis, which can express, in 

monetary terms, the value that MAs generate for the Scottish economy.  Costs are likely to 

be relatively easily expressed in monetary terms.  However, at least some of the benefits are 

likely to be more difficult, perhaps impossible, to monetise.   

 

In line with most impact evaluations in general, and virtually all existing evaluations of 

apprenticeships, the elements of the impact measures outlined so far are microeconomic 

in nature. However, it is also important to consider the use of a macroeconomic model 



alongside the micro analysis, which may lead to improved understanding of the aggregate 

and distributional effects of MAs (OECD framework 2016).   

 

Key questions 
 

Some key areas and questions raised thus far include: 
 

 

• What do we know about the current impact of Modern Apprenticeships?  

 

• What can we learn from existing impact research for Apprenticeships? 

 

• The availability of the underlying data and evidence is critical.  What can 

be done to fill the gaps? 

 

• What is the most appropriate control group to use as a comparison? 

 

• Employer ROI – how can this be measured consistently across the diverse 

sectors and occupations?   

 

• Can we extend the approach to measure the impact of other post school 

learning in Scotland?    
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