
Economy, Skills Shortage Challenge 
Apprenticeship Programs

A lthough the economy is seen as the ma-
jor challenge for a majority of U.S. and 
Canadian apprenticeship programs, 

funds also are concerned about a shortage of 
skilled candidates, a lack of potential funding 
sources and external competition from both 
union and nonunion environments.

Despite these challenges, more than two-
thirds of respondents to a recent Interna-
tional Foundation of Employee Benefit Plans 
survey continue to perceive their industry’s 
hiring outlook as somewhat or extremely 
positive over the next two years, according to 
Top Trends in Apprenticeship Programs: 2016 
Survey Results. The survey is the Foundation’s 
third research study of apprenticeship, train-
ing and education programs in the United 
States and Canada. The survey received 337 
complete responses, including 43 from Ca-
nadian respondents, a significant increase in 
Canadian representation.

The report examines the current demo-
graphics of apprenticeship programs, program 
challenges, recruitment and retention efforts 
and life skills initiatives, including financial 
literacy components. The survey also examines 
innovative instructor quality initiatives and ex-
panding partnership efforts for apprenticeship 
program sponsors. 

A majority of seven training funds (86.4%) 
cited the economy as their biggest challenge. 
While unemployment due to economic con-
ditions was among challenges noted for indi-
vidual apprentices, unemployment due to the 
cyclical/seasonal nature of skilled trades work 
was more frequently cited as a hurdle (73%). 
Respondents also are anticipating decreased 
job security and significant difficulty in ap-
prentices finding employment.

Respondents anticipate a number of reten-
tion-based challenges. The most common is 

a lack of available hours (71.8%), closely fol-
lowed by offers of more steady work in other 
industry sectors (70.3%). Other significant re-
tention issues are the length of time required 
to produce skilled workers and apprentice 
“poaching.”

In the next two years, more funds expect 
it to be more difficult to recruit and retain ap-
prentices than expect it to be easier. One-third 
of respondents (32.9%) anticipate it will be 
more difficult to recruit apprentices, and one 
in five said it will become harder to retain them 
(21.7%). That compares with one in nine who 
anticipates less difficulty with recruiting and 
retention (11%).

More than five in nine (57.6%) respondents 
offer life skills training, with an additional one 
in five considering adding components. The 
most commonly cited life skills components 
were work skills/behaviour (91.8%), person-
al safety (79.9%) and financial literacy skills 
(71.6%). Programs that offer this training over-
whelmingly use face-to-face delivery models, 
while two in five deliver their life skills training 
through electronic learning models. 

Programs’ financial literacy efforts most 
commonly address retirement plan structures 
(offered by three in four programs), savings, 
understanding the value of employee benefits, 
spending and credit card use.

The size of program instructional staff var-
ies among respondents. Almost two-thirds 
have instructional staffs of fewer than ten in-
structors (64.6%). One in six programs has an 
instructional staff of more than 20 (16.9%). 
About three in four responding funds require 
instructors to achieve an industry-recognized 
training certification.

Apprenticeship programs collaborate with 
various external partners to provide education, 
job assistance and funding opportunities. A 
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majority of survey respondents collaborate with technical and 
community colleges, cited by two in three respondents (65.3%). 
In addition, about one-half (49.3%) of survey respondents part-
ner with universities. Apprenticeship programs often partner 
with government agencies—a practice significantly more com-
mon in Canada, where four in five responding programs do so. 
In addition, approximately 70% of responding Canadian pro-
grams partner with aboriginal populations.

More than three in four surveyed fund representatives 
have a program that lasts either four or five years (77.5%), 
ending upon successful completion of examinations and 
other requirements such as classroom instruction and on-
the-job training. Responding programs vary in size, ranging 

from one in four with enrollment of 50 or fewer apprentices 
(25.5%) to one in five with more than 500 apprentices en-
rolled.

Survey respondents overwhelmingly operate hybrid pro-
grams and are less likely to offer time-based or competency-
based programs. More than three in five respondents offer a 
full-time program, while about one in four offers part-time 
programs. The remaining 11% offer both full-time and part-
time programs.

Top Trends in Apprenticeship Programs: 2016  
Survey Results is available free to members at www.ifebp.org 
/apprenticeship.
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