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Introduction
Young people aged 18-25 are increasingly at risk of being a generation 
left behind, plagued by long term unemployment and the worst economic 
prospects in decades. Unemployment, even for a short time, can have a 
huge psychological impact on a young person (Goldsmith et al, 1997), and 
can lead to lower lifetime wages (Arulampalam, 2001), even for graduates 
(Kahn, 2010), as well as lower well-being (Daly and Delaney, 2013) and 
criminal activity (Bell at all, 2014). In 2011 youth unemployment in the 
United Kingdom passed 1 million, a level not see since 1986, and has 
remained persistently high since (ONS, 2011).

London meanwhile faces challenges unique to the rest of the country. 
Young Londoners have historically faced higher youth unemployment 
(Aldridge, Bushe, Kenway, & MacInnes, 2013) compared to the rest of the 
country and, last November, had the highest proportion of young people not 
in employment, education, or training (NEET) in the country (DfE, 2016). 

Partly, this is a European wide issue, with youth unemployment and 
economic activity remaining high across the continent (OECD, 2017), as 
labour markets shift away from low skilled jobs towards high skilled ones, 
and the supply of skills failing to meet demand (IPPR, 2015). However, not 
only does London feel the skills gap (and pay-inequality) more acutely than 
the rest of the UK (IPPR, 2016; ONSb, 2015) but also has the most uneven 
distribution of take up of educational pathways. London has the lowest take 
up of apprenticeships in the UK (Centre for Cities, 2016). This is partly due 
to the prevalence of higher education, with young Londoners being the 
most likely to go to University than their UK peers (HEFCE, 2013). 

In an ever more rapidly moving economy, and with an education system 
that is not providing the skills that are required, a question remains about 
what do young people in 2017 think of their options? How do they perceive 
apprenticeships now, compared to 20 years ago? What are their attitudes 
to university, during a time of oversaturation of the graduate market? 
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Chapter 2: Literature review
A historical context
The relationship between young people are their post-16 options has changed 
dramatically in the past twenty years, as both Labour and Conservative governments 
have introduced policy that has impacted dramatically on both apprenticeships and 
University. Firstly, a large cultural shift has been taking place in the last 20 years, to a 
focus on university education. The proportion of the population with a degree has over 
doubled, from 17% in 1992 to over 40% today (ONS, 2013). Government policy largely 
aimed to drive up university participation, and was aided by perceptions at the time that 
graduates earn more, which they were found to do so during the 1970s to 1995 (DfE, 
1999), and are more likely to have secure employment. 

However, this has shifted in recent years, especially in London, as the graduate job 
market has become oversaturated. As of 2015, the UK was found to have the second 
highest graduate rate in the OECD (54%), a rate which is not being met by high-skilled 
job growth (CIPD, 2015). The ONS in 2013 found that over half of all UK graduates were 
in non-graduate level employment (ONS, 2013), and that 31% of graduates are working 
without pay, on a work experience placement or internship (Sutton Trust, 2014). 

Growing skills gap crisis 

A skills gap has emerged in recent years, both in the UK and Europe, and has 
particularly hit London’s job market. Keep and Mayhew (1992) point to a continued 
history of underinvestment, and lack of commitment, by employers and governments 
in the UK to quality training and vocational education. As a result, there has been a 
growing mismatch between the skills taught to young people and the jobs available for 
them. The Open University found this year that the skills gap is costing UK businesses 
more than £2bn a year on higher salaries, recruitment costs, and temporary staffing 
(The Open University, 2017). 

In London this picture is worse, with the highest proportion of young graduates in the 
country (HEFCE, 2013) and a local economy demanding less graduates but more 
technical vocational skills. This is leading to certain sectors being dominated by 
workers from outside the UK, with half of London’s construction workers born outside 
the UK, due to the struggle to attract young people into the sector (PWC, 2017). 
Recent research by the Greater London Assembly found that ‘middle skilled jobs’ are 
disappearing, leaving a regional job market of only low and high skilled work. As a 
result, an increasingly higher skilled workforce is needed (GLA, 2016), and a growing 
demand in vocational and technical skills that are provided by apprenticeships. 
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Renewed focus on apprenticeships

As a result, the recent Conservative governments have shifted the focus to increasing 
participation in apprenticeships. Vocational training has been found to be vital in 
growing skills gap, with the Government Office for Science (2017) finding a great 
return of investment return in young people under the age of 22. Furthermore, research 
has found suggesting that the higher apprenticeships can result in higher lifetime 
earnings than non-Russell Group Universities, a difference that has likely widened 
with rising tuition fees and a growing technical skills gap (Sutton Trust, 2015). As such, 
apprenticeships are increasingly employable.

As such, policies like the apprenticeship levy and the new apprenticeship standards 
have sought to provide additional funding, and increase employer engagement into 
the process (SFA, 2015). However, while the demand and funding into vocational 
education has improvement in recent years, it is not sure whether this has impacted on 
the perceptions and attitudes of young people. Recent figures from the Department of 
Education indicate that this is having an impact on apprenticeship figures, with most 
of new apprenticeships being taken up by those aged over 25. In a further measure to 
attract young people, who are less financial secure, Phillip Hammond, chancellor of 
the ex-chequer, has set aside £500m to help fill an anticipated post-Brexit skills gap, 
focused on level 4-6 courses and technical skills. 

Context of cuts

In the short term, this study takes place in the context of the UK experiencing some 
of the deepest cuts to public services in recent history. Youth services have been hit 
particularly hard, with a total of £387m being cut between 2010 and 2016, and staff 
reporting increased negative outcomes for young people, such as crime, mental health 
issues, and unemployment (Unison, 2016).  London has seen, since 2011, an average 
cut to youth services of 36%, with an overall staffing cut of 48% (Berry, 2017). This 
has led to a cut in universal services, which play an essential role in helping to build 
relationships, and serve as an access route to other support services (Educational 
Select Committee, 2010). Furthermore, councils have reported that cuts have 
endangered their ability to reengage NEETs and provide good careers services (LGA, 
2015). As a result, young people must make decisions about whether university or an 
apprenticeship is right for them, with less support available.  
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Perceptions of the choices themselves

Previously research has found that the perception of young people in vocational studies 
is that they are low-paid, doing low-status work, and often face a contradiction between 
their aspirations and the reality they face (Bates 1992; Bates and Dutson, 1995). 
However, recent research has found that many young Londoners from disadvantaged 
backgrounds are being excluded from apprenticeships, due to the lack of funding for 
traineeships and apprenticeships, many of whom seek paid work instead to avoid 
homelessness in an inflated housing market at a cost to their long-term development. 
(Buzzeo, et al, 2016). 

Furthermore, for those able to afford it, the post-16 vocational landscape that young 
people face is a ‘jungle-like’ space, with fragmented, incoherent choices between 
competing pathways (Unwin, 1999), dizzyingly complex compared to the unified 
pathway of UCAS for university applicants. A easier to understand pathway to University, 
coupled with higher than average educational attainment in London, has led to the 
capital having the lowest take up of apprenticeships in the country (Centre for Cities, 
2016). 

There has been some research already made into the perceptions and attitudes that 
young people have of their post-16 options. The most recent was conducted by The 
Behavioural Insights Team (2016) through a series of 43 in-depth interviews does offer 
interesting points, such as a distinct absence of apprenticeships as a topic by young 
people. Meanwhile findings from The Education Select Committee, investigating the low 
take up of apprenticeships by young people, found a problem with perception and image 
of apprenticeships. Around a quarter of 14 to 18-year-olds thought that apprenticeships 
are aimed at those who don’t do well at school, while 16% of 14 to 16-year-olds think 
that apprenticeships are only available for manual workers (DfE, 2015). The Sutton Trust 
(2014) found that young people may also not perceive an apprenticeship to be as good 
as an option due to the length of it, the average of which is 12 months, which is less 
than the three years, spent learning at University (Sutton Trust, 2014). 

The challenge to changing perceptions can be somewhat attributed to the definition 
of apprenticeships, which themselves are not clear with the new apprenticeship 
standards introduced in the recent government reforms not aligned to the traditional 
definition. Furthermore, the reforms have insufficient quality safeguards, assessment 
requirements, and funding redesign have taken place to support them (Policy Exchange, 
2016). As such, the high level digital and tech sector standards have taken longer in 
their implementation, and there is very little evidence that apprenticeship perceptions 
have shifted with it. However, evidence suggests that young people demonstrate an 
understanding that employers want work experience, and that apprenticeships provide 
this, unlike higher education, citing very practical motivations such as ‘hands on’ 
experience while gaining qualifications (Unwin, 2001).
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How young people make decisions

Previous research has found that encouraging young people to take up the pathway that 
best suits them is a complicated matter, of providing the right information, in the right 
way, while providing support for their decisions. Hodkinson et al (1996) found that the 
process of how a young person goes about making decisions about their career options 
is a complex mix of experience and networks which affect their attitudes towards career 
choices, as well as the influence from their family and their community. 

Partly a structured approach to providing decision-making support for young people 
in further education and six-form colleges is challenging, with their “needs, wants and 
intentions” shifting, sometimes completely, in a couple of months (Bloomer, 1997). 
However, previous studies have found that in the UK system, young people are forced 
to choose between one side of the educational divide, either vocational or academic 
(McCulloch, 1989; Edwards Et al, 1997; Unwin, 1997; Pring, 1995). This can created a 
very divided space, with internal and external pressures on both sides of the pathways, 
from a variety of sources. 

Internal influences

Some research has been made in the way in which young people perceive themselves 
has a strong impact on the choices that they make about their careers, or whether to 
take up an apprenticeship. Firstly, the Social Mobility and Child Poverty Commission 
(2015) found that a barrier to employment can be social class, with students from less 
privileged backgrounds applying for certain opportunities in lower numbers, due to 
fears they would not fit in the corporate culture. This is often reinforced by employment 
recruitment strategies, targeting selective universities, who have a higher proportion 
of students from privileged backgrounds. Furthermore, while confidence is heavily 
influenced by external factors, a lack of optimism towards career choices can primarily 
be found among young people with a lower educational level, females and ethnic 
minorities, those with low social networks (Reeskens 2012). 

Secondly, research has found the strong impact that one’s own gender or race can 
have in the uptake of employment opportunities. Research into the causation of youth 
unemployment has focused on the role of race (Richardson & Christopher 2015) 
and gender (Escott 2012). Gender is one of the biggest determinants of employment 
in certain sectors, and the formal and informal education related to that, with 
apprenticeship programmes being highly gendered (Beck, 2005).  The Young Women’s 
Trust (2015) also found that apprenticeships are disproportionately taken up by men, 
and that women were less likely to receive advice on apprenticeships.  Apprenticeships 
are failing to attract diversity too, with people from black, Asian and minority ethnic 
(BME), and people with disabilities being under represented (Learning and Work 
Institute, 2017). A study of young people at three different stages by the Department of 
Education found that apprenticeships are taken up from white, male, and disadvantaged 
backgrounds primarily (DfE, 2015).
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The role of family

Research has shown the influence of parental figures is key in the decisions that 
young people make about their career, especially between the decision between an 
apprenticeship and university. Often a decision to do an apprenticeship by the young 
person can be rejected by a parent, due their negative perceptions of it (BMG Research, 
2016). Ofsted (2016) found parents to be concerned in particular about the state of 
the apprenticeship market itself, with pupils scared to tell their parents about taking an 
apprenticeship (Ofsted, 2015). While Demos (2015) found that apprenticeships are 
often perceived as a ‘second best’ route for young people by parents.  Additionally, a 
survey of 1000 parents found that 86% still see apprenticeships as a good option for 
those struggling at schools, and believe that university is a better route to better paid 
employment and to a top profession (Demos 2015). It is likely that these attitudes are 
feeding down into their children. 

Furthermore, research has examined the influence of family as role models, and 
reference points is also well documented. Small and McClean (2002), reported on the 
very strong influence parents can have by providing an example. In particular, young 
people from deprived neighbourhoods have their employment outcomes affected by the 
expectations they have based on past-employment patterns of family (Social Exclusion 
Unit, 1999). While recent research has found that 11 – 16-year olds primarily turn to 
their parents (70%), followed by their teachers (57%) (Freshminds, 2014) for careers 
advice. Furthermore, family can often inhibit the long-term ambitions of the young 
person, in circumstances where there exists an inbuilt pressure to ‘earn a wage’ to help 
support the family (NYA, 2015). 

The role of peers

The influence of a young person’s friends and peers is also vital to the decisions 
that they make, with one survey of 600 apprentices finding 40% responded that they 
had inspired friends, family or colleagues to do an apprenticeship (Apprenticeship 
Council, 2014). It also found that apprentices were more likely to find out about their 
apprenticeship from friends, and family, than their teacher or careers advice. In fact, 
56% found their apprenticeship options to not be explained by a school or college, 
compared to 12.1% for higher education (Apprenticeship Council, 2014). While some 
research has been done into the effects of peers on academic achievement (Goethals 
et al, 1999), less has been done recently on the impact of peers on the decision to go to 
university in the context of historic levels of university admissions. 
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Career and teachers 

School was the traditional space for educating young people on the decisions that they 
have to make around their education, and are still an important influence. Research 
has found that the better the support for young people’s decision making in school, the 
more likely they are to be influenced by school factors, and less likely they are to be 
by external factors like family and friends (Blenkinsop et al, 2006). However, Demos 
(2015) found that apprenticeships are often perceived as a ‘second best’ route for young 
people by schools.

More worrying has been emerging problems with the careers advice provided to young 
people, with the previous policy effort Connextions having been scrapped by the 
coalition government. EY Foundation (2016), in a survey of 1,510 young people, found 
a lack of knowledge about the job markets undermining ambition, and that parents are 
vital in providing a reference point and careers advice. It worryingly also found that 
young people were twice as likely to receive information about going to university as 
about taking an apprenticeship (86% to 48%). While the National Youth Agency (2015) 
found that young people are not being given good careers advice about enterprise.

Furthermore, a survey by Mann (2016) of 1,744 young people on their views of work 
related activities undertaken by schools to help prepare them for transitions, finding that 
employer engagement in schools wasn’t helping young people make their decisions and 
that schools were failing to prepare them for adult life and employment decisions. This 
lack of engagement meant that perceptions are being formed by young people due to 
the limited interactions have with people in positions of leadership across professions, 
which continue to be from privately educated and higher education backgrounds, 
especially in law, politics, and journalism (Leading People, 2015). Additionally, a study 
of 1,000 young people found that 90% believed employers expect too much of school 
leavers (Young Enterprise, 2016). 
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Perceptions of context

Lastly, the way in which young people perceive the context of which they seek 
employment has been found to be an important determinant of the scope of their 
ambition. A study in Scotland of those not in education, employment, or training (NEET) 
found that, when asked why they are NEET, young people would attribute their status 
to external factors such as no suitable jobs, or courses available rather than internal 
causes, like needing more qualifications (Furlong, 2006).  However, it has been found 
that when young people feel their career choices are dependent on circumstances 
beyond their control, it is a reflection of pragmatism to their choices, rather than 
defeatism (Unwin, 2001). 

In areas with larger income inequalities the sense of general competition among 
individuals is widespread, which translates into the feeling that jobs are not that easily 
available for anybody (Wilkinson, 1996). London especially suffers from this perception, 
with competition from graduates from across the UK as well as Europe, being a top 
destination for graduates from several European countries, such as Iceland.  Previous 
research by Gutman and Akerman (2008), who found that young people’s aspirations 
can decline in response to their growing understanding of the world, and what they 
perceive to be possible in it. 

While in the general population, perceived levels of employability have been found to 
be correlated with the general national economic conditions (Bernston, et al, 2006). 
Ultimately, it supports the theory posited by Thomas and Thomas (1928), that ‘if men 
define situations as real, they are real in their consequences’. 
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Chapter 3: Methodology
The aim of this research will be to gain a better understanding of the perceptions and 
attitudes that young people have to their post-16 choices. It will explore what influences 
them in their decisions to pursue an apprenticeship, or university, and how this changes 
in relation to their peers. An interactionist approach will be adopted, understanding not 
only how individuals perceive themselves and their own choices, but respond to that of 
others (Barbour, 2008). 

Focus group based

Data will be collected via a series of focus groups which, as defined by Morgan (1996) 
as a “technique that collects data through group interaction”, which is best suited for 
identifying attitudes, or beliefs (Berger, 1998). It will allow participants to reflect on their 
ongoing processes of decision making about topics that they may not normally have the 
chance to articulate (Potter and Wetherell, 1987), as well as allowing us to gain insight 
into the shared cultural values (Kitzinger, 1995). 

• We conducted six focus groups, with a total of 42 young people. 
We wanted to get as wide of a sample as possible, and only decided to stop once no 
new information was emerging from groups. We also aimed to speak to young people 
who did not do an apprenticeship or university, as they could be biased and were often 
aytpical. 

• Ages ranged between 14-25, with a variety of backgrounds. 
Each group represented a different age bracket, with one for 14-15, 15-16, 16-17, 18+, 
and two mixed groups. This allowed for examination of the difference in perceptions 
and levels of information at different ages and stages of the process. Mixed groups also 
provided an opportunity for any difference in views to be challenged and discussed 
amongst participants. 

• Participants sourced from local authorities and the voluntary sector
It was key that young people were as typical as possible for their age group, and did 
not come from circumstances of high need or aytpical levels of support. As such, the 
sample did not include disability groups, young people attending private education, or 
involved in care. 

Sampling 

The key consideration for the research was ensuring that the sample of young people 
was wide as possible, and attempted to be as representative of London as possible. 
Participants varied heavily in the boroughs they came from (12 different boroughs), their 
academic ability (for groups which had recently been examined), and the educational 
destinations they were considering (the vast majority were undecided, obtained via 
self assessement by the participant. Furthermore, there was a representative range of 
ethnicity and gender, with around 47% of participants being women, 25% being BME. 
However, given the difficulty in assessing, with parents often hesistant to provide the 
information, we could not sample fully by socio-economic levels.
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Conducting 

Focus groups took place in the spaces that young people are familiar with, at their 
training provider, or youth centre, or in a local authority building that is close to them. 
For each, control of the room layout was provided, allowing for the placement of chairs 
in a semi-circle, and refreshments to be placed within easy access for breaks (Gates 
and Wright, 2007). Participants were provided with refreshments, and took part in some 
warm up activities and introductions, which helped establish a relationship with them, 
which was vital to eliciting honest responses (Northway, 2000).  All focus groups were 
conducted by the same researcher, to ensure consistency (Krueger, 1994).

Focus group sessions were audio-recorded to allow for correct transcription, and better 
secondary analysis (Heritage, 1984). Audio recordings of the focus groups were listened 
to multiple times, with references to notes made during the focus groups, to ensure a 
high level of accuracy of the transcript (Rubin, 2012) and to gain a better sense of the 
discourse. Transcripts were then ‘open coded’ with codes being identified, and refined 
into emerging themes (Flick, 2009). 

Topic Guide

Section 1: Perceptions of post-16 options 

1. Word association game using the three terms:
 Apprenticeship
 University
 Traineeship

2. Who are they for? Are they for you? Is any option better than the other?
3. Which of these options is best for a career in London?

Section 2: Influences on decision making

1. Where do you get information about these choices?
2. How do you make decisions about your career?
3. Who do you think your strongest influence is for making career choices? 
• Careers advice
• Peers
• Parents
• Community
• Media

Section 3: Perceptions of context

1. How do you feel living in London affects your choice and opportunities?
2. How do you view the UK economy, and is the outlook for London different?
3. How will Brexit change the choices that you make?
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Chapter 4: Findings

Firstly, every group had more to say about apprenticeships 
than university. However, this was partly due to a lack of 
clear definition amongst participants. While apprenticeship 
is understood as something which provides ‘opportunity’, 
‘jobs’, ‘training’, and ‘support’, there was not a clear 
understanding of the qualifications gained, or levels of 
achievement within an apprenticeship. There was also a 
confusion of terms, with ‘University’, ‘Lecturer’, ‘Internship’, 
and ‘School’ being mentioned. Apprenticeships were also 
often defined in relation to university, providing a ‘very 
specific job’ and ‘unorganized’.

Secondly, there were many negative perceptions over the 
quality of work (‘horrible’, ‘long hours’, ‘bad’) and the level of 
pay (‘minimum wage’, ‘less than minimum wage’, ‘cheap’). 
Most young people recognized an apprenticeship as 
something which you are paid, however negative opinions 
about the level of pay emerge (‘slave’, ‘£5 per hour’). 

On the other hand, responses to university had far more 
definition as an educational pathway. Participants would 
make specific reference to ‘qualifications’, ‘education’, 
‘knowledge’. While all three definitions apply to 
apprenticeships, it was only applied in terms of University. 
Furthermore, aspects of what life is like as a University 
student were also familiar, from more social aspects 
(‘friends’, ‘sex’, ‘parties’, ‘experience’, ‘drugs’) but also 
work wise (‘grade’, ‘societies’, ‘books’, ‘theory’, ‘ideas’). 
There were also many who understood the path to getting 
to University (‘A-levels’, ‘UCAS’), and associated good 
outcomes such with it (‘law’, ‘getting skills to get the job’ 
‘employment’). 

Negative perceptions of University revolved around the cost 
of a degree (‘a lot of money’, ‘expensive’, ‘waste of time’, 
‘broke’) and the future danger of debt (‘loans’, ‘debt’). A 
perception emerged that University may be exclusionary 
however (‘not for everyone’, ‘not representative’, ‘not for 
everyone’), and that the work itself can be challenging 
‘difficult’, ‘stressful’, ‘failure’).  

Section 1: Perceptions of post-16 options 
Word association exercises



Young people’s perceptions of their post-16 options 14

Chapter 4: Findings
Who does an apprenticeship? 

Apprenticeships are for school leavers with no choice

When considering a person doing an apprenticeship, descriptions came distinctly into 
two camps. Firstly, most participants focused on those doing an apprenticeship as 
“school leavers”, or “college leavers”, and as “somebody leaving college?” Descriptions 
of apprentices were of people who “come out of school, and don’t want to go to six form” 
and apprenticeships as “the ones that come if you don’t want to go to college?” From 
this a stigma arose, as one participant noted:

“A stigma around the apprenticeships, like don’t do an apprenticeship. Also 
(its) for people who are just like don’t been bothered but those who don’t 
wanna do exams anymore.”

Reasons for leaving six-form often were defined by the view of apprenticeships as a 
“Plan C”, for those who “couldn’t do college”, and as such were defined by their decision 
not to go to six form rather than their decision to do an apprenticeship:

“For example, if I was speaking to someone and they didn’t want to go to 
college or any kind of higher education, I would have referred them to an 
apprenticeship or traineeship.”

One participant would describe an apprentice as “someone who’s lost”, an occurrence, 
she concluded, less frequent among university students. One participant spoke of the 
impression peers have of apprenticeships:

“They say that you are an idiot if you go to apprenticeships, it means that 
you don’t wanna work for 6th form, that you are too lazy.”
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Apprenticeships are for those who learn differently

The view of apprenticeships as a second choice was challenged by a minority of 
participants, who saw apprenticeships as simply “different”, for those who learn 
differently. 

“Somebody who wants to learn a trade but who doesn’t want  do it 
through conventional means.”

Frequently participants would speak about apprenticeships in terms of “experience” and 
“training”, as a form of education which primarily benefitted those practical learning by 
doing, from being “hands-on”. Several participants would self-identify as one who finds 
practical learning easier before defending apprenticeships to the group: 

“saw that books and really studying wasn’t working for me but being 
practical, I would learn like that, so sometimes I thought, if the course isn’t 
practical then it may not benefit you. And then you come out with emotions 
like I don’t wanna do that anymore, you know what I mean?”

As such, for those who felt like “conventional” education was not working, 
apprenticeships presented an alternative to “get a bit of money and a bit of hands 
on experience” or “get some training while there.” Those who personally knew an 
apprentice personally saw them as more experienced, having “done it already” because: 

 “An apprenticeship is more kind of hands on, you get straight into working 
environment.”

Apprentices are young males

When asked to consider the gender, or age of an apprentice, participants would 
overwhelmingly describe someone who was under 21 and a male. The age range 
of “16 to 18 year olds” was commonly agreed upon. Often this came in relation to a 
participants own decision making on whether do an apprenticeship:

“I thought I was a bit too old to do it cause that’s my understanding of the 
age…”
“I was 21. So I thought like, maybe it’s too late and I wasn’t sure about the 
age bracket so I just went into something else.”

Furthermore, most participants identified apprentices as being male, or at least having 
“more men.” This is partly as a result due to perceptions over the type of sectors which 
an apprenticeship is for:

“Jobs that are basically…like sports and lot of sports thing. Like, you could 
do an apprenticeship in construction. A lot of boy things, and I couldn’t 
really think too many girl things unless girls are gonna jump into boy things 
or like hair and beauty.”
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What are apprenticeships for? 

Apprenticeships are for getting a job 

Participants struggled to identify what an apprenticeship was for outside of 
employment, with most of opinions coming from those who were already considering 
an apprenticeship. One participant believed that “with apprenticeships, at the end of 
it you’re gonna get a job, that’s what it is” while another said an apprenticeship was 
preferable to “spending 4 years at the university and then finding it hard to get a job”. A 
view echoed by another who said: 

“I feel like an apprenticeship is more like the first step into getting the job. Whereas 
when you’re studying in the uni or college it’s like you’re learning but you don’t know all 
the options you have whereas in the apprenticeships you’re more like going for the job.”
Furthermore, apprenticeships were also seen as something for someone who “already 
knew what they wanted to do, like from school”, and knew the job that they wanted.  

Apprenticeships are still for a select few sectors

Apprenticeships were also predominantly seen as leading to a few select sectors, such 
as “plumbing”, and “construction.” Frequently there would be a lack of ideas about what 
an apprenticeship could enable you to do, but examples that did arise would focus on 
“like painting and decorating, plastering” or “carpentry, painting, and decorating”, or 
“building and stuff”. Furthermore, participants who did not have a clear idea of what 
professions an apprenticeship were for would make guesses based on their perception 
of the quality of apprenticeships, such as “bus drivers” and “administration”.

Who goes to University?

The definitions of those who choose to go to University was less clear than those for 
an apprenticeship, with very little that united participants. More classic perceptions of 
university did emerge, as a choice for those “interested in books and theories”, and 
“studying” and “exams”. As such, for certain participants who had already identified 
themselves as “practical learners”, university was simply seen as “not for everyone”, and 
not for them.  Additionally, university was described as “a good idea if you already know 
what you want to do. If you don’t, I think sometimes you can feel a bit lost”. 

“I think that a lot of people also going to university because they are like I 
kind of like this subject and it kind of buys me three years to figure out and 
then when I come out then I can think of what I want to do next.”

However, there was a strong feeling that university was “not for everyone”, a view which 
was predominately expressed by who had doubts about going. Negative ideas about 
university expressed included; “expensive”, “not representative”, “manufactured”, and 
“waste of time.” 
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What is University for?

University provides more opportunity

Participants near unanimously agreed that university provides more opportunity, and is 
preferable to the qualifications provided by an apprenticeship. Consistently participants 
believed that a degree is more respected, giving them “more knowledge” than an 
apprenticeship, and enabling them to “earn more”, while another felt a degree was 
“required in many cases”. One participant simply said that a degree gives them “a better 
position” than an apprenticeship, while one remarked:

“I went to the uni as well cause I thought actually, it was the only way to get 
me where I am now.”

University, in their view, not only provides more opportunity, but more freedom in the 
options for employment afterwards. One participant believed employers just want a 
degree, regardless of the subject:

“I think they think that there’s a certain level of responsibility if you went 
at the university regardless your degree. Maybe you are mature, maybe we 
can trust you, you see what I mean?”

While other participants provided the view that university was essential for certain 
sectors; “If you want to be a doctor or a lawyer, you have to go to university”. Even 
participants who were considering careers that they didn’t believe a degree was 
required, voiced that they might consider it because: “it’s like a safety net then, getting a 
degree because it’s like a safety to have it”. 

University provides an appealing lifestyle 

Participants speaking about the benefits of University also tended to focus on 
the non-academic/employment elements, such as the lifestyle. Many posited the idea 
that university made them more “independent”, “social”, and gave them the “freedom 
from home, from parents” and the opportunity of “meeting new people.” University 
presented for some a better lifestyle than apprenticeships, when asked if it was more 
fun, one participant responded: 

“Yeah, cause it’s a lot of like societies, you live with your friends it’s just 
more social. I don’t know what apprenticeships are like.”

There was also a perception that the academic pathway, of college and university was 
easier to a certain extent. One said that “college is more lenient towards people”, while 
another said that “I thought that university was easier”. Many participants believed that 
choosing university was the easier option because the length of the degree was such 
that it “gives you more time to find yourself”, a sentiment shared across all groups. 
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Section 2: Influences on decision making
Family 

The most direct, and powerful influence on young people’s decision-making process 
was the opinion of their family, especially parents. Participants spoke of the “pressure” 
and expectation from parents to go down a certain route; “Yes, especially my Dad 
because, I don’t know, he expected more of me.” While this pressure was largely applied 
to getting a degree, it was cited for apprenticeships and college:

“My parents they want me to get out of school because I don’t really learn 
that much from it. I went to college and I dropped out and now I’m trying to 
get back into college.”

Many young people spoke of the expectation to go University, rather than a direct 
pressure by family. One participant said; “It was never honestly a discussion, it was just 
the norm (going to University)”. The role of peers can amplify expectation too; “Brother 
went to uni, my family friends; it was just the thing to do”, “They expected me to go to 
Uni”. This expectation could have very negative impacts on participants:

“My family, there was a lot of pressure put on me to go to uni. They all 
looked down on me (when I didn’t go)”

This pressure would remain even if a young person had resolutely decided on an option, 
like an apprenticeship or theatre school. One person, after outlining a clear employment 
pathway, concluded that her parents “wanted me to have a degree as well”.

Race, and identity 

One participant remarked the pressure to achieve at university from her father was 
“more of like a racial thing…he had sort of a tough upbringing cause he came from 
Jamaica”. Another participant remarked that: 

“I think some people are pushed to go to university depending on cultures. 
Now with Asian cultures, if you don’t have anyone who is going to 
university then your parents really push you, it has something to do with 
pride and ego sometimes as well. So there’s no other choice.”

However, even outside the backgrounds of their family, one participants would express 
the view that the opportunities available to them “depends on racial backgrounds, that 
come from their upbringing, their surroundings”. One would go further believing that: 

“I mean there are a lot of opportunities depending on the race and the 
culture you come from.”
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Friends and peers

The role of friends and peers can play an important role in influencing decision making 
in young people, and many participants spoke about the ways in which their friends 
influenced them, positively and negatively. Some listened to only “older friends”, while 
one said he listened “to my friends all the time”, while many found a source of comfort 
and support from their friends;

“Most of my friends, I think most of my friends are in the creative kind of 
sectors and all of my support comes from my friends kind of and not really 
my mummy at all.”

The role of friends could be quite direct in exerting an influence, with one participant 
saying that they “really push you to go to the major they go”, and another believing 
that “A lot of my friends went to the same college because they wanted to be with each 
other”. One participant spoke about having to reject her friend’s advice, after they cast 
doubts on an apprenticeship:

“People were saying oh no apprenticeships, university is not gonna 
recognise it and I got accepted into Goldsmith’s and after ever since then I 
was like ‘that was bullshit’ that apprenticeships are not gonna get you into 
a good uni.”

However, for those not willing to push back against their friends, a danger emerged of 
simply following their friends into university because they did not know anybody doing 
anything else:

“Like, there was never a question I wouldn’t go to Uni when everyone 
around me went to Uni”

This example could also be a negative influence, with some finding that “friends can be 
a bad influence” and that “there are some people out there who can put you down”. In 
one example, a participant spoke of having to go against the example of her friends:

“I had a small circle of friends so we were already tight and basically at the 
same time, teenage pregnancy was a conversation in the media and three 
of our group already had kids by 16 and I knew this wasn’t for me, I didn’t 
wanna do that, so I just went to the completely reverse direction…”

One participant would agree with this sentiment and recall a story about “this foreign 
guy who came from another country, so he never had any friends” who achieved 
academic success “because actually he had no friends”. 
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Chapter 4: Findings
School and teachers

Opinions on the influence of teachers and school in the decision-making process was 
decidedly mixed amongst participants, and depended on the school. One participant 
cited school as one of the biggest influences, as “the way schools promote these ideas” 
feeds into “the people you talk to, your family, your friends”. One young person also 
believed that the school would be there to support them if they decided that their parents 
were not supportive of, to help change their mind; “because the school would be there to 
give advice, the school is there to support you!”. 

However, there were far more negative opinions towards teachers and the perceived 
agenda of schools. A common opinion in groups was that schools just “want to recruit 
the six form”, and push young people into six form; “they are pushy to get us into six 
form”. 

Ultimately though many participants expressed a lack of respect and disregard for the 
opinions of their teachers, especially on career:

“No! I hate my teachers! Every single teacher I want to spit on them they’re 
all… I’m not influenced by someone who gets £4/hour, I’m not influenced by 
them. If anything, did you spend ten years going to school to come back to 
school? That’s not work.”
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Careers advice and the school curriculum 

Participants shared quite a uniform view of careers advice, commonly laughing or 
being generally negative when asked about their feelings towards it. Firstly, the format 
of careers advice and the status of the careers advice was criticized heavily. Many 
participants saw careers advice as:

“What do you like?”
“Yeah, things like, ‘What do you like?’”

One participant believed that careers advice “literally just said things that I already 
knew” and that “I think they educate us in the wrong way”. Secondly, participants felt that 
careers advice did not adequately allow them to explore possible careers and variety. 
One said that “there was ever an opportunity even throughout all of the education I’ve 
had to actually explore variety”. What information was gained was not perceived to be 
relevant to participants: 

“I literally went through a period of like a year and a half to two years 
where I literally had to extract everything I was doing and really figure out 
what I wanted do and who I was, and I I don’t feel like there was ever an 
opportunity even throughout all of the education I’ve been had to actually 
explore variety.”

However, largely the focus for participants was the lack of education on a wide range of 
issues outside of the academic curriculum, from employability skills to personal finance. 
One participant remarked:

“I have no clue about money and if I was to get £3000 the first thing that 
would be on my mind is invest it in drugs or something because literally 
that’s all I know…none has ever told me where I should invest my money, 
what I could do with it and things. And then they expect from us to make 
these life decisions at 16.”

This lack of preparedness on several issues converged to create a unease with making 
a post-16 decision about their education: 

“We have to do certain things at school and then we get to 16 and we have 
to make literally the biggest decision and they don’t teach us anything 
about what’s gonna happen. They teach us things like Medieval London but 
not how I’m going to pay my bills. Listen, I don’t know how to pay taxes but 
I know what the value of x is.”

Furthermore, work experience at school was either non-existent or a very negative 
experience. In some cases, the school did not provide experience, or students had to 
find their own. 
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The role of the media

The role of the media was also something that participants did think effected their 
decision-making over the future careers. One person believed it purported pressure 
towards university; “There’s a lot of statement in the media as well…puts you down if 
you don’t have a degree” which was echoed by participants who began to identify the 
educational levels of TV presenters, concluding that a lack of a degree is rare. 

“When politicians speak as well and when they’re talking about their 
(privileged) backgrounds”

Figureheads in the media can play an important role, both negatively and positively. 
One participant spoke about the inspiration gained from the fact that “Some of the most 
successful business men in this country don’t have any sort of qualification”, which she 
had seen from TV. However, another spoke of the negative role models in the media and 
her reaction:

“I don’t like it because I don’t respect it because you have people in the 
media who are representing nonsense like singing rubbish songs and drug 
money and drug lords. If there was a rapper out there who would actually 
try to endorse education.”

However, a fellow participant pushed back on the idea that these media figures have 
influence by saying:

“To be honest, the media don’t faze me as a person. I feel like if you get 
fazed by the media you are a weak kind of person, that’s just how I see it.”

Outside of figureheads and the pressure garnered by them, media can play a basic role 
in inspiring young people to explore a certain career. One participant wanted to look to 
become a veterinarian because “I watched that film on TV, what’s it called? Super vet!”, 
or another wanted to become a lawyer saying “No one has really told me about it. I like 
what lawyers do, I see on TV. Helps out people.” 

The role of technology 

Participants also spoke of the role of technology in the making of their decisions, from 
using it as a media platform to seek inspiration, to using it to research the information 
they need. One participant remarked that “You can ask the computer what my life would 
be like and it predicts everything!”, with many using sites like Google to learn about their 
career paths. 

Another participant found that (Wikipedia in particular) “tells everything about people, 
what they’ve done, their failures, everything”, and could be used to research the lives of 
role models. Such role models could also be found on YouTube, as several participants 
cited the website as a source of video blogs by people in careers that they want to get 
into, finding it useful and informative. 
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Section 3: Perceptions of context
Perceptions of London’s job market 

Participants were mixed when asked to consider the job market in London, being both 
a city with enormous opportunities, and one with severe job market competition. One 
participant remarked on this geographical inequality saying:

“See, I think London if you’ve got the money and you’ve got the big, fancy 
schools your opportunities are blessed, you know what you’ve got to do, 
you’ve got it. But places like this, you don’t necessarily have opportunities.”

One participant touched on the competitive nature of the job market, believing that “It’s 
difficult cause most people want to do the same things” while another cited “talk about 
migration and people taking the jobs”. However, another believed that “opportunities 
outweigh the competition in London”, a sentiment echoed by most participants. One 
went even further saying: 

“There are probably enough jobs out there for the amount of people but 
I think we are quite romantic about having our dream job and so, there’s 
probably jobs out there that won’t be filled because everyone is going for 
their dream jobs.”

The idea that young people are being too picky in their employment got pushed back 
by several participants however, with one participant believing that London’s pressure 
forces decisions away from dream jobs: 

“It’s being pushed a lot that you have to get a job that’s secured, and be like 
everyone else. Being yourself, different, might pay off but that’s not being 
pushed in a sense like, oh, you have to be realistic and don’t give up the 
studies and do whatever to pay off your mortgage.”

Yet it was the perception of London as a very expensive city to live and work which 
most drew the conversations of participants. One participant pushed back against the 
opportunities that London offered saying “But then the food is expensive and living”. This 
perception of London being unaffordable had an impact on the employment decisions 
too:

“If you want to own your own house you need to have a certain level of 
wage and for that you might need to have a degree and things like that.”

Participants were asked whether they thought an apprenticeship or university is better 
suited for employment in London, to which the majority believed a degree is better.
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Britain’s exit from the European Union 

When considering the future of London’s economy, the approach of Britain’s exit from 
the European Union did come up from participants. Many expressed a general sense 
that it would impact negatively on their future, saying “It’s going to go down, not up” or “I 
think it’s bad”. 

“It’s gonna be the future because, basically, we are the first generation after 
it, and we’re gonna be adults in two years’ time when they’re gonna leave 
the EU.”

As such, when pushed for detail one person believed that “the Brexit thing has made 
young people a little unsteady” while another felt fear for “the potential restriction of 
movement and actually not being able to just pick up a place and go live there for one 
year or two”. One participant noted: 

“So if I had to go out and look for job I’d be scared I wouldn’t want to do it 
because of the push from the media like now with Brexit your chances are 
finished”
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The post-16 decision – much of a choice? 

Fuller and Unwin in 1998 found how young people were forced to choose between an 
educational divide, between the formal and informal educational sectors. Yet what has 
emerged from this research is that young people very rarely see it as a choice, let alone 
one between two equally weighted options. University was continually perceived to be 
more respected, more prestigious, leading to better wages, more opportunity, and to 
provide a better standard of knowledge than apprenticeships. This is due, in part, to an 
inequality in the level of information and understanding that is provided to young people 
on their options. 

A lack of understanding of apprenticeships and traineeships

Despite reforms, and a rethinking of the way in which apprenticeships are delivered, 
this research found that young people still struggle to define what an apprenticeship 
was. Echoing the concerns by the Education Select Committee (2015), young people 
displayed very little knowledge of what an apprenticeship entailed, to the different levels 
of qualifications that could be achieved, or the process of application. There was an 
additional lack of clarity about what age apprenticeships are for, and the ability to one 
past 16. Not only did contradictory views emerge, but a clear lack of information led 
participants to be very susceptible to any peer opinion that spoke from experience.

Age did play a role in this, with younger participants having a far weaker understanding 
of apprenticeships, with some 14-16-year olds having none. Yet, while older participants 
had a better level of information about apprenticeships, there was still a clear lack of 
understanding about what they really entailed. In particular, all ages still remained ill 
informed over the types of sectors that an apprenticeship could be for. Traineeships, on 
the other hand, were not understood by any participants to any degree. 

Due to a lack of clear definition of apprenticeships themselves, young people were 
found to define them in opposition to their better understanding of college and 
university. As further and higher education are strongly associated with “knowledge” 
and “qualifications”, apprenticeships, for lack of their own definition, are often defined 
in opposition to such. As a result, apprenticeships were defined as not “conventional” 
and for those who learn in a “different” way. While university is for opportunity, 
freedom to pursue a range of careers, apprenticeships remain for specific careers in 
construction, and hairdressing. As a result, despite very little actual detail about what an 
apprenticeship entails, a clear perception of the archetypal apprentice does emerge. 
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A clear perception and attitude towards apprentices 

Despite a lack of understanding and detail about apprenticeships, a clear perception 
of the people who did them emerged. The view of apprenticeships as a “Plan C” 
translated to a lack of respect for those who did them, as people who were “lazy” and 
“idiots”, or “school leavers” who “couldn’t be bothered” with exams. This perception 
was reinforced by some young people who would self-identify an inability to achieve 
by “conventional” means, as a defence of apprenticeships which provided a “different” 
mode of learning. However, implicit in this was their classing of apprenticeships, and 
those who do them, as the alternative, not the normal. Furthermore, young people had 
a clear view of apprentices as likely male, and young, which is in part due to view of 
sectors served by an apprenticeship being male dominated, and a lack of clarity over 
what age apprenticeships were for. As a result, young people who want to consider an 
apprenticeship either must overcome these negative perceptions, or self-identify as one 
who fails in traditional academia, the latter of which can be damaging. 

In contrast, young people had a far better understanding of university, but an unclear 
perception of an archetypal university student. Not only could participants not give a 
typical age, but no mention was made to race or gender. What perceptions existed, 
such as university students being academic focused, were expressed with no conviction 
as guesses to fill silence. Negative perceptions of university as “not for everyone” or 
a “waste of time” were rare, and expressed as personal views in relation to their own 
experience of learning, often negative. More importantly, young people never stipulated 
reasons why one would go to university, resorting to generalities about seeking 
opportunity if pressed. Unlike the clear perception that people who do apprenticeships 
have experienced failure, or difficulty, the university student just goes as if it is the 
obvious choice.

Narratives of lifestyle  

Yet the most significant contrast between the way in which apprenticeships and 
university was perceived was in relation to non-academic aspects, like the lifestyle. 
Young people consistently spoke on non-academic aspects when considering 
university, from societies, parties, and peers. For some, university represented a rite 
of passage, into adulthood, and away from parents. Apprenticeships, in the minds of 
our participants, did not provide a narrative about lifestyle, and the perceived working 
nature of apprenticeships limited any assumptions that apprenticeships provided a 
positive opportunity to make friends, meet new people, and grow as a person. As such, 
apprenticeships were not seen as enjoyable of a choice as university, a view which 
negative experiences of low pay and unsupportive employers added to. More research 
needs to be conducted into the importance placed on the perceived lifestyle difference 
between different educational pathways, as this research has found it to be an initially 
important factor. 
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Agency and flexibility 

The most interesting contrast between the way in which young people perceive 
apprenticeships and university pertained to a sense of agency, and flexibility. Firstly, a 
sense of agency is felt with the decision to go to university, due to the well understood 
range of subjects, range of universities, streamlined through a clear UCAS system, 
in a way it is not with apprenticeships. A lack of knowledge about training providers, 
qualifications, training courses, and a general perception that they are for those who 
have failed at school, takes away the apparent agency in the decision to pursue 
an apprenticeship. The wide range of available choices for university, compare to 
apprenticeships, help reinforce it as a more attractive option, with a sense of agency 
being attractive. 

There also emerged a sense of flexibility that comes from university, and not 
apprenticeships, regarding their futures and employment. Students at university have a 
range of subjects to choose from, many of which do not determine the outcome of their 
future employment. As a result, many young people felt that the three years at university 
allowed them to put off any great decisions about their employment, and allowed them 
time to discover what they wanted to do. This, coupled with the perception that a degree 
enables more opportunities and sectors for employment, creates a great sense of 
flexibility with university. Especially when contrasted with perceptions of apprenticeships, 
which were that they are for a specific job, and specific sector, with less transferrable 
skills. 

The impact of age on perceptions and information

Focus groups were divided into different age groups, with two mixed aged groups, to 
explore how views changed with age. What was clear was the correlation between age 
and level of information, with the youngest participant groups having the lowest levels 
of understanding compared to the older age groups. However, these differences were 
not fully explored for two key reasons. Firstly, we do not have a standard to which we 
can compare the young people’s knowledge to, as it is highly contextual and individual 
how much we should expect a young person to know about the details about different 
educational pathways, especially at 14. Often the actual level of understanding was 
dependent on family, or the school’s career advice and teachers. Instead this research 
looked to focus solely on the perceptions and attitudes of young people. 

Secondly, as the research progressed, a clear set of common perceptions and attitudes 
emerged on university and apprenticeships, amongst all participants. Despite different 
circumstances, ages, and levels of information of the choices, the perceptions remained 
largely the same throughout. It must be emphaised the uniformity of the perceptions and 
attitudes across the age groups, with really very little variation. The only variable that 
would generate a different perception was whether the participant was already doing an 
apprenticeship or university, which is why they were excluded from the sample. What 
was clear was the early age in which perceptions are set, and how difficult they are to 
change, even after being provided with a much larger level of information. 
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The role of family, friends, and the media

The role that external influences can play in helping young people with their decisions is 
complex, and come from a range of sources. Often influence exerted itself through both 
direct and indirect pressure. Firstly, many participants had parents who would instruct 
them to go to university, with any less a failing, while some simply said they were 
expected to go to university because they didn’t know anybody who didn’t. This resulted 
in a young person who wanted to do an apprenticeship having to prepare themselves 
with the information, to argue for their choice to their family. Further research needs to 
be conducted in the way into ways in which parents can be engaged in the decision-
making process that best provide an understanding of all options available. 

Secondly, for many participants, expectation always lay on the university side, and 
apprenticeships were never a consideration. Due to the smaller proportion of the 
population who achieved an apprenticeship compared to university, many participants 
just expected to go to university like those around them. Participants would struggle to 
identify positive figures who had not gone to university in their lives. 

The media can be especially powerful in providing role models, examples, and reference 
points for young people thinking about the future. A percieved perception of television 
being dominated by predominately university educated creates a level of social 
exclusion, especially in political figures. However, websites like YouTube were found to 
provide role models, advice, and information from people that participants respected 
and listening to, especially for those seeking employment in more creative sectors. 

Schools and careers advice is not working

The challenges faced by teachers and schools in providing information to young people 
about their choices were clear from the responses from participants. What was clear 
is that many participants expected schools and teachers to be an impartial source 
of information and careers support, however many did not think that it was, and that 
teachers had a bias towards getting them through into six-form. This confirms previous 
research by the EY Foundation (2016), which indicated that schools are neglecting to 
inform students properly of all options available to them. 

This, combined with the successful UCAS system, creates a frictionless pathway to 
university, and makes it harder and more time consuming as a young person to explore 
an apprenticeship. Apprenticeship educational providers suffer from a lack of name 
recognition compared to university, and there is a real lack of clarity over the process to 
get onto an apprenticeship. 

This was made worse by the overwhelmingly negative experience all participants 
had with careers advice and guidance. Participants would laugh at the invitation to 
consider their experiences of careers advice, and would dwell on their largely negative. 
The failure of the careers advice to both provide information, combined with a failure 
in schools to provide meaningful work experience, mean that participants failed to 
understand properly the decisions in front of them. 
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Perceptions of their economic future

The views of young people on London’s job market provide a sense of insecurity, both 
for their own future employment prospects, but also just for their ability to survive. There 
is a contradiction, where participants simultaneously perceive their city to have vast 
opportunity, but also feel that jobs are not available for anybody, are very competitive, 
and must be sought under coniditions of cost of living and housing pressures. 
Furthermore, London was largely seen as a city inwhich getting a degree was a near 
necessity to working, with opportunity being less for non-graduate roles.  Wilkinson’s 
(1996) view on this sense being found in larger income inequalities is worrying, and 
further research should explore the correlation of this in areas of London with especially 
high and low-income inequality. 

Yet despite misgivings, young people remained optimistic as whole about their future. 
Optimism tended to be expressed in vague generalities, about being fine in the long run, 
or that effort is rewarded with success. However, negatives tended to be more specific 
issues like money, housing, education, unemployment, and crime. This stood in contrast 
to views on Britain’s exit from the European Union, which remained wholly negative, as 
well as completely lacking detail or understanding. 

The reliability of the data 

The key concern throughout this research was the robustness of the findings, and 
whether we can believe them to be representative of young Londoners. While sampling 
made focus groups as representative as possible, there was still major gaps, with 
prviate school students, disability groups, and those with higher needs absent. Further 
research can explore on the perceptions and attitudes of these groups, but it will most 
likely be vastly different to those sampled here. Yet, for this research, a sample of 42 
participants is above average in terms of qualitative methodology. 

The findings were ultimately viewed to be reliable due to the frequency to which they 
emerged in every group. No group interviewed would present a real challenge to the 
views on apprenticeship and universities shared amongst participants. Focus groups 
were eventually stopped as the results were largely identical in each one. The level of 
information varied in different participant age groups, but largely the perceptions stayed 
the same. Older age groups could explain why they held certain attitudes in more detail 
than younger groups, but the attitudes remained largely the same in both. 

The only exception to this was the impact of family, peers, and the media on decision 
making, which was seen to be highly personalised and dependent on age. We only 
recorded findings that occured frequently, and discounted many comments in this 
section, which were argubly too personal or contextual to be indicative to the wider 
London population. 
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What came out so clearly in our findings was the scale of the perception 
problem that apprenticeships face compared to university. Despite a range 
of ages, backgrounds, and boroughs, young people time and time again 
expressed the same perceptions of apprenticeships; less respected, less 
enjoyable, providing less opportunity, and less flexibility. This view emerges 
as early as 14, where participants have very little information about their 
choices, and continues to cement itself over time. 

Key findings

• Apprenticeships are percieved negatively across the ages of 14 -18
It is vital that the government address the continuing perception problem of vocational 
education. With the recent target of 3 million apprentices, and the recent renewed focus 
on university policies (such as debt and maintenance grants), there is a real danger that 
the devaluation of apprenticeships continues. Currently apprenticeships are viewed as 
a clear Plan B, and university as the clearly better option. This creates prejudice against 
those who pursue vocational education, and a false option for young people. 

• There is no clear narrative around lifestyle for apprenticeships
One of the clearest points that emerged from this research was the disparity between 
apprenticeships and university in terms of the percieved lifestyle. The appeal of going to 
university was often spoken clearly in terms of independence, student social life, and fun 
activities. Despite the recent push for apprenticeships, little has been done to make the 
lifestyle of an apprentice appealing. They continued to be seen as low paid, hard work, 
and lacking in the desirable aspects of student life. 

• Family, peers, school, and the media can make university seem the only option
Young people can face incredible pressure from families to go to university, with our 
research indicating that a negative perception of vocational education can often come 
from parents. Furthermore, the prevelance of university education in the media, as well 
as the frequency of peers aiming to attend, put apprentices into a minority. Participants 
often did not have any positive examples of someone who did an apprenticeship in their 
life, compared to the overwhelming number who went to university. 

• Careers advice and schools are still failing to promote apprenticeships
While this was only a sample of 42 young people, the perceptions that emerged around 
the quality of careers service advice was wholly negative, with only one interaction 
and a poor standard of work experience provision. Teachers and school was largely 
percieved to only teach about university, and participants as a whole felt that school did 
not provide them with as much information about apprenticeships. 



Partnership for Young London ©31

References
Aldridge, H., Bushe, S., Kenway, P. & MacInnes, T. (2013) London’s Poverty Profile 2013, New Policy Institute.

Alison Fuller & Lorna Unwin (1998) Reconceptualising apprenticeship: exploring the relationship between work and 
learning, Journal of Vocational Education & Training, 

Arksey, H. and Knight, P. (1999) Interviewing for Social Scientists: An Introductory Resource with Examples. 
Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE Publications.

Arulampalam, W. (2001) Is unemployment really scarring? Effects of unemployment experiences on wages. Econ J 
111(475): F585–F606.

Barbour R. (2008) Doing Focus Groups. London: SAGE.

Bates, I. (1991) ‘Closely Observed Training: an exploration of links between social structures, training and identity’. 
International Studies in Sociology of Education, 1, 225-243.

Bates, I. (1993) The Social Construction of Competence: Qualitative Studies of Vocational Training. Proposal to the 
Economic and Social Research Council, (ESRC ROOO 23 3908).

Bates, I. and Dutson, J. (1995) ‘A Bermuda Triangle? A Case Study of Competence-based Vocational Training’, British 
Journal of Education and Work.

Beck, V., et al. (2006). “Safety in Stereotypes? The Impact of Gender and ‘Race’ on Young People’s Perceptions of 
Their Post-Compulsory Education and Labour Market Opportunities.” British Educational Research Journal, vol. 32, 
no. 5, pp. 667–686., www.jstor.org/stable/30032842.

Becker, H.S (1982). ‘Culture: A sociological View,’ Yale Review, 71: 513-27

Behavioural Insights Team (BIT). (2016). Moments of Choice: how young people make career decisions.

Bell et al. 2014. Bell, B, Bindler A, Machin S (2014) Crime scars: recessions and the making of career criminals. CEP 
Discussion Papers dp1284, Centre for Economic Performance, LSE, London.

Berger, L. (1966) The social construction of reality; a treatise in the sociology of knowledge, Garden City, N.Y., 
Garden City, N.Y., Doubleday.

Berntson, E., M. Sverke and S. Marklund. (2006) Predicting perceived employability: human capital or labour 
market opportunities? Economic and Industrial Democracy 27(2): 223-44

Berry, S. (2017). Youth Service Cuts in London – What Next?. 

Bjarnason, Thoroddur. (2009). London Calling? Preferred Emigration Destinations among Icelandic Youth. Acta 
Sociologica, vol. 52, no. 2,  pp. 149–161. 

Blenkinsop, S., McCrone, T., Wade,P. and Morris, M. (2005). How do Young People Make Choices at Age 14 and Age 
16? (DfES Research Report 773). London: DfES.

BMG Research. (2016). Research into parents’ attitudes to Apprenticeships.

Bogdan, R., and Taylor, S.J. (1975) Introduction to Qualitative Research Methods: A phenomenological Approach to 
the Social Science. New York: Wiley.  

Buzzeo, J., Rosa Marvell, Clare Everett and Becci Newton. (2016). Unlocking potential: tackling youth 
unemployment among disadvantaged young people. Centrepoint.

CBI (1994) The CBI Review of NVQs and SVQs. London, Confederation of British Industry.

Centre for Cities (2016) What does the data show? 



Young people’s perceptions of their post-16 options 32

References
CIPD. (2015) Over-qualification in the graduate labour market, 

CITB, 2016 2017-2021 Construction Skills Network report for Greater London (PDF, 1MB)

City & Guilds Group. (2016). Future Proof initiative survey.

Cominetti, N. & Crowley, L. (2014) The Geography of Youth Unemployment, The Work Foundation

Daly, M. and L. Delaney. (2013). The scarring effect of unemployment throughout adulthood on psychological 
distress at age 50: Estimates controlling for early adulthood distress and childhood psychological factors. Soc Sci 
Med 80(0): 19–23.

Demos (2015) The Commission on Apprenticeships

Department for Education (1999), Susan Harkness, Stephen Machin, Graduate Earnings in Britain, 1974-95, ISBN 0 
85522 941 1, February 1999 

Department of Education (2015). The Education Select Committee. Apprenticeships and traineeships for 16 to 
19-year-olds. Sixth Report of Session 2014–15. 

Department of Education (2016). Provisional GCSE and equivalent results in England, 2015 to 2016, 13th October.

Department of Education. (2016). NEET statistics quarterly brief: July to September 2016, 

Educational Select Committee, Memorandum submitted by Children & Young People’s Services, Buckinghamshire 
County Council, Session 2010-11. 

Escott, K (2012), Young women on the margins of the labour market, Work, Employment & Society June 2012 26: 
412-428

EY Foundation, (2016). Age of Uncertainty. 

Flick, U. (2009). An introduction to qualitative research, London, London: SAGE.

Freshminds. (2014). Careers Guidance: Guaranteed.

Furlong, A. (2006). Not a very NEET solution: representing problematic labour market transitions among early 
school-leavers. Work, Employment and Society 20(3)

Gamson, W. A. (1992). Talking politics, Cambridge [England], Cambridge England: Cambridge University Press.

Geertz, C. (1975). The interpretation of cultures: selected essays, London: [New York], London: New York: 
Hutchinson, Basic Books.

GLA, Greater London Assembly (2016), The Hourglass Economy: An analysis of London’s labour market, February 
2016 

Goethals, G., Winston, Gordon and Zimmerman, David, (1999), Students Educating Students: The Emerging Role of 
Peer Effects in Higher Education, No DP-50, Williams Project on the Economics of Higher Education, Department of 
Economics, Williams College.

Goldsmith, A, Veum J, Darity W (1997) Unemployment, joblessness, psychological well-being and self-esteem: 
Theory and evidence. J Socio-Econ 26: 133–158.

Gordon, I. (2013) Ambition, Human Capital Acquisition and the Metropolitan Escalator, Regional Studies, online pp. 
1-14. 

Government Office for Science (2017) Skills and lifelong learning: investment in skills



Partnership for Young London ©33

References
Gutman, L. and R. Akerman. (2008). Determinants of aspirations. Institute of Education, University of London.

Heritage, J. (1984). Garfinkel and ethnomethodology, Cambridge, Cambridge: Polity

Higher Education Funding Council for England. (2010). Trends in young participation in higher education: core 
results for England.

Hodkinson, P., A.C. Sparkes and H. Hodkinson. (1996). Triumph and Tears: young people, markets and the transition 
from school to work. London, David Fulton

Industry Apprentice Council. (2014). First annual survey of Industry Apprentices.

IPPR, (2015), European jobs and skills: A comprehensive review, 2015

Kahn, LB (2010) The long-term labor market consequences of graduating from college in a bad economy. Labour 
Econ 17(2): 303–316.

Kitzinger, J. (1995). Qualitative Research: Introducing focus groups. BMJ, 311, 299.

Koo, Y. (2014). In search of employment. Reprezent.

Krueger, R. A. (1994). Focus groups: A practical guide for applied research. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.

Lazarides, R., Harackiewicz, J., Canning, E., Pesu, L., & Viljaranta, J. (2015). The role of parents in students’ 
motivational beliefs and values. In C. Rubie-Davies, J. Stephens, & P. Watson (Eds.), 

London Assembly Economic Committee. (2016). The Hourglass Economy: An analysis of London’s labour market.

Mann, A. and Elnaz T. Kashefpakdel, Jordan Rehill and Prue Huddleston. (2016) Contemporary transitions: Young 
Britons reflect on life after secondary school and college Education and Employers

Merton, R. K., Lowenthal, M. F. & Kendall, L. (1990). The focused interview: a manual of problems and procedures. 
New York: Free Press; London: Collier Macmillan.

NEETs at risk of being left behind by government, warns LGA, 2015

NYA, Commission into Young People and Enterprise, January 2015

Office for National Statistics. (2011). Statistical bulletin: Labour Market Statistics, October 2011   

Office for National Statistics. (2013). Full Report – Graduates in the UK Labour Market 2013.

Office for National Statistics. (2015b). Annual Survey of Hours and Earnings: 2015 Provisional Results’, statistical 
bulletin. 

ONS (2013), Graduates in the UK Labour Market: 2013

Policy Exchange. (2016). The skills we need, and why we don’t have them. 

Potter J. and Wetherell M. (1987). Discourse and Social Psychology: Beyond Attitudes and Behaviour. London: SAGE.

PWC (2017) Facing Facts: the impact of migrants on London, its workforce and economy, 

Reeskens, T. and Wim van Oorschot. (2012). Those who are in the gutter look at the stars? Explaining perceptions of 
labour market opportunities among European young adults.

Richardson, J. and Christopher St. Vil. (2015). Putting in Work: Black Male Youth Joblessness, Violence, Crime, and 
the Code of the Street. Spectrum: A Journal on Black Men, vol. 3, no. 2, pp. 71–98



Young people’s perceptions of their post-16 options 34

References
Rubin, H. J. (2012). Qualitative interviewing: the art of hearing data, Thousand Oaks, Calif., Thousand Oaks, Calif. : 
SAGE.

Savage, L. (2011). Snakes & Ladders: who climbs the rungs of the earnings ladder?. Resolution Foundation.

Small, J. and McClean, M. (2002) Factors impacting on the choice of entrepreneurship as a career by Barbadian 
youth: a preliminary assessment. Journal of Eastern Caribbean Studies. 27. 4, 30-54.

Sutton Trust (2016), Leading People 2016 report

Sutton Trust. (2014). Internship or Indenture? Employability and apprenticeships, Professions, Social Mobility. 

Sutton Trust. (2015) Levels of Success - The potential of UK apprenticeships. 

The Open University  (2017) http://www.telegraph.co.uk/business/2017/07/02/skills-gap-hitting-uk-plc-tune-22bn-
says-open-university/

The Sutton Trust (2014) Higher Ambitions Summit, Rapporteur Report

The Work Foundation. (2015). Going Solo: Does self-employment offer a solution to youth unemployment? 

Thomas, W.I. and D.S. Thomas. (1928). The Child in America: Behavioural Problems and Programs. New York, NY: 
Knopf.

Thompson, S. and Catherine Colebrook, Izzy Hatfield. (2016). IPPR, Jobs and skills in London: building a more 
responsive skills system in the capital.

TNS. (2013). Investigating the views of young people.

UK Commission for Employment and Skills. (2015). Catch 16-24: Youth Employment Challenge.

UK Commission for Employment and Skills. (2015). The death of the Saturday job: the decline in earning and 
learning amongst young people in the UK. 

UK Commission for Employment and Skills. (2015). UKCES Employer Skills Survey 2015: UK report.

UK Commission for Employment and Skills. (2016). Employer Skills Survey.

UKCES Employer Skills Survey 2015: UK report

Unison (2016), The Damage: A Future at Risk,

Wilkinson, S. (1998). Focus group methodology: a review. International Journal of Social Research Methodology, 1, 
181-203.

Wilkinson, S. (1998). Focus groups in health research: Exploring the meanings of health and illness.

Young Enterprise. (2016). Youth Unemployment: A generation in crisis.

Young Women’s Trust. (2015). Making Apprenticeships Work for Young Women.



Partnership for Young London ©35

Young people’s perceptions and attitudes 
of their post-16 options
Full report
© Partnership for Young London, 2017

Partnership for Young London,
Guildhall, 
London, 
EC2V 7HH

www.partnershipforyounglondon.org.uk 


