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Once locations have been agreed, what are the factors limiting the physical construction of new towns? How can they be addressed?
Improving construction apprenticeships to address skills shortages, social mobility and workforce inclusion 

Context
1. The construction sector contributes approximately 7% of UK GDP, yet persistent skills shortages threaten its capacity to deliver the Government's ambitions for housing, infrastructure renewal and the transition to net zero. To meet immediate labour demands, the sector has become increasingly reliant on migrant workers. Construction occupations and trades account for 25% proportion of roles on the Immigration Salary List, while migrant workers comprise approximately one-quarter of the national construction workforce and almost half of site-based workers in London (Winterbotham et al., 2020). Evidence also suggests that many migrant workers face language barriers, creating additional challenges for training, communication and workforce integration (Oswald et al., 2019). While migrant labour remains vital to the industry's functioning, this dependence raises important questions about the long-term resilience, sustainability and domestic skills capacity of the construction workforce. 
2. Apprenticeships are widely recognised as one of the most effective routes into skilled employment and offer significant potential to strengthen the domestic talent pipeline, particularly for young people who do not enter higher education. However, the system is currently underperforming. Apprenticeship completion rates remain below 50%, and up to three-quarters of apprentices report feeling inadequately prepared for the realities of the workplace. These challenges are particularly acute for young people aged 16–24 who are not in education, employment or training (NEET). Many face multiple and overlapping barriers, including financial insecurity, low confidence, limited professional networks and inconsistent support. As a result, a group that could help address the sector's skills shortage is simultaneously among those most likely to be excluded from entering and successfully completing apprenticeship pathways. 
3. Drawing on an ongoing research programme examining UK’s non-degree construction apprenticeships (Levels 2–5), this evidence argues that addressing skills shortages requires more than increasing apprenticeship numbers. Greater attention must be given to the quality of workplace learning, employer capability, and the support available before and during apprenticeship participation. In particular, evidence points to the importance of strengthened pre-apprenticeship preparation, structured mentoring and work-based learning (WBL) programmes, and enhanced pastoral support for disadvantaged learners. 

4. A more inclusive and better-coordinated apprenticeship system would improve completion and progression rates, widen access to skilled employment, and help create a sustainable construction workforce capable of meeting future demand.

The construction skills challenge
5. The UK construction industry is projected to require approximately 240,000 additional apprentices over the coming decade (Places for People, 2025), yet apprenticeship recruitment, completion and progression remain insufficient to meet this demand  (CITB, 2025; Strategic Resourcing, 2025). At the same time, the number of young people who are NEET has reached its highest level in a decade to a million (Moreau, 2026). Extended periods spent outside education and employment are associated with increased risks of future unemployment, low earnings, poorer health outcomes, entrenching long‑term disadvantage and reducing life chances (House of Commons Library, 2025).
6. Construction apprenticeships have the potential to address both challenges simultaneously: they can help meet industry skills needs while providing accessible pathways into skilled employment for NEETs. However, current evidence suggests that many apprenticeship programmes are not delivering this potential consistently. Variations in employer capacity, training quality and learner support create unequal experiences and outcomes across the sector.
7. A system-level evaluation is therefore needed to understand how apprenticeship pathways can better serve both employers and learners.
Industry readiness and equitable access 
8. Increasing apprentice recruitment alone will not resolve labour shortages if the sector lacks the capacity to support apprentices effectively. The ability of employers to provide meaningful workplace learning varies considerably across the industry. The Committee should consider whether the construction sector is currently equipped to absorb increasing numbers of apprentices while maintaining quality and fairness.
9. Large employers often possess dedicated training teams, established supervisory structures and clear progression pathways for apprenticeship programmes. In contrast, many small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs), which make up the majority of construction businesses, frequently face constraints in time, resources and training expertise. Consequently, apprenticeship quality can vary significantly depending on employer size, location and organisational capacity. These differences significantly influence the quality of workplace learning experiences available to apprentices.
10. Access to opportunities is also shaped by regional disparities in training provision and labour market demand. As a result, young people can experience substantially different apprenticeship journeys depending on where they live and which employer they work for. The availability of further education (FE) providers, employer opportunities and specialist provision differs considerably across the country, creating unequal access to high-quality apprenticeships. For many young people, particularly those from disadvantaged backgrounds, opportunities are therefore determined as much by geography as by ability.
11. Importantly, barriers often emerge before a young person enters an apprenticeship. Many NEET young people have limited exposure to construction careers, little understanding of apprenticeship pathways and low confidence in their ability to succeed in professional environments. Others face practical barriers associated with transport, equipment costs or financial insecurity.
12. Research suggests that improving access begins well before apprenticeship enrolment. Better careers advice, targeted outreach, work-readiness programmes and employer engagement initiatives could help bridge the gap between disadvantaged young people and apprenticeship opportunities. Such interventions would not only widen participation but also improve learner preparedness and increase the likelihood of successful completion.
Programme quality and workplace competence
13. A key concern is whether current apprenticeship programmes consistently develop the technical, professional and employability skills required for contemporary construction practices and demands.
14. Many apprentices report substantial variation in workplace learning experiences. Evidence points to significant variation in workplace learning experiences. Many apprentices report differences in supervision quality, where some benefit from structured development and active supervision, while others receive limited guidance and are primarily exposed to routine tasks that offer restricted opportunities for skills development and opportunities to develop broader professional competencies. Weak integration between off-the-job training and workplace practice can further reduce learning effectiveness and contribute to disengagement.
15. Evidence suggests that structured mentoring and high-quality work-based learning are among the strongest predictors of positive apprenticeship outcomes (. Effective mentors provide more than technical instruction; they help apprentices navigate workplace expectations, develop professional behaviours and build confidence in applying new skills. This is particularly important for young people entering construction without established professional networks or family connections within the industry. 
16. Despite its importance, mentoring remains inconsistently implemented across the sector. Many supervisors receive little or no preparation for supporting apprentices, while competing commercial pressures can limit opportunities for meaningful workplace learning.
17. The Committee may therefore wish to consider mechanisms that support employers, particularly SMEs to introduce more structured mentoring arrangements and better-designed workplace learning programmes. Greater consistency in these areas should therefore be viewed as an investment in workforce productivity and retention could improve competency development, reduce attrition and strengthen progression into skilled employment.
Supporting NEET young people into construction careers
18. The experiences of NEET young people highlight the limitations of an apprenticeship system that focuses predominantly on technical training while giving insufficient attention to wider learner needs.
19. Many NEET apprentices face challenges that extend beyond the workplace, including financial hardship, housing instability, poor mental health, caring responsibilities and limited access to support networks. Such circumstances can significantly affect attendance, engagement and retention, regardless of an individual's ability or motivation.
20. Current support mechanisms often fail to recognise the cumulative impact of these challenges. Yet evidence consistently demonstrates that successful apprenticeships depend upon both technical development and personal support.
21. Enhanced pastoral support should therefore be considered a fundamental component of apprenticeship quality rather than an optional addition. Regular wellbeing reviews, dedicated learner support staff, financial guidance and early intervention measures can help address problems before they lead to withdrawal. For vulnerable NEET learners, such support may be the determining factor between completion and disengagement.
22. Improving retention among NEET apprentices would not only deliver more equitable outcomes across the sector but would also help employers retain talent and reduce recruitment costs within a sector facing chronic labour shortages.
Social mobility and workforce sustainability
23. Construction apprenticeships occupy a unique position at the intersection of economic policy and social policy. They have the potential to address skills shortages while simultaneously creating pathways to secure, well-paid employment for young people who might otherwise face long-term labour market exclusion.
24. However, this potential remains only partially realised. Current evidence suggests that apprenticeship outcomes are shaped by the interaction of employer capability, programme design, workplace learning quality, learner support and broader institutional structures. Addressing these factors in isolation is unlikely to produce meaningful system-wide improvement. Consequently, policy responses focused solely on increasing apprenticeship numbers are unlikely to resolve the skills shortages challenge.
25. A more effective, system-wide approach would strengthen the entire apprenticeship journey. This begins with preparing young people to enter apprenticeships successfully, continues through the provision of structured mentoring and high-quality workplace learning, and is reinforced by sustained pastoral support that enables learners to overcome personal and practical challenges.
26. Taken together, these interventions offer a realistic and achievable route towards improving both apprenticeship outcomes and workforce resilience.

Recommendations
27. To strengthen the construction skills pipeline and reduce long-term dependence on migrant labour, the Committee may wish to consider the following recommendations:
28. Strengthen pre-apprenticeship support through targeted initiatives or programmes that improve career awareness, workplace readiness and transition into construction apprenticeships, particularly for NEET young people.
29. Support employers, particularly SMEs that may lack dedicated training capacity or incentive, to provide structured mentoring and high-quality work-based learning, including guidance, training and targeted incentives for apprentice supervisors.
30. Embed enhanced pastoral support within apprenticeship provision, recognising learner experiences, wellbeing, retention and progression as essential indicators of success.
31. Undertake a national review of non-degree construction apprenticeships (Levels 2–5) to assess their effectiveness in meeting workforce needs and improving social mobility.
32. Improve coordination between government, industry bodies, employers and further education and training providers to establish consistent quality standards, strengthen qualification recognition and accreditation, and ensure equitable access to high-quality apprenticeship opportunities across all regions.

Conclusion
33. The construction sector's future workforce needs will not be met by increasing apprenticeship starts alone. Addressing skills shortages and reducing long-term reliance on migrant labour requires a stronger domestic talent pipeline supported by high-quality, accessible apprenticeship pathways.
34. Evidence suggests that three reforms offer the greatest opportunity for impact: 
a. strengthened pre-apprenticeship preparation, 
b. structured mentoring and high-quality work-based learning, and 
c. enhanced pastoral support for apprentices, particularly those from disadvantaged backgrounds. Together, these measures can improve recruitment, retention and progression while addressing the barriers that contribute to long-term labour market exclusion among NEET young people.
35. Construction apprenticeships are uniquely positioned to advance both economic and social objectives. By improving the quality and support underpinning apprenticeship provision, policymakers can strengthen workforce resilience, enhance social mobility and create more inclusive pathways into secure, skilled employment. The result would be a more sustainable, productive and future-ready construction workforce.
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