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“Nearly every business we 
talk to is seeing issues around 
recruitment and retention. 
The situation is particularly 
relevant to digital marketing 
agencies, which rely on  
digital marketing talent to  
survive, but across the  
board, this challenge needs 
addressing in order to ensure 
that UK businesses can  
remain competitive and at  
the cutting edge of digital 
marketing trends.”Bridget Beale
Managing Director 

British Interactive Media Association (BIMA).

1 Source: UK firms raise marketing spend in sign of confidence in recovery (London, Reuters, 2014)
http://uk.reuters.com/article/2014/10/15/uk-britain-advertising-idUKKCN0142TP20141015

2 Source: Julie Ollerton, Whitehall can Play Vital Role in Solving Digital Skills Gap (London, Digital Marketing Magazine, 2014)
http://digitalmarketingmagazine.co.uk/digital-marketing-features/whitehall-can-play-vital-role-in-solving-digital-skills-gap/1841
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Don’t get left behind

As the UK powers its way out of recession — and marketing budgets across the UK start  
to blossom once more — digital marketing is growing faster than a teenager during a growth 
spurt. It means marketers can supercharge their creativity and create customer experiences 
on a whole new level, but it also brings a challenge: where will you find the right people  
to make it happen? Chances are you’d consider one of the following options:

•	 A	graduate,	fresh	from	university

•	 An	intern,	young,	hopeful	and	driven	to	succeed

•	 A	freelancer,	experienced	and	flexible

Here’s the problem, though: as digital marketing continues to grow apace, these options 
aren’t enough. A gap is emerging between the number of digital marketing roles available, 
and the number of individuals with the right skills to fill them.  Consequently, talented digital 
marketers are becoming like the best pens in the office: hard to find, harder to keep.

So how can you find fresh talent with the right skills to drive your business forward,  
who will also stick with you in the years to come? In this paper, we’ll take a look at a new  
option you can take to meet the challenge. In an industry like digital marketing, which  
celebrates young, digitally native talent, we’ll show you why apprentices are the  
bee’s knees when it comes to finding and keeping outstanding talent.

6



54

3 Source: Changing the pace; CBI/Pearson education and skills survey 2013 (London CBI, 2013)

Recruitment: finding talent that sticks

So why are the existing recruitment options no longer cutting it for digital marketers?  
For a start, it’s been noted before that graduates can lack the commercial skills they 
need to succeed in the workplace.  In an industry like digital marketing, where the  
textbooks can be out of date before they’ve even been published, the work-readiness 
of a graduate depends on whether they’ve done a one-year placement year  
during their degree.

Similarly, the chances are that an intern won’t have all the skills you need from day  
one — they’re usually at the start of their careers too. Plus, since most interns are only 
with you during a holiday, or as part of a work experience placement, you only have 
them for a limited time — they’re not a long-term solution.

The way around these problems is to find a source of talent that combines learning 
with full immersion in the workplace, and that’s likely to lead to a successful,  
permanent placement with you. On an apprenticeship scheme, for example,  
apprentices spend as much as 85% of their time working with you, rather than  
in the classroom, so their knowledge is gained in the real world, from day one.

Furthermore, 94% of QA apprentices go on to full-time employment with their  
employers; proof of their loyalty to an employer who invests in them, and proof  
of their quality as digital marketers.

Of course, as we mentioned earlier you could simply engage a freelancer if you  
need to increase your skillset. And while they may even be a good option in a pinch, 
they don’t help you solve the next issue we’re going to talk about: retention.

The QA difference
Our digital marketing apprenticeship offers more digital 
marketing training than any other on the market, including:

•	 Google	analytics

•	 PPC	and	SEO	

•	 Social	media	marketing

•	 Email	marketing	

•	 Wed	design	

•	 Photoshop

Our technical courses are also constantly reviewed and  
updated to ensure that they reflect the evolving  
workplaces our apprentices find themselves in.

4 Source: 4 Smart Ways to Increase Retention (Irvine, Entrepreneur, 2014)
http://www.entrepreneur.com/article/234663

5 Source: http://www.marketingmagazine.co.uk/article/1346999/why-creative-
industries-embracing-freelance-economy

Learning and loyalty: a recipe for retention

Once you’ve found your talent, the next challenge is holding on to it. It’s a recognised 
fact that one of the best ways to retain employees is to take an active hand in their 
development , and this is one reason why interns are less likely to stick around: they’re 
only with you for a short length of time, so there’s a limited opportunity to nurture 
them. Even graduates, who you might employ on a permanent contract, can be  
difficult to develop – they’ve already honed their career aspirations at university,  
and like a round peg in a square hole, if that direction doesn’t match with yours then 
their future with you may be limited. Interestingly, the opportunity to develop one’s 
career is mentioned as a major attraction to becoming a freelancer.
 
As we’ve already discussed, just hiring a freelancer can become problematic for  
business, as financial planning providers Credius discovered. “Our digital marketing 
was primarily handled by contractors,” says Owrang Rahmani, Managing Director, 
“and as we continued to grow the cost of those contractors grew too. It just wasn’t 
sustainable, and though they were good, we knew that these guys weren’t a real  
part of our team.” 

With this in mind, if you can nurture your employees and help them grow with  
you, it’s far more likely that they’ll still be on the payroll in three years’ time - and you 
won’t be shelling out for freelance help. In this regard, apprenticeships and employee 
retention are a natural match. During an apprenticeship, you get the opportunity  
to guide your apprentice as they take their first steps in the working world of digital  
marketing, increasing the chances of them wanting to stay with you after they  
complete their course. This nurturing environment also allows you to encourage  
your apprentice to develop skills that your organisation currently lacks, giving  
you an employee who is not only committed to your business, but who possesses  
the skills to supercharge your business.

Can you teach an old dog  
new tricks?
Apprenticeships aren’t just for new starters. If you have 
employees aged between 18 and 24, you can also enrol  
them on a QA apprenticeship scheme, giving them an  
opportunity for personal and career development, that  
encourages them to stay with you.

The QA difference
We actively encourage the businesses we work with to 
be involved in the development of their apprentices.  
Consequently,	94%	of	QA	Apprentices	go	on	to	full-time	 
jobs	after	their	apprenticeships,	and	92%	of	businesses	 
we work with say that their apprentices deliver real  
value to their business.



Apprentices: the next digital marketing trend

We’ve shown that apprentices, once trained and mentored, can add real value to your digital marketing.  
Even before they’re trained, the nature of young people who choose to become apprentices is exactly what  
businesses are looking for to keep themselves at the cutting edge of digital marketing. “Many of the skills  
needed to be a successful digital marketer, such as coding or social media management, match the  
personal interests and passions of the young people we talk to,” says Beale. “Convincing them to use  
those interests to make a living isn’t hard!”
 
Unlike degree courses, apprenticeships are open to people as young as 16, and industry organisations such  
as BIMA are working closely with schools to educate and interest young people in digital marketing, 
opening up the industry to a plethora of inspired and passionate talent. With financial support available  
from the government to help you employ an apprentice too, apprentices can also represent better  
value for money than their intern, graduate or freelance counter parts.

Digital marketing apprenticeships with QA

The QA digital marketing apprenticeship scheme provides your apprentice with a broad base  
of skills that enable them to get started in the world of digital marketing, with the opportunity  
to further develop and specialise their skills once the initial apprenticeship is completed. Most  
importantly, QA’s training provides the ideal platform for someone with a passion for digital  
marketing to learn about the commercial realities of this exciting and evolving industry, turning  
them into a valuable asset for your business and supporting our goal of getting 10,000 young  
people into the technology industry in the next year.

•	 12-14	month	programme,	85%	working	and	15%	training.

•	 Training	covers	essential	skills	including	PPC,	SEO,	email	marketing,	social	media	marketing,	
  and web	analytics.

•	 75% of training	delivered	in	the	first	six	months,	helping	the	apprentice	become	productive	faster.
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Case study: Credius bolsters digital 
team on tight budget
Financial	planning	providers	Credius	knew	they	needed	to	up	
their digital marketing game to maintain momentum in the  
wake	of	a	rebrand	and	recent	growth.	“We	had	no	in-house	 
marketing team, and we knew that wasn’t sustainable,”  
says Managing Director Owrang Rahmani. “Digital marketing 
needs constant attention, so we needed to bolster our  
team — but we needed to do it on a tight budget to  
make it viable.

Supported	by	QA	Apprenticeships,	Credius	hired	a	digital	 
marketing apprentice — and after five months the picture  
is	overwhelmingly	positive.	“Elle	is	young,	energetic	and	 
proactive,” says Rahmani. “She’s a natural, and she’s  
constantly developing her skills with us and through her QA  
training. She’s having a direct impact on our growth, and if all 
goes well then we’d love to hire another apprentice – either in  
our marketing department or in another area of business.”
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