In 2026, an eligible apprentice is not simply someone who falls within a particular age bracket. They must meet
the apprenticeship funding rules, have a suitable job and training plan, and be able to complete an approved
apprenticeship in England. Age matters for some funding arrangements, but there is no general rule that
apprentices must be under 25.

That distinction matters to community pharmacies. Pharmacy First has added more clinical activity to primary care,
while many pharmacies are already managing busy dispensaries, service demand and rota gaps. Recruitment alone
can be difficult in a tight labour market. An apprenticeship can help develop new and existing staff—but only if the

role, training and funding are set up properly.

This guide explains what “eligible apprentice” means, how to think about the age rules 16 to 24 and age rules 25

or over, and what pharmacy employers should check before they commit.

What “eligible apprentice” means

An apprentice is an employee who works in a real job while completing structured training towards an approved
apprenticeship. The training must develop the knowledge, skills and behaviours set out in the relevant

apprenticeship standard. It is not simply a short course added to someone's existing duties.

For an apprentice and employer to access funding, several conditions usually need to line up. The apprentice must
meet the relevant residency and funding conditions, be employed in a suitable role, and have a training plan that
matches the apprenticeship. The training provider must also check eligibility against the funding rules that apply

when the apprenticeship starts.
In practice, employers should expect checks on points such as:

* The person: their age, residency and other funding eligibility details.

® The job: whether it gives them the opportunity to gain the knowledge and experience required by the

apprenticeship.

® The training: whether the chosen standard fits the role and whether the apprentice can complete the

required training during working time.



* The paperwork: whether the employer, apprentice and provider have agreed the required training and

employment arrangements.

* The funding route: whether funding is available through the employer’s apprenticeship service account or

through co-investment arrangements.

Rules and funding arrangements can change. This article gives employers a practical overview, not a funding
approval. Before agreeing a start date, ask a training provider to confirm the apprentice's eligibility and the

employer’s likely contribution against the current 2026 rules.

Age rules 16 to 24: what employers should know

There is no single “16 to 24" rule that makes every young person eligible—or every person outside that range
ineligible. Age can affect the funding arrangements available to an employer, but it is only one part of the

assessment.

For someone aged 16 to 18, employers should check the funding route and any conditions that apply to their
organisation and the apprenticeship. Funding may be available for eligible apprentices, but the exact arrangement

can depend on the employer’s circumstances and the rules in force at the time.

For apprentices aged 19 to 24, do not assume that funding works in the same way as it does for a 16-to-18-year-
old. The employer may need to use its apprenticeship service account or pay a contribution through the relevant
co-investment arrangement. Specific support may be available in some circumstances, but employers should have

the provider verify the details rather than relying on an old funding guide or a verbal estimate.

Age is generally considered at the point set out in the applicable funding rules, often in relation to the
apprenticeship start date. Ask the thebusinessdesk.com provider to confirm which date and evidence apply to the

apprentice you intend to recruit. This is especially important if a birthday falls close to the proposed start date.

Questions to ask about a 16-to-24-year-old apprentice

* Does the apprentice meet the residency and other funding eligibility requirements?
* Which funding route applies to our organisation and this apprenticeship?

¢ Will we need to contribute, and if so, how much and when?


https://www.thebusinessdesk.com/yorkshire/your-news/pharmacy-employers-need-to-start-building-the-workforce-they-will-need-tomorrow

* What evidence must we provide before the apprentice starts?

* Does the job give the apprentice enough opportunity to practise the required skills?

Age rules 25 or over: can an older employee be an apprentice?

Yes. There is no general upper age limit for an apprenticeship. Someone aged 25 or over can become an
apprentice if they meet the other eligibility conditions and the apprenticeship is appropriate for their role and

development needs.

That makes apprenticeships relevant to more than school leavers. A pharmacy could consider an existing employee
who is taking on new responsibilities, a new recruit changing careers, or a staff member who needs structured

development to perform a different role.

The funding route may differ from that for younger apprentices. Employers should not assume that an older
apprentice will receive the same funding treatment as someone aged 16 to 18, or that a 25-plus apprentice is
automatically excluded. The provider should assess the person and explain the employer's contribution before

enrolment.

There is another important check for existing staff: the apprenticeship must provide genuine new learning. It
should not simply fund training that the employee has already completed or pay for routine duties they already
know how to perform. The training plan should show what new knowledge and skills the apprentice will gain and

how their job will support that learning.

What makes a pharmacy apprenticeship suitable?

A pharmacy apprenticeship needs to fit the work, not just the vacancy. Before choosing a programme, map the
apprenticeship standard against the duties the person will actually perform. Consider the supervision available, the

pace of the workplace and whether the role provides enough time for training as well as service delivery.

That planning is particularly important as Pharmacy First and other services increase the workload handled by
community pharmacy teams. A new apprentice can contribute to the team over time, but they are not an instant
replacement for an experienced colleague. They need structured learning, supervision and protected time to build

competence.

Training providers can help employers compare programmes and plan delivery. TEND Training's pharmacy
apprenticeship training category page is one place to explore pharmacy-related apprenticeship options. Treat any
course page as a starting point: confirm the current standard, entry requirements, funding position and delivery

arrangements with the provider before making a hiring decision.

Why recruitment alone may not fix rota pressure

When vacancies stay open, advertising again can feel like the only available move. But in a tight labour market,
every pharmacy may be trying to recruit from the same limited group of experienced candidates. Repeating the

same advert does not create more people with the right skills.

Community pharmacy workforce pressures are not identical in every area or job role, so employers should avoid
treating one headline figure as a local forecast. But the operational problem is familiar: a rota can become fragile
when one person leaves, another reduces their hours, or sickness lands on an already busy week. Pharmacy First

can add further pressure where teams need to balance service delivery with dispensing and other responsibilities.



An apprenticeship is not a quick fix for a shift that needs covering tomorrow. It is a way to build capability over a
planned period. If the pharmacy has no capacity to supervise or train, adding an apprentice without changing the

rota can increase pressure rather than relieve it.

How apprenticeships can create a staffing pipeline
“Staffing pipeline” is useful only when it describes a real process. For a pharmacy, that process might look like this:

1. Identify a recurring staffing need. Decide which role or skills gap creates the most pressure across the rota,

rather than hiring an apprentice because funding may be available.

2. Choose the right apprenticeship. Check that the standard matches the work the employee will do and the

skills the pharmacy needs to develop.

3. Recruit for potential and fit. Set out the responsibilities, training and support clearly. Do not describe the

role as a shortcut to rapid promotion.

4. Plan supervision and training time. Name the person who will support the apprentice and agree how

learning will fit around service demand.

5. Review progress regularly. Use check-ins to identify gaps early, adjust support and make sure the training

remains connected to the job.

6. Plan the next step. Before the apprenticeship ends, discuss the role, responsibilities and development options

the pharmacy can genuinely offer.

That approach can help employers develop people for their own setting and retain skills in the team. It also gives
candidates a clearer picture of what the job involves. Apprentices should be paid employees learning a role—not

treated as cheap labour or left to cover tasks without proper training.

A practical eligibility check before you recruit
Use this checklist with your training provider before setting a start date:

Check What to confirm Apprentice eligibility Age, residency and any other conditions under the current funding
rules. Age and funding route Which age-related funding arrangements apply on the relevant date, and whether
the employer must contribute. Employer arrangements Whether funding will come through an apprenticeship
service account or another applicable route. Job suitability Whether the role provides real, relevant work and
supports the apprenticeship standard. Training plan What the apprentice will learn, how it will be delivered and
how progress will be reviewed. Rota and supervision Who will supervise the apprentice and how the pharmacy will

make time for training.

The bottom line

In the 2026 funding rules, “eligible apprentice” does not mean “aged 16 to 24". Apprentices can be 25 or over;
there is no general upper age limit. Age can affect the funding route, but eligibility also depends on the person,

the job, the apprenticeship and the employer’s arrangements.

For pharmacy owners, the bigger question is whether the apprenticeship solves a real workforce need. With
Pharmacy First adding to primary care workload and recruitment remaining difficult in some local labour markets,
a well-planned apprenticeship can help develop future capability. But it needs a suitable role, reliable supervision

and a funding check against the rules in force when the apprentice starts.



Before recruiting, ask a pharmacy apprenticeship provider—including TEND Training, via its pharmacy
apprenticeship training category page—to confirm the current eligibility and funding position in writing. That is a

better basis for a rota and budget than assuming that age alone decides the answer.



