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The Institute of Cancer Research (ICR) launched its Life Sciences Apprenticeship Programme in response to a persistent challenge facing the sector: a shortage of skilled laboratory technicians, alongside difficulties in recruiting, developing and retaining talent for highly specialised roles. Traditional academic pathways were not producing a sufficiently diverse or accessible pipeline, and technician roles were often undervalued despite their critical importance to research. The programme was designed to address these issues by creating a more inclusive, structured entry route into life sciences careers while raising the profile of technical roles within academia.

At its core, the initiative aimed to build a sustainable and diverse talent pipeline by opening opportunities beyond conventional degree routes. It sought to strengthen recruitment and retention, professionalise technician careers, and align training with the Level 3 Laboratory Technician standard. With funding from Wellcome, ICR developed a model that combined targeted outreach to local schools with a robust selection process and high-quality training delivered in partnership with specialist provider Tiro. Apprentices benefited from a blended approach, gaining hands-on laboratory experience alongside formal technical teaching, while being supported by experienced lab mentors to aid their development and integration.

The programme also worked to embed wider cultural change, engaging internal managers, workforce planners and external partners to establish clearer technician career pathways and promote the value of apprenticeships across the sector. Despite challenges such as initial cultural resistance, limited supervisory capacity and the complexity of apprenticeship standards, these were addressed through structured support, training and strong collaboration.

The impact has been clear. Eight apprentices were recruited, with seven achieving distinctions, and many progressing into further study or employment within ICR and the wider life sciences sector. The programme has strengthened local talent pipelines and improved diversity within technical roles. Looking ahead, ICR is focused on securing sustainable funding, expanding career pathways and advocating for improved apprenticeship funding models, particularly to support progressi
on into higher-level qualifications and long-term workforce development. 
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