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Playing to our strengths: Unlocking social mobility for economic good

The 5% Club is uniquely an employer-led not-for-pro昀椀t 
organisa琀椀on founded in 2013. It works with UK employers 
and key in昀氀uencers to inspire, educate and retain a 
growing body of people into “earn and learn” placements 
in order to increase the number of appren琀椀ces, sponsored 
students and graduate trainees. 

The goal of The Club is to increase the employment and 
career prospects of today’s youth and equip the UK 
with the skilled workforce it needs to compete globally. 
Members aspire to having at least 5% of their UK work 
force in “earn and learn” posi琀椀ons within 5 years of 
joining. Progress is measured annually and reported by 
the member in its Annual Report or equivalent. 

About The 5% Club 

In se琀�ng up The 5% Club, we wanted to encourage 
leading 昀椀rms of all sizes to invest in a genera琀椀on – to put 
their money where their mouth is and set a clear example 
for many more employers to follow. We believe that the 
aim should be to build a much broader way for people 
to enter the job market or reskill, moving away from the 
entrenched university focus and create a world-class 
voca琀椀onal system in the UK that is on a par with, if not 
be琀琀er than, systems such as that in Germany. 

The 5% Club believes that employers are best placed to 
iden琀椀fy the skills that the economy will need in the future 
and best placed to drive high quality, relevant training 
which can be the bedrock to a long and ful昀椀lling career. 
By joining The 5% Club, employers demonstrate to their 
customers, employees and poten琀椀al recruits that they are 
a business commi琀琀ed to developing their workforce and 
building the skills the UK economy will need to thrive.

Leo Quinn

Founder and Chairman The 5% Club 

Group Chief Execu琀椀ve, Balfour Bea琀琀y

Director General, Penelope, 
Viscountess Cobham CBE
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Foreword by Jus琀椀n Madders MP

Improving social mobility is not only important from a 
moral standpoint but an economic one as well. By widening 
access, organisa琀椀ons bene昀椀t from an increased pool of skills 
and experience; the more a company’s sta昀昀 re昀氀ect their 
customers, the greater understanding they will have of 
their wishes. Having diverse workforces, which encompass 
many di昀昀erent talents, backgrounds and experiences, is 
crucial if we are to develop dynamic organisa琀椀ons. Put 
simply, improving social mobility is vital for the future of 
individuals, employers and the country as a whole. 

One of the striking 昀椀ndings from the evidence sessions 
that the All Party Parliamentary Group on Social Mobility 
held as part of our inquiry into access to leading 
professions last year, was that despite the vast range of 
organisa琀椀ons that we spoke to, the challenges that they 
faced in widening access were extremely similar. Many 

spoke of the fact that they just did not receive applica琀椀ons 
from highly able applicants from disadvantaged 
backgrounds. However, too o昀琀en what cons琀椀tutes “highly 
able” is narrowly de昀椀ned to academic achievement. It is 
clear that the earlier young people get an opportunity to 
broaden their horizons the more likely they are to want to 
consider careers that they might not otherwise.

The 5% Club, through its focus on “earn and learn” 
placements, plays a key role in rebalancing the rela琀椀onship 
between academic and voca琀椀onal educa琀椀on. This focus 
on poten琀椀al and development allows 昀椀rms to reach able 
applicants from a range of backgrounds and set a clear 
example for other employers to follow. 

Jus琀椀n Madders MP

Chair of the All Party Parliamentary Group on  
Social Mobility
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Execu琀椀ve summary

1  State of the Na琀椀on report, Social Mobility Commission, 2016
2  Social Market Founda琀椀on, 2017

“You want the best people to work for 
you no ma琀琀er where they’re from – 
someone’s background shouldn’t be a 
barrier to them working here.”

Few people disagree with the principle that everyone 
should have access to opportuni琀椀es to access ful昀椀lling, 
stable employment, regardless of their background. Yet  
in the UK, a person’s family circumstances s琀椀ll o昀琀en 
dictate their employment prospects. For example, only  
4% of doctors, 6% of barristers and 11% of journalists 
come from working-class backgrounds1. Furthermore, 
where a child comes from in the country has a profound 
impact on their prospects for social mobility, with regional 
dispari琀椀es in the UK now wider than in any other  
western European country2.

On the other side of the equa琀椀on, with many areas of 
the economy experiencing skills shortages, employers 
are increasingly looking at what ac琀椀on they can take to 
increase diversity in their businesses to ensure they are 
a琀琀rac琀椀ng the most talented people. A failure to develop 
and deploy the brightest and the best risks s琀椀昀氀ing the 
country’s economic growth while also le琀�ng down the 
young people who are most in need of support. 

Clearly, there is much to be done before many parts of 
the economy can claim to be truly diverse and helping to 
increase social mobility. A number of common themes 
emerged through the interviews we undertook with our 
members in prepara琀椀on for the dra昀琀ing of this paper:

– While providing opportuni琀椀es for work experience is 
endorsed across the economy, these opportuni琀椀es 
s琀椀ll rely too much on an informal – o昀琀en “friends and 
family” – network, thus de-selec琀椀ng a large sec琀椀on of 
candidates and star琀椀ng an early pa琀琀ern of reinforcing 
social inequali琀椀es. Unpaid internships are equally 
exclusive of those from disadvantaged backgrounds. 
Those formal approaches that there are, for example 
the work placement element of the new T-Levels, are 
onerous for employers and in昀氀exible.

– The dispropor琀椀onately posi琀椀ve impact that these 
昀椀rst links with employers can have for those from 
disadvantaged backgrounds means that employers 
must consider what more they can do to reach out to 
young people who might not otherwise have these 
opportuni琀椀es. Businesses should get involved with 
schools and colleges as many of our members already 
do, o昀昀ering work placements, internships and other 
engagement opportuni琀椀es to assist with the transi琀椀on 
from school to work.

– More must be done to inform young people about 

all the op琀椀ons available to them and to a琀琀ract bright 
school leavers from all backgrounds to undertake 
appren琀椀ceships and other voca琀椀onal routes. 
Educa琀椀on about the range of careers and op琀椀ons 
on o昀昀er should also begin earlier, at primary school, 
while greater awareness-raising amongst parents and 
careers advisers must be a priority. Our hardworking 
teachers should be supported to become be琀琀er skills 
advisers and society at large must be encouraged 
to change its perspec琀椀ve. Furthermore, while there 
has been some progress on making voca琀椀onal and 
academic routes more equal, there is s琀椀ll a long way 
to go. We must reach parity of esteem between the 
two more quickly.

– The Appren琀椀ceship Levy must be made to work so 
that it delivers the skilled workforce employers and 
the economy need. We must reverse the decline in 
the number of appren琀椀ceship starts and ensure that 
more people are recruited onto – and complete – 
appren琀椀ceships at all levels.

– Many of our members have concluded that relying 
solely on tradi琀椀onal routes to recruit sta昀昀 is no longer 
enough to provide the talented – and diverse – 
workforce they need. Employers must look closely at 
how and where they recruit to ensure that it is 昀椀t for 
purpose and not needlessly excluding bright young 
people with poten琀椀al.
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– The Further Educa琀椀on sector is cri琀椀cal both to the 
crea琀椀on of a skilled workforce and to social mobility. 
However, it faces numerous challenges. It must 
be supported to ensure it is able to play its part in 

delivering a strong economy.  

Meaningful improvements to social mobility and e昀昀ec琀椀ve 
educa琀椀on and training are two key ways of addressing 
the UK’s low produc琀椀vity and of ensuring that we have the 
high-skill economy we need. Suppor琀椀ng social mobility is 
the right thing to do. If the UK is to ensure inclusive growth, 
we need the Government and business leaders to work 
together to 昀椀nd ways to drive opportuni琀椀es for social 
mobility at the same 琀椀me as ensuring a skilled workforce.
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Key points and recommenda琀椀ons
1. Access to work experience and internships that enhance 

employability should not be dependent on who, 
rather than what, you know. The “default” prac琀椀ce of 
providing informal work experience for the children 
of friends and family reinforces social inequali琀椀es and 
must be looked at more closely by companies.

2. The dispropor琀椀onately posi琀椀ve impact links with 
employers can have for those from disadvantaged 
backgrounds should encourage employers to consider 
what more they can do to reach out to young people 
who might not otherwise have these opportuni琀椀es.

3. The 45-60 day speci昀椀ca琀椀on for T-Level work 
placements should be made more 昀氀exible in order  
to ensure that the maximum number of employers  
are able engage with them, giving as many young 
people as possible the opportunity to undertake a 
work placement.

4. Learning about the workplace during the primary 
school years should be increased. This would be 
especially valuable for children who live in an 
environment of high unemployment, in order to raise 
ambi琀椀ons, open up possibili琀椀es and to help to break 
down barriers.

5. More schools must allow employers in to speak to all 
children about the full range of opportuni琀椀es on o昀昀er. 

6. All students would bene昀椀t from much more 
systema琀椀c exposure to the range of possible careers - 
those who are certain that they will go to university as 
well as those who do not know which route to pursue.

7. The view that technical and voca琀椀onal educa琀椀on is only 
‘for other people’s children’ must be addressed more 
昀椀rmly, more quickly and in a more coordinated way. We 
must do more to genuinely achieve “parity of esteem” 
between voca琀椀onal and academic quali昀椀ca琀椀ons. 

8. All universi琀椀es should consider providing degree 
appren琀椀ceships. This would further increase 
opportuni琀椀es for young people from disadvantaged 
backgrounds, as well as others, to earn while they 
learn, mi琀椀ga琀椀ng the fact that students from the 
lowest income backgrounds o昀琀en incur the highest 
debts whilst they are in higher educa琀椀on as they have 
few other sources of support.

9. Although some progress has been made, the non-
graduate route s琀椀ll has no single admissions process 
comparable to UCAS. This makes it di昀케cult for young 
people to access all of the op琀椀ons in one place, and to 
evaluate the quality and likely outcomes of the various 
alterna琀椀ves. This should be addressed more quickly.

10. The Appren琀椀ceship Levy should be evolved into a 
broader skills levy, with increased 昀氀exibility to allow 
it to be spent on other types of high-quality technical 
skills training.

11. Although the increased focus on higher and 
degree level appren琀椀ceships is important and 
to be welcomed, intermediate appren琀椀ceships 
are important star琀椀ng points for those from 
disadvantaged backgrounds. Provision for lower levels 
of appren琀椀ceships deserves be琀琀er protec琀椀on – and 
Government funding – in order to help these young 
people onto the ladder. 

12. Employers must ensure that their recruitment 
processes enable them to a琀琀ract and recruit talented 
individuals from all backgrounds. They must also be 
wary of crea琀椀ng ar琀椀昀椀cial barriers which limit social 
mobility, for example, requiring a degree for all roles 
as a ma琀琀er of course, thereby excluding those who 
may have taken a voca琀椀onal quali昀椀ca琀椀on.

13. Employers should also examine whether there are 
internal barriers within the company that hamper 
those from disadvantaged backgrounds who are 
appointed, from progressing up the career ladder, 
as well as developing programmes which support 
personal development.

14. Employers should improve how they collaborate and 
share best prac琀椀ce with one another, via forums such 
as The 5% Club, for example.

15. There is an inequality between academic and 
voca琀椀onal educa琀椀on which is demonstrated in the 
di昀케cul琀椀es faced by the FE sector. This ul琀椀mately 
restricts social mobility and does not meet the UK’s 
economic needs. In par琀椀cular, the low funding and 
lack of investment is star琀椀ng to a昀昀ect the curriculum 
and quality of provision.
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While these “invisible” work experience placements are 
useful for the individual, they perpetuate social inequality 
and do not necessarily produce the best result for both 
business and society. 

Not only do people from disadvantaged backgrounds 
o昀琀en lack the contacts to be able to access these 
opportuni琀椀es, they can also lack the other essen琀椀al 
elements of being able to undertake informal internships, 
even if one were o昀昀ered. For example, while many 
are cushioned by their family’s 昀椀nancial and emo琀椀onal 
support, accommoda琀椀on they are able to stay in  
rent-free and other assistance, those from disadvantaged 
backgrounds lack these 昀椀nancial bu昀昀ers and are therefore 
excluded. According to research by The Su琀琀on Trust5, an 
unpaid internship costs a single person living in London 
a minimum of £1,019 per month, while in Manchester it 
costs at least £827 a month.

Ensuring a level playing 昀椀eld
The job market is extremely compe琀椀琀椀ve. Undertaking 
internships and work experience o昀昀ers individuals a way 
of making themselves more employable. Research3 has 

shown that work placements, while bene昀椀cial to all young 
people in helping them access future employment, are 
par琀椀cularly valuable for young people from low socio-
economic backgrounds, giving them access to the work 
environment and improving employability. 

Securing such placements is in itself becoming increasingly 
compe琀椀琀椀ve. Many young people are able to use their 
social networks – family friends or rela琀椀ves who work 
somewhere useful to access informal internships. Indeed, 
in 2017, the Ins琀椀tute for Public Policy Research (IPPR) 
found4 that while around 11,000 internships are adver琀椀sed 
each year, the real number on o昀昀er is closer to 70,000.

3  Michael Kerrigan, Amy Manktelow & Eunice Simmons,  
 No琀�ngham Trent University, April 2018

4  The Inbetweeners: The new role of internships in the graduate  
 labour market, IPPR, 2017

5  Unpaid, Unadver琀椀sed, Unfair, The Su琀琀on Trust, 2018
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“People will always want to help their 
friends, but it isn’t right that some 
kids get a hand up in this way while 
the ones who need it most are stuck 
where they are. The only way to 
end informal work experience is to 
legislate against it.”

Where work experience is being formalised and made 
accessible for people from all backgrounds, recent 
research6 has found that there are not enough placements 
available. For example, the new T-Level technical 
quali昀椀ca琀椀ons, the 昀椀rst of which will be introduced by 
2020, will require a 45-60 day work experience placement 
for each student. They will not be able to complete the 
quali昀椀ca琀椀on un琀椀l they have undertaken a placement. 
However, given the length of the placements and the fact 
that most of those undertaking them will be between 
16-18 – meaning that they will require close supervision 
and have few exis琀椀ng skills to o昀昀er employers – only a 
quarter of employers7 are willing or able to provide such 
placements without any 昀椀nancial assistance. This is an 
issue which has been highlighted by our own members in 
the interviews for this paper. Only one in ten employers 
currently provides placements which meet these 
speci昀椀ca琀椀ons8. The 5% Club believes that the length of 
these placements should be made more 昀氀exible in order 
to ensure that the maximum number of employers are 
able engage with them, giving as many young people as 
possible the opportunity to undertake a work placement.

Informal internships will always be something individuals 
are keen to o昀昀er to the children of friends and rela琀椀ves. 
However this gives those that are able to access them 
a compe琀椀琀椀ve edge which they have not gained on a 
level playing 昀椀eld, via an open recruitment process. It 
means that people without the social capital of a support 
network of contacts with jobs are denied opportuni琀椀es 
which might help them get onto the employment ladder, 
essen琀椀ally undermining e昀昀orts to increase social mobility 
and bring out all that is the brightest and the best in our 

next genera琀椀on. An emerging posi琀椀ve trend is that there 
is more nega琀椀ve press coverage of companies o昀昀ering 
unfair unpaid internships.

6  Reforming Technical Educa琀椀on, Employers views of T-Levels, CIPD,  
 August 2018  

7 Ibid

Some of our members are of the view that the only way 
to end this prac琀椀ce is to make it illegal. Although there 
may be a case for legisla琀椀ng against informal internships, 
we believe that it would be very hard to enforce. While 
this should not necessarily be a reason not to legislate, 
The 5% Club believes that the way to resolve this is for 
more employers to develop strong links with schools 
and colleges in deprived areas and to increase the access 
young people in those areas have to workplaces, mentors 
and work experience. This should be teamed with more 
awareness-raising via collabora琀椀ve employer forums 
of how unfair the prac琀椀ce is, and internal policies and 
procedures within companies discouraging it. Indeed, 
some of our members already have policies which do not 
allow any unpaid internships, including informal.

8  City & Guilds and the Associa琀椀on of Employment and Learning   
 Providers, May 2018
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Increasing awareness and 
understanding

Technical and voca琀椀onal educa琀椀on are cri琀椀cal to the 
economy and to providing the skilled workforce employers 
need to deliver growth. They also o昀昀er an excellent way 
to improve social mobility and provide routes into ful昀椀lling 
careers for those from disadvantaged backgrounds. 
However, to play their part in doing this, people must 
know what is available and have con昀椀dence in the system. 
Young people from disadvantaged backgrounds o昀琀en 
do not have the informed support network in place to 
help them 昀椀nd out what op琀椀ons are available to them 
once they leave educa琀椀on. This can result in many 
pursuing lower-skilled routes due to a lack of awareness of 
voca琀椀onal and technical training, to the detriment of their 
own life chances and to employers, who are missing out 
on the chance to employ talented individuals.

In countries with higher levels of social mobility, such 
as Germany, the Netherlands, Finland, Denmark and 
Sweden, pupils are o昀昀ered informa琀椀on and advice at 
school on technical and voca琀椀onal pathways which are 
respected by employers, and which do not carry the label 
of “second best”. This is what welcome recent UK policy 
announcements are aiming to deliver – but more must be 
done to achieve it and it must be done faster.

Part of the solu琀椀on to this is about increasing awareness 
and understanding of what appren琀椀ceships are and what 
they o昀昀er, to address outdated percep琀椀ons and improve 
take-up amongst people from all backgrounds. The 5% 
Club has a number of sugges琀椀ons for what should happen 
to make this a reality:

– The 5% Club believes learning about the workplace 
during the primary school years should be increased. 
These early years are par琀椀cularly forma琀椀ve. For 
all children, we believe it is important that they 
meet adults beyond their own local area and social 
networks, in order to gain a broader understanding 
about the types of work available and the range 
of di昀昀erent paths they could follow. However, this 
is especially valuable for children who live in an 
environment of high unemployment, in order to raise 
ambi琀椀ons, open up possibili琀椀es and to help to break 
down barriers. 

– The same goes for delivering e昀昀ec琀椀ve careers advice 
throughout school, to ensure that all young people 
have an understanding of the range of jobs and 

industries they could work in. We believe all students 
would bene昀椀t from much more systema琀椀c exposure 
to the range of possible careers - those who are 
certain that they will go to university as well as those 
who do not know which route to pursue.

“Some parents s琀椀ll view 
appren琀椀ceships as being very 琀椀ed to 
one job – they don’t understand all 
the future possibili琀椀es. So there needs 
to be more communica琀椀on around 
degree appren琀椀ceships and other 
opportuni琀椀es. Schools also need to 
embed that informa琀椀on, so children 
know that appren琀椀ceships aren’t just 
for mechanics and hairdressers – 
there are a whole range of di昀昀erent 
areas that are covered and a huge 
amount of op琀椀ons for the future.”

“Where the schools have a  
designated careers o昀케cer, that has 
had a real impact.”



11

– The Government has posi琀椀oned appren琀椀ceships as 
the main alterna琀椀ve to the academic route. However, 
in spite of the Government’s ambi琀椀ons, there remains 
a view amongst many careers advisors, teachers and 
parents that appren琀椀ceships are a second-best op琀椀on. 
In 2015 research established that 92% of parents, when 
asked, expressed posi琀椀ve views about appren琀椀ceships, 
but only a third were keen for their own children to 
undertake one9. In the experience of our members, 
this is a percep琀椀on which persists three years later. 
However, voca琀椀onal routes o昀昀er real opportuni琀椀es 
to all, but especially for those from disadvantaged 
backgrounds, to take their 昀椀rst steps onto the 
employment ladder with the security of being paid. 
They also o昀昀er long-term job security and high earning 
poten琀椀al: for example, according to our members, 
in key sectors such as engineering and construc琀椀on, 
higher level appren琀椀ceships can o昀昀er be琀琀er life琀椀me 
earnings than most undergraduate degrees.

“The Degree Appren琀椀ceship is a 
great news story, but we aren’t doing 
anywhere near enough as a country 
to publicise them or encourage bodies 
that wouldn’t previously have had a 
degree approach, to explore and  
o昀昀er them.”

“There has been some really posi琀椀ve 
change over the past 7 or 8 years. We 
are 昀椀nding that schools are invi琀椀ng 
us to open days to tell the children 
how appren琀椀ceship schemes operate. 
Unfortunately, we s琀椀ll can’t get into 
private or grammar schools to talk to 
those children. There is s琀椀ll a bit of 
blind spot about appren琀椀ceships not 
being for the brightest and the best.”

– The view that technical and voca琀椀onal educa琀椀on is only 
‘for other people’s children’ must be addressed more 
昀椀rmly, more quickly and in a more coordinated way. We 
must do more to genuinely achieve “parity of esteem” 
between voca琀椀onal and academic quali昀椀ca琀椀ons.

– Our members’ view is that there remains a signi昀椀cant 
amount of awareness-raising to be done about 
appren琀椀ceships. Understanding needs to be 
improved, 昀椀rstly, about the fact that they are available 
in a wide range of sectors, o昀昀er ful昀椀lling careers and 
paid learning on-the-job from day one for people 

from all backgrounds. More must also be done to 
raise awareness about the di昀昀erent levels available. 
Those undertaking higher voca琀椀onal educa琀椀on 
funded by employers graduate without debt and go 
straight into a full-琀椀me job. They can go on to higher 
degrees. Indeed, we believe that all universi琀椀es should 
be considering degree appren琀椀ceships, which would 
further increase opportuni琀椀es for young people from 
disadvantaged backgrounds, as well as others, to 
be able to earn while they learn, mi琀椀ga琀椀ng the fact 
that students from the lowest income backgrounds 
o昀琀en incur the highest debts whilst they are in higher 
educa琀椀on as they have few other sources of support.

– Although some progress has been made, the  
non-graduate route s琀椀ll has no single admissions process 
comparable to UCAS. This makes it di昀케cult for young 
people to access all of the op琀椀ons in one place, and to 
evaluate the quality and likely outcomes of the various 
alterna琀椀ves. This should be addressed more quickly.

9  The Commission on Appren琀椀ceships, Demos, 2015
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“One of our employees le昀琀 school at 16 and was told by them that he would end 
up working in a factory. His interest in stripping down machines to 昀椀nd out why 
they aren’t working was not recognised or encouraged as something valuable 
at school, but this interest and curiosity – these skills – are something industry 
needs. This young man did a cra昀琀 appren琀椀ceship with us, was sponsored though 
HND and is just comple琀椀ng a part-琀椀me Engineering degree, again with our 
sponsorship. Not bad for somebody apparently “doomed” to be in a factory!”

“Careers advice s琀椀ll does not really signpost appren琀椀ceships for bright kids. We 
do lots and lots of work with schools and you tend to get the more challenging 
students in the school rather than the whole class. It is extremely rare that you 
get an open pla琀昀orm. Ideally you want to do your pitch to everyone so that 
students are advised about all op琀椀ons available to them. We went into one 
school recently and were told that we shouldn’t men琀椀on appren琀椀ceships. They 
wanted them to go on to A Levels and university – appren琀椀ceships didn’t apply 
to their students as far as they were concerned.”
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The Appren琀椀ceship Levy was introduced in April 2017. 
Although one of the Government’s key aims in designing 
the Levy was to put employers in the driving set in rela琀椀on 
to training, the fact that the Levy is so prescrip琀椀ve means 
that many are simply rebranding exis琀椀ng training in order 
to get as much of their Levy back as possible. While this is 
understandable and allowed – even encouraged – under 
the Levy’s rules, it does not achieve what the economy 
needs, which is more training overall. Furthermore, in 
spite of this rebranding of exis琀椀ng training, recent 昀椀gures10 

show that skills training in the economy overall has also 
dropped at every level, with only 37% of Britons having 
undertaken any training over the past three years, down 
from 41% in 2015 and the majority of those surveyed 
indica琀椀ng that they do not intend to undertake any 
training in the next three years either.

Making sure the Appren琀椀ceship 
Levy works for everyone

“The Appren琀椀ceship Levy is not 
something which will sort itself out. It 
isn’t teething problems. If it isn’t 昀椀xed, 
it will do a genera琀椀on of damage. It 
has to be 昀椀xed.”

“Appren琀椀ceships are a key way of 
future proo昀椀ng the UK workforce, 
par琀椀cularly in sectors where there is a 
skills shortage, such as construc琀椀on.”

“The 24-month life琀椀me to draw 
down on funds is too short for smaller 
companies. For example, they may 
only take on one appren琀椀ce once 
every three years or every four years 

because this is all they have the 
capacity for. But they are losing a large 
amount of their funding. This needs to 
be extended.”

Furthermore, it is well-documented that there has been 
a signi昀椀cant decline in appren琀椀ceship starts since the 
introduc琀椀on of the Levy11, with 28% fewer starts in the 
last academic year on the previous year. Although some 
of this can be a琀琀ributed to the fact that employers have 
been adjus琀椀ng to the new approach, The 5% Club believes 
that the scale of the decline, teamed with the need for 
more skills and improved social mobility, calls for changes 
to the Levy. This could be addressed, for example, by 
evolving the Levy into a broader skills levy, allowing it to 
be spent on other types of high-quality technical skills 
training, as has been suggested by the CBI and others.

The biggest decline in starts was in “intermediate” 
appren琀椀ceships, the basic level, which saw a decline of 
38% to 52,000. Although the increased focus on higher 
and degree level appren琀椀ceships is important and to be 
welcomed, intermediate appren琀椀ceships are important 
star琀椀ng points for those from disadvantaged backgrounds. 

There is now an imbalance in provision which is to 
the detriment of those who relied on lower-level 
appren琀椀ceships as access points. The Social Mobility and 
Child Poverty Commission12 has found that appren琀椀ceship 
starts among the under-25s are now signi昀椀cantly fewer 
than those among the over-25s.

We therefore believe that provision for lower levels 
of appren琀椀ceships deserves be琀琀er protec琀椀on – and 
Government funding – in order to help these young people 
onto the ladder. In order to be琀琀er protect these routes, 
there should be no employer contribu琀椀on for either 
non-Levy payers or for those that exceed their Levy when 
recrui琀椀ng 16-24 year olds onto intermediate appren琀椀ceships.

12  Appren琀椀ceships, young people, and social mobility:  
 The Social Mobility and Child Poverty Commission’s submission to   
 the Appren琀椀ceships Inquiry by the subcommi琀琀ee on Educa琀椀on, Skills   
 and the Economy, Social Mobility and Child Poverty Commission, 2016 

10  Department for Educa琀椀on, Learning and Work Ins琀椀tute, August 2018
11  Appren琀椀ceship and levy sta琀椀s琀椀cs, Department for Educa琀椀on,  

 June 2018
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The role of employers

Most obviously, the role of employers is in ensuring 
that their recruitment processes enable them to a琀琀ract 
and recruit talented individuals from all backgrounds. 
Many employers s琀椀ll rely on tradi琀椀onal methods in their 
recrui琀椀ng prac琀椀ces. Furthermore, the increase in the 
number of people pursuing university studies has led 

to employers reques琀椀ng degrees for tradi琀椀onally non-
graduate roles despite their being no change to the skills 
required for the role. In some cases, these ar琀椀昀椀cial barriers 
are limi琀椀ng social mobility and excluding those who may 
have taken a voca琀椀onal quali昀椀ca琀椀on. Non-academic routes 
to the job market must be made easier to understand and 
must be supported by employers. 

Where our members have implemented programmes 
which have delivered results, these are usually strategically 
planned, measured and supported at a senior level.

“In 2015 we removed UCAS points 
as one way to widen the range of 
people who applied to work here. We 
concluded that this was an indicator 
more related to social class rather 
than predic琀椀ve of future poten琀椀al. 
We have also widened the range of 
universi琀椀es and schools we work with. 
We have always worked with schools 
around our o昀케ces, but we have 
started asking our people to think a 
bit di昀昀erently – by mapping our o昀케ce 
network against the map of social 
mobility hotspots, we realized that we 
could make a real di昀昀erence just by 
travelling for half an hour to an hour. 
That’s been really powerful for us.”

“In 2013, we made the decision to 
drop academic entry requirements 
at graduate and school leaver entry 
level as one of a package of measures 
aimed at making it easier for people 
from a wide range of backgrounds 
to access our business. We have also 
redesigned our trainee applica琀椀on 
form, so it no longer has any 
weigh琀椀ngs around extra-curricular 
ac琀椀vi琀椀es or work experience. And we 
now engage with a wider range of 
target schools and universi琀椀es.”

Employers must examine their recruitment processes to 
ensure they understand where talented applicants from 
di昀昀erent backgrounds fall through the cracks. Of course, 
support should extend beyond those at entry level. 
Employers should also examine whether there are internal 
barriers within the company that hamper those from 
disadvantaged backgrounds who are appointed, from 
progressing up the career ladder, as well as developing 
programmes which support personal development.

Finally, employers should also improve how they 
collaborate and share best prac琀椀ce with one another, via 
forums such as The 5% Club, for example.
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“This year we will enter the Social Mobility Employer Index for the 昀椀rst 琀椀me. 
We are also running our Movement to Work scheme for the 昀椀rst 琀椀me in the UK 
– a programme which includes work placements for 16-24 year olds who are 
not in employment, educa琀椀on or training (NEETs). We know that those from 
disadvantaged backgrounds can miss out on the contacts other young people 
have via their social networks and long-established links their schools have with 
employers. This is a way of giving young people from less well-o昀昀 backgrounds 
an insight into the world of work and of reducing the numbers that are slipping 
through the net.”
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Strengthening the Further 
Educa琀椀on sector
The 5% Club’s members are very suppor琀椀ve of the UK’s 
wide network of further educa琀椀on (FE) providers. As 
highlighted in our member survey earlier in 2018, 91% 
of our members feel that the FE sector is cri琀椀cal to 
voca琀椀onal skills and training. It also plays an important 
role in social mobility, giving thousands of people every 
year the opportunity to upskill and improve their chances 
of securing employment or changing careers. Over 3 
million people a year in the UK access some form of FE, in 
a range of di昀昀erent se琀�ngs, from colleges and community 
centres, to prisons and the armed forces. 

However, our members are concerned that there is an 
inequality between academic and voca琀椀onal educa琀椀on 
which is demonstrated in the di昀케cul琀椀es faced by the FE 
sector. This ul琀椀mately restricts social mobility and does 
not meet the UK’s economic needs.

“We struggle with assessors, as a lot 
of the colleges are seeing massive 
turnover when it comes to their 
teaching sta昀昀, par琀椀cularly for NVQs. 
Sta昀昀 at FE colleges are very under 
resourced, working a lot of hours, 
without the 琀椀me to develop their own 
understanding of what it’s like to be 
in business. This has a massive impact 
on the students that are coming 
through. Quite o昀琀en it is those from 
disadvantaged backgrounds that  
miss out.”

The challenges faced by the sector include the fact that 
there is no coherent strategy or vision for the future to 
ensure that FE is able to deliver for employers and the 
economy. There are concerns in some cases about the 
quality of the teachers and indeed, the number of them: 
o昀케cial sta琀椀s琀椀cs show a sharp decline in teachers in 
further educa琀椀on colleges, a fall of nearly 20,000 between 
2010 and 201713. The biggest issue however, is the low 
funding and a lack of investment the FE sector has faced in 
recent years, which is star琀椀ng to a昀昀ect the curriculum and 
quality of provision.

Between 1998 and 2016, FE funding was halved, (primary 
and secondary school funding per pupil doubled in the 
same period). Indeed, the funding rate for 16 to 18 year 
olds has remained unchanged for six years in a row14, 
resul琀椀ng in signi昀椀cant real-terms funding cut for FE 
providers in that period. Further educa琀椀on spending per 
student was 45% higher than secondary school spending 
in 1990 yet will be around 10% lower in 2019-2015. With 
current and predicted requirements for the skills training 
FE provides set to increase, these ins琀椀tu琀椀ons need more 
investment in facili琀椀es such as high-tech laboratories and 
workshops, par琀椀cularly in the digital and engineering 
spaces, moving more towards ‘live environment’ car 
workshops and restaurants. Addi琀椀onally the FE sector 
needs to employ industry specialists who o昀琀en expect 
high salaries to be incen琀椀vised away from their sector into 
the classroom. 

“Careers advice at FE level is also really 
poor. They don’t have the knowledge 
themselves to be able to advise the 

young people.”

13  h琀琀ps://www.theguardian.com/educa琀椀on/2018/feb/04/30000- 
 teacher-shor琀昀all--secondary-schools-further-educa琀椀on

14  h琀琀ps://feweek.co.uk/2018/01/09/dfe-disappoint-as-16-to-18-funding-  
 rate-rise-rejected/

15  Ins琀椀tute for Fiscal Studies, 2017
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“We struggle with assessors, as a lot 
of the colleges are seeing massive 
turnover of assessors and tutors, 
par琀椀cularly for NVQs.”

The 5% Club is fully suppor琀椀ve of the FE sector. Individual 
and na琀椀onal prosperity will su昀昀er signi昀椀cantly if both 
workers and employers cannot obtain access to world-class 
technical training across the country. But more needs to 
be done to strengthen it and ensure it is able to deliver the 

high-quality skills and training employers and the economy 
need. Funding for the sector needs to be stabilised. 
Rela琀椀onships with employers must be strengthened – with 
both FE providers and employers taking responsibility 
for making this happen. And there must be a period 
of consolida琀椀on, to allow for the reforms to become 
established and for the sector to focus on making them a 
success. Over the past three years, there have been over 
25 signi昀椀cant pieces of legisla琀椀on rela琀椀ng to the FE sector 
which have le昀琀 the further educa琀椀on landscape looking 
very di昀昀erent today compared to how it looked even ten 
years ago. While many of the changes have been posi琀椀ve, 
being in a permanent state of 昀氀ux has le昀琀 many working in 
the FE sector with reform fa琀椀gue – there must be greater 
stability over the next decade to allow the sector and those 
working in it to return to strength.
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Conclusion

The expansion of technical and voca琀椀onal educa琀椀on has 
the poten琀椀al to make a real impact on improving social 
mobility. To achieve this, while simultaneously delivering 
for the economy, e昀昀orts to enhance the standing of 
voca琀椀onal educa琀椀on must be increased and accelerated, 
while more employers should examine their recruitment 
and reten琀椀on processes and consider increasing outreach 
with local schools.



Contact: 

contactus@5percentclub.org.uk

Web:

www.5percentclub.org.uk
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