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Message from our CEO
This is my first annual review as CEO of the Social Mobility Foundation 
and I couldn’t be prouder to take up the leadership of this amazing 
organisation. I want to thank David Johnston OBE, my predecessor. 
Under his guidance over the last ten years the SMF became a genuinely 
national charity with a presence across seven UK cities, and supported 
thousands of young people to achieve their potential. 
A highlight of the last year has been the 
launch of our campaigning and advocacy 
arm, the Department for Opportunities. Like 
all our work, DO is positive, practical, and 
purposeful. We will use our voice and insight 
to champion social mobility, build a coalition 
of supporters, and promote the positive 
action that will achieve change. 

We’ve grown the Social Mobility Employer 
Index, benchmarking the UK’s employers 
on their social mobility action. Employers 
representing a workforce of well over a million 
people took part this year with the majority of 
them now asking new staff about their  
socio-economic background – a real step 
change in mapping the data on social mobility.

Our core programmes have also grown this 
year, with our biggest ever cohort of students 
joining the Aspiring Professionals Programme 
in 2019. Our newest city programmes in 
Liverpool and Cardiff are now well established 
and our undergraduate programme is going 
from strength to strength.

As I write, the UK is operating under severe 
restrictions on movement with schools, 
universities, and employers closed in order 
to support the response to the coronavirus 
pandemic. All of us are struggling to process 
the profound changes we are experiencing. 
The young people we work with were already 
at a disadvantage before coronavirus, 
less likely to access elite universities and 
professions than their better-off peers. We 
cannot yet be sure what the impact will be on 
our economy and society in the long term, 
but we know that in an economic downturn 
the gap is likely to widen. Now, more than 
ever, the work of SMF to ensure young people 
achieve their potential is critical. With the 
generous support of our funders, skilled 
volunteers, and partners we will continue 
advocating for social mobility to be on the 
agenda, and enabling our students to secure 
the opportunities they deserve. 

Sarah Atkinson
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The Aspiring Professionals 
Programme (APP):

APP City
For young people in Birmingham, Cardiff, 
Glasgow, Leeds, London, Liverpool, 
Manchester, and Newcastle.

APP Residential
For young people wherever they live in the 
UK, who are brought to a central location in 
partnership with organisations including: Arup, 
Clifford Chance, Health Education England, 
Herbert Smith Freehills, Jacobs, J.P. Morgan, 
KPMG, Linklaters, Neil Stevens Fellowship,  
PA Consulting, and White & Case.

APP Reach
Targeted at young people in harder to reach 
parts of the UK who may be unable to attend 
workshops in person in our target cities. 
Students are given access to online resources, 
tutorials, webinars, as well as university and job 
application advice.

The issue The SMF approach
We support eligible young people from the moment 
they join our programme, aged 16-17, right up until 
they graduate and enter employment. We promote 
our programme across the UK and in 2019 our 
Aspiring Professionals were drawn from over 750 
schools and colleges.
Participants are:

• Personally eligible for Free School Meals (FSM) and/or will be the first 
generation in their families to attend university, having attended a 
school with a significant proportion of pupils on Free School Meals.*

• Predicted at least ABB at A-Level or ABBB at Highers and have 
obtained at least 5 A grades at GCSE or 5 A/B grades at National 5.

*  The SMF is pleased to have become a signatory of the Care Leaver Covenant (CLC) in 
May 2019. Care experienced young people automatically satisfy our social criteria.

Employees in elite occupations 
who are from working-class 
backgrounds earn on average

£6,400 less
a year than their peers from 
wealthier backgrounds.

£

‘The Class Ceiling: Why it Pays to be Privileged,’ 
Sam Friedman and Daniel Laurison (2019)

‘State of the Nation 2019: Social Mobility in Great Britain,’ 
Social Mobility Commission (2019)

of students eligible for Free School Meals 
go on to study at the most selective 
universities.

Only 

5%

‘Elitist Britain,’ The Sutton Trust and the Social Mobility 
Commission (2019)

65% of senior judges 

59% of civil service permanent secretaries

57% of the House of Lords

44% of newspaper columnists

were privately educated. 

Only 7% of the whole UK 

population went to private school. 

‘State of the Nation 2017: Social Mobility in Great Britain,’ 
Social Mobility Commission (2017)

In Kensington and 
Chelsea, half of 
disadvantaged 

teenagers make it 
to university, but the 

figure for the same 
group in Barnsley, 

Hastings, and  
Eastbourne is  

just 10%.
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The SMF student journey
Our programme aims to level the 
playing field for high achieving 
students who have the ability and 
ambition to flourish at competitive 
universities and in top jobs, but 
currently lack the opportunities and 
networks to help them get there. 

Undergraduate 
support

Students join our 
programme when 
they are 16-17  
years old

Into 
employment  
and beyond

We offer support to students across 11 professional career sectors:

THE JOURNEY

 Accountancy
 Architecture
 Banking & Finance
 Biology & Chemistry

 Business
 Digital
 Engineering & Physics
 Law

 Media & Communications
 Medicine
 Politics

Our reach 
Where you are born has a huge 
impact on opportunities for social 
progress. The Social Mobility 
Commission ranked all local 
authorities in England from 1 to 324 
on how well they do across a range 
of social mobility measures. 
Some parts of the UK offer better prospects 
for social mobility whereas others lag behind 
socially and economically. These lower ranking 
areas are known as social mobility ‘cold spots.’ 
West Somerset is the worst ranked area for 
social progress for those from disadvantaged 
backgrounds (ranked number 324). The average 
weekly wage is £312 a week compared with £670 
in the London borough of Wandsworth (ranked 
number 4).

We work with young people no matter where they live 
in the UK, from the Isle of Wight to the Western Isles. 
By working with young people through our regional 
offices, APP Residentials, and APP Reach, we are able 
to support those from harder to reach areas and social 
mobility ‘cold spots.’

Glasgow

Newcastle

Leeds

Manchester

Liverpool

Birmingham

London

Cardiff

‘State of the Nation 2017: Social Mobility in Great Britain,’ 
Social Mobility Commission (2017)

Mentoring
Work  
placements

Career and  
skill sessions

University and  
job application 
support

In 2019, we opened our Cardiff office and 
welcomed an initial cohort of 50 students from 
across 8 local authorities in south Wales. 

38% of students on APP Reach were from 
social mobility ‘cold spots’ in 2019.

Students are guided through their SMF journey via four areas 
of support:
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The SMF in numbers In their own words

Jihan  
Year 13 student 
in our Medicine 
sector

Without the SMF I wouldn’t have been able 
to gain the relevant experience I needed in 
the field of medicine. I have gained a lot of 
confidence in my abilities and am now able 
to network with new people, for example, 
and use my voice. My time here has been 
invaluable.

Rayhana 
Year 13 student 
in our Digital 
sector

Being a part of the SMF programme has 
been invaluable in enriching my personal 
development. I feel very supported and 
my participation in the Young Women’s 
Series in particular has aided me to explore 
professional life as well as introducing me to 
inspirational women. I am now more aware 
of opportunities in different career paths 
that I hadn’t been previously.

1,842

Aspiring Professionals 
joined our 2019 cohort.

employers from across the 
UK hosted internships for 
our Aspiring Professionals 
in 2019.

279 events held for Aspiring 
Professionals across the 
UK in 2019.

Over 5,500  
Aspiring Professionals are 
currently studying  
at university.

SMF alumni  
are now  
working at over

To date, the Social Mobility Employer  
Index has received submissions from  

174 employers that collectively  

employ 1.5 million people in the UK.
500 organisations.

213

We work with mentors 
who volunteer  
their time, energy, and 
expertise from over

600  
organisations.

students participated 
in an APP Residential 
in 2019.263

98% of SMF students who 
graduated in 2018 are now in 
employment or further study.

63%

of Aspiring 
Professionals who 
attended university 
went to a Russell 
Group institution.
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University 
application 
support
We take Aspiring Professionals to visit the 
most selective universities across the UK.  
The SMF gives students the encouragement 
and guidance in making competitive 
applications to these institutions. 

In 2019 we ran 25 university visits to the 
UK’s leading universities. 

100% of students who attended our 
Oxbridge admissions events across the UK 
rated them as excellent or good.

Following our residential visit to Mansfield 
College, University of Oxford, the number 
of students who said they would consider 
applying to the university rose by 42%.

100% of students said that attending 
the Mock Interview Workshop in 
Manchester taught them them to 
present themselves and their ideas 
effectively an essential element of 
succeeding at medical school interviews. 

Careers and skills sessions 
Our skills sessions are designed to give Aspiring Professionals 
detailed guidance for approaching university and job applications as 
well as confidence entering professional life.

of students who attended one of our Making an 
Impression workshops across the UK said that after the 
event they felt more confident about making a good 
impression in a professional environment.

95%

 I really enjoyed all of 
the sessions at the 
Recruitment Secrets 
event as they were 
incredibly useful! I 
now feel better 
prepared to start 
looking for graduate 
job opportunities.

Isabella, undergraduate 
student in our Biology & 
Chemistry sector

 Attending the Making 
an Impression event 
increased my 
confidence as it took 
place in a busy office 
environment. These 
professional spaces 
now seem a lot less 
intimidating.

Sam, year 13 student  
in our Biology & 
Chemistry sector

 The Medicine Futures 
Day was very 
motivating. As we 
were a small group of 
students, it felt like a 
supportive and open 
environment which is 
something that isn’t 
available elsewhere.

Isina, year 13 student in 
our Medicine sector
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Mentoring
When students join the 
programme aged 16-17, they 
are matched to a professional 
mentor for the first year of 
their SMF journey. 

Undergraduate Aspiring 
Professionals are offered the 
opportunity to be mentored 
by another professional 
for six months. This is 
designed to help them with 
job applications, securing 
internships, and navigating 
the competitive graduate 
recruitment market.
We currently partner with seven 
organisations to provide tailored 
mentoring experiences to 
undergraduate students: Accenture, 
Bank of England, The Co-operative 
Bank, J.P. Morgan, Macquarie Group, 
Morgan Stanley, and Newton Europe. 

1829 professionals mentored an SMF 
student in 2019.

Justin and Nailaa were introduced in 2019. 
They shared their experiences of their 
mentoring relationship with us:

Nailaa
(mentee)

As a result of the mentoring relationship, I have 
a much better understanding what a legal career 
entails. I was free to ask Justin about anything and 
it really helped that he is an expert in his field. 
It has enabled me grow as an individual and be 
more confident when talking about myself. When 
we first met, I was very nervous … however, the 
conversation soon flowed and he was very open to 
any questions that I had.

Justin 
(mentor)

The greatest challenge that we overcame through 
the mentoring was persuading Nailaa that she 
is perfectly capable of the independent thought 
required to flourish in university applications and 
beyond. The SMF mentoring relationships are almost 
always rewarding because of the development 
that you can track, in particular the confidence of 
expression, but the best thing by far was being 
asked by Nailaa to continue as her mentor because 
she has found the relationship beneficial.
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Building a 
graduate 
recruitment 
pipeline 
We support students applying for 
internships and graduate roles to 
give them the best possible chance 
of success. In 2019, we partnered 
with the following firms to provide 
intensive support for SMF applicants:
Accenture, Arup, Aviva, Baker McKenzie, Bank of 
England, Clifford Chance, DAC Beachcroft, Grant 
Thornton, Herbert Smith Freehills, J.P. Morgan, 
KPMG, Linklaters, Macquarie, Morgan Stanley, 
and Newton Europe.

The Recruitment Success Service supports 
undergraduate students by pairing them with a 
professional who can give them bespoke careers 
guidance and application support. 176 students 
received one-to-one CV, application, and interview 
support from a professional in 2019.

Over 1000 undergraduate students attended one 
of our 60 events which were held across the UK to 
develop their employability skills.

  The SMF were amazing in providing 
constant support throughout my 
application process, from offering 

material to help me to be successful 
during the initial application stage, 

to connecting me with a number of 
people in the business that could offer 
tips on how I could excel in my phone 

interview and during my internship.

Bashiru, undergraduate student in 
our Banking & Finance sector

Further opportunities for 
undergraduate students

Helping students to 
impress employers during 

their time with them

Graduate 
job offers

Supporting students 
to make successful 
applications

Initial insight for 
students via work 
placements and events

Work placements
With support from employers, we are able to offer 
our Aspiring Professionals work placements, giving 
them a foot in the door of their chosen career as well 
as enhancing their employability skills.

One +1 at KPMG
We work with KPMG on our  
One +1 campaign, where 
employees offering work 
experience to a young person  
they know are encouraged to 
‘match’ their offer with another for 
an SMF undergraduate student:

17 
participants

2017

84
participants

2018

2019 104
participants

of employers felt that  
working with the SMF  
allowed their organisation  
to reach students they 
wouldn’t usually.

92%
of employers would 
recommend our 
internship programme 
to other employers.

100%

New opportunities for our Aspiring Professionals in 2019 were provided 
by organisations including: Aesica Pharmaceuticals, Bank of England, 
Cerberus, Eversheds, Liverpool Echo, Monzo, and Royal Victoria Infirmary.

 My placement was the most 
wonderful experience. It really 
helped me to develop my 
confidence and it helped  
me to grow as a person and 
taught me so many essential 
skills: from public speaking to 
communicating professionally 
with others.

Hiba, Herbert Smith Freehills 
residential student

 The biggest take away 
from the whole 
experience was seeing 
the student come out 
of their shell during the 
week and become 
much more confident 
in talking to the team, 
asking questions, and 
discussing ideas.

Jenny, placement host at 
Mott McDonald
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The Social 
Mobility 
Employer 
Index
In 2019, the Social Mobility Employer 
Index received 125 entries from 
employers from across 18 different 
sectors who collectively employ 1.1 
million people in the UK. 
The Index was launched in 2017 as an independent 
benchmarking tool, ranking employers on how 
open they are to talent from all class backgrounds. 
Entrants are asked around 100 questions across 7 
different sections – work with young people, routes 
into the employer, attraction, recruitment and 
selection, data collection, progression, culture, and 
experienced hires, and advocacy. Entrants can also 
participate in a voluntary survey of their employees 
to determine how colleagues from different 
backgrounds feel about the culture at work. 

The submissions are marked with the support of an 
advisory group, and the SMF publish the Top 75 
employers for social mobility. 

of entrants have 
examined whether 
their workplace 
culture is welcoming 
to those from lower 
socio-economic 
backgrounds. 

2018 2019

The percentage of 
employers who feel  
their clients care about 
their organisation’s 
socio-economic 
background diversity 
increased from 74% in 
2018 to 86% in 2019.

Only  

38%

53% of Index entrants 
now ask their new 
employees the type of 
school they attended. 

The percentage of  
employers collecting data on 
three or more questions on 
socio-economic background 
from their current employees 
rose from 18% in 2018 to over 
30% in 2019. 

Whilst in 2018, Birmingham and Warwick 
universities were visited by participating  
employers more than Oxbridge, in 2019,  
Oxford and Cambridge were once again  
the most visited universities.
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The Department for 
Opportunities (DO)

Join the Department for Opportunities – DO something.

In February 2020 we launched the Department for Opportunities (DO) –  
our campaign and advocacy arm and an exciting new venture for  
our organisation. 
While the Social Mobility Foundation reaches 
thousands of young people each year and aims to 
improve social mobility in a practical and targeted 
way, the Department for Opportunities will instead 
raise the profile of social mobility as a cause with 
the public and build networks with organisations 
and institutions who can improve social mobility 
across the UK.

The Department launched in February with  
“CVs Aren’t working” – a hard hitting billboard 
and social media campaign around recruitment 
practices and unconscious bias. Our Chair, Rt Hon 
Alan Milburn, featured in the press and we are 
extremely grateful for the pro-bono support we 
received from the advertising agency Revolt who 
created a youth-focused, fresh, and compelling 
identity for the launch. 

The Department for Opportunities aims to 
build a coalition across all the organisations and 
institutions who can influence social mobility. 
Schools, universities, employers, local and regional 
government as well as wider civic society. We 
will gather and share best practice and aim to 
shift organisations out of the silos they work in to 
acknowledge what we all know – improving social 
mobility requires co-ordinated action and change  
at all levels. 

We have some exciting plans for the year ahead, 
including the launch of an awareness raising 
campaign which will help us to build an army 
of supporters who want to do something about 
improving social mobility. Our language will be 
positive and hopeful to create a sense that social 
mobility is a cause that ordinary people can do 
something about – it’s not about waiting for 
Government to act.  
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Where are they now? 

Through the SMF Aspiring Professionals 
Programme, I discovered many 
opportunities across various sectors 
that I had never considered before. The 
SMF hosted a wide range of events 
and networking opportunities where I 
got to meet successful people who had 
come from similar backgrounds to me. 
Seeing them excelling broadened my 
horizons, increased my motivation, and 
made me feel confident that I will also 
be successful in the future. The SMF 
offered me support whenever I needed 
it and I am grateful for my mentor 
who supported me through all of my 
graduate job applications and who still 
supports me today!

Being a part of the SMF helped me 
grasp a better understanding of the 
engineering industry. Through the 
Aspiring Professionals Programme, 
I have developed a range of skills 
as the SMF provided a variety of CV 
workshops and mentoring schemes, for 
example. Through their support and 
advice, I was able to confidently aspire 
to study at a top university as well start 
a career in engineering.

Anup 
Graduate 
Consultant, 
Accenture

Aster 
Graduate in the 
Vertical Transport 
Team, Arup

The SMF’s Aspiring Professionals 
Programme and residential hosted by 
J.P. Morgan have been nothing short 
of life-changing. I was first introduced 
to the financial services industry by 
the SMF in 2014. Not only did this 
experience widen my potential career 
considerations, but the contacts and 
relationships that I forged throughout 
the experience, specifically with my 
mentors at J.P. Morgan, were critical in 
enabling me to progress from a state 
school to studying at the LSE. The SMF 
programme, and my experience at 
J.P. Morgan, has allowed me to grow 
both professionally and personally, 
whilst opening countless doors and 
opportunities along the way.

Jeffrey 
Wholesale Payments 
and Corporate 
Banking Analyst,  
J.P. Morgan 
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Thank you! 
We would like to thank all the organisations 
and individuals who have worked with us to 
support our Aspiring Professionals across 
the various stages of their SMF journey. Your 
backing means that they are able to reach 
their potential.

Staff
• Sarah Atkinson (CEO)
• Wah Au
• Ayesha Begum
• Mareen Birresborn
• Elaine Bryceland
• Will Burks
• Deb Conner
• Sarah Crossan
• Bethany Crabtree
• Shauna Dillane
• Gemma Farrell
• Ellie Grange
• Joanne Griffiths
• Katie Hetherington
• Emily Hodgson
• Rubeca Hussain

• Katie Jarman
• Hannah Jenkins
• Lewis Jenkins
• Katy Johnson
• Isabelle Kidder
• Thao Le
• Johnny Lucas
• Megan Morrison
• Kirsty O’Brien
• Lucy Simms
• Katie Stamps
• Jodie Wade
• Jack Wands
• Sally Weatherall
• Max Wigfield

Trustees
• Rt Hon Alan Milburn 

(Chair)
• Rt Hon Hazel Blears
• Ann Doherty
• Helen Grant MP
• Sir Terry Leahy

• Theresa Loar
• Fraser Nelson
• Bina Rawal
• Heider Ridha
• Ben Rodham

The Board and staff of SMF are incredibly grateful to  
Matthew and Sian Westerman for their generous support.

Photography
Charlotte King Photography

Design
Karen Jamieson, NU Creative 
www.nucreative.co.uk

Statistics
Unless otherwise stated, statistics in this review  
are based on SMF evaluation responses at the  
time of writing.
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How to get involved
If you would like to work with us 
or make a donation to support us, 
then please get in touch:

www.socialmobility.org.uk

info@socialmobility.org.uk

@socialmobilityf

@socialmobilityfoundation 

http://www.socialmobility.org.uk
mailto:info%40socialmobility.org.uk?subject=
https://twitter.com/SocialMobilityF
https://www.instagram.com/socialmobilityfoundation/

