
Who you know, not what you know:  
why is the work of the  
Social Mobility Foundation so important?  
 
It is still very much the case that it is who you know, not what you know that effects 
whether young people are able to enter the top professions. State schools are often 
not geared up with the up to date knowledge of the professions, and family members 
of the students we support are unlikely to be in the occupations they wish to enter. 
This lack of knowledge and guidance over the career choices available to students has 
a significant determining factor in the likelihood of a student from a low-income family 
attending a highly selective university and then onto securing a job at a top employer.  
We have put together a breakdown of the issue that we are facing in the UK today: 
  
A low ability child from a high-income family is 35% more likely to be a high earner 
than a high ability child from a low-income family. Better educated, wealthier parents 
are better-able to help their child navigate the education system, understand the 
impact of elite universities, and then open doors to the world of work through 
networks, internships, work experience etc.  This all contributes to helping the 
students build the wider skills needed to impress employers.   
  
There is a class ceiling that exists across a number of different professions and is 
particularly marked in professions such as medicine, where a child is 24 times more 
likely to go onto be a doctor if they have a parent who is a doctor.  It is a similar 
scenario in law, life sciences, architecture, and accountancy, for example. Having 
parents who can normalise these professions and provide the necessary opportunity 
and guidance has a huge impact on the career path of these students.   
 



 

In addition, where you study at university impacts which employers will be looking at 
you as potential candidates later down the line. The 8 top private schools and colleges 
in the UK send as many pupils to Oxbridge as 2,900 others put together. Only 7% of 
the UK’s entire population goes to private school. 
  
The background you come from not only impacts what professions you are likely to 
enter but also has an impact on what you earn.  People from working class 
backgrounds earn on average £6,400 less than their colleagues who are from a more 
privileged background. This class pay gap is even after factors such as educational 
background, location and job level, and is particularly marked in in finance, medicine, 
and IT.    
 

A lack of knowledge, networks, and skills desired by employers is what is holding 
students, like the ones we support, back against their peers regardless of academic 
abilities.  Only 6% of doctors, 12% of journalists, and 12% of chief executives today 
are from working-class origins.    
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