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Foreword
Dear Colleagues,
This Social Mobility Employer Index is the fourth year we have published
what has become the leading authority on employer best practice in the
field of social mobility.
This has been an incredibly challenging year, so I want
to thank the organisations who have entered the 2020
Index. Despite the Covid-19 pandemic there has been
encouraging action from many employers over the past
twelve months to improve their recruitment, retention and
progression practices to make themselves better social
mobility employers. PwC, this year’s No. 1 in the Index, for
example has targeted support to early-career individuals
working from home, and moved much of its outreach work
online with attendance reaching into the thousands. Other
organisations have used the pandemic as an opportunity
to host digital graduate recruitment fairs, allowing them to
reach beyond Russell Group Universities for the first time.
More broadly, the Black Lives Matter movement has
accelerated much needed change in the diversity
and inclusion agenda at a rate that would have been
unimaginable only a year ago. All the employers who
feature in the 2020 Index show what is possible. It is vital
that this progress continues and accelerates.
As the Covid-19 crisis continues and the UK descends into
a sharp recession, more will need to be done to avoid a
jobs catastrophe, for young people particularly. Already
60% of the jobs that have been lost since the pandemic
began have been among 18–24-year olds. Covid-19
has exposed the fragility of our society. The correlation
between social disadvantage and Covid-19 mortality rates
is a harrowing story of a Britain that has too much poverty
and too little mobility. Without further action, the risk is
that inequalities will widen even more and social mobility
will go ever more sharply into reverse.
Government and public policy obviously have a key role
in preventing that outcome but so too do institutions in
civil society. Employers, in particular, can help forestall
this levelling down. The actions they take can open up
opportunities both for individuals and for communities
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who would otherwise be left behind. I hope many more
will step up to the plate. In particular, I urge those sectors
of our economy that are not represented in this year’s
Index to participate in 2021 and commit to joining the
ranks of those employers who are already making such a
difference to young people’s life chances.
In my conversations with the young people supported by
the Social Mobility Foundation, I am always humbled by
their determination to overcome the barriers that society
too often places in their way. The personal stories that
underpin our work are a testament to their aptitude, ability
and aspiration. Given a chance to succeed, they invariably
deliver. At the SMF we are committed to supporting them
and to helping employers take practical steps to improve
hiring practices, employment opportunities and company
culture. Together, we can change lives and help make
Britain a fairer, more mobile society.
Thank you to those who entered the 2020 Index and
especially those we have worked with over the past four
years. To those new to our work, we very much hope you
will join us in 2021.

Rt Hon Alan Milburn
Chairman,
Social Mobility Foundation
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Top 75 employers

14 Department for Work and Pensions

27 Financial Conduct Authority

40 DWF
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17
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59 Lewis Silkin LLP
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08 Severn Trent

21 BBC

34 Government Legal Department

47 House of Lords
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73 M&G plc

09 JLL
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35 RPC LLP
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74 Superdrug & Savers

10 Baker McKenzie
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51 Freeths LLP

64 Bank of America

26 Santander UK plc

39 Burges Salmon LLP

52 Shepherd and Wedderburn

65 Goldman Sachs

01

12

PwC

Ministry of Housing, Communities
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Department for Digital,
Culture, Media & Sport

75 MUFG
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Index methodology
The Social Mobility Foundation’s Employer Index was established in
2017 to encourage firms to become more accessible to individuals from
lower socioeconomic backgrounds. The methodology was developed in
collaboration with The Bridge Group, a non-profit consultancy that uses
research to promote social equality.
The Index is comprised of two elements, questions
directed at employers, and an employee survey,
which was introduced in 2018. The former assesses
employers’ work across seven areas: their work with
young people, routes into the employer, the attraction
of staff, recruitment and selection, data collection,
progression of staff and experienced hires and advocacy.
The latter is to add insights and contextualise the
data provided in submissions. Employers are then
benchmarked against one another based on the results.
In 2020, questions asked to employers and employees
remained the same as the previous year to provide
consistency in collected data. Since the inception
of the Index, some questions have been refined
and others that investigate internal culture and
intersectionality have been added. For key questions,
organisations are asked for several years of data in
order to assess the impact of measures being taken.
Index submissions are considered and marked against
the latest empirical evidence of what interventions
effectively advance social equality in the UK workplace.
Our approach is rigorous and ensures a fair process,
recognising that different sectors and individual
businesses do things differently. This includes:

a.

Identifying a broad range of questions
that interrogate the various ways in which
employers can contribute to social equality.

b.

Weighting responses based on the evidence that
some areas have more impact on social equality
relative to others. For example, there is substantial
evidence that providing work experience placements
for young people is more impactful than general
outreach; and that some approaches to recruitment
lead to more equal outcomes compared to others.

c.

Weighting whole sections of the marking
scheme based on where maximum impact
can be delivered. Within each section, every
organisation is then categorised within a decile,
so that modest differences in scoring do not
then significantly affect the overall ranking.

d. Recognising that not all organisations will
score marks for each question. For example,
they may not have formal graduate recruitment
programmes because of their size. Therefore,
organisations are ranked based on the percentage
of available marks they have achieved.

Please note that data is presented in the report as a percentage
of the overall submissions, unless otherwise stated, and therefore
where percentages have fallen between 2020 and 2019, this is
amongst a smaller number of entrants (119 in 2020 vs 125 in 2019).
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Executive summary
This report outlines the key findings from the 2020 Social Mobility
Employer Index. This year, 119 employers from 17 sectors, who collectively
employ just under one million people, submitted entries. Submissions
were accepted from February and closed in June.
The Index looks at seven key areas which drive social mobility in employer
practice. Our key findings across each area are set out below, along with
key recommendations aimed at organisations, institutions and businesses.
Index participation and employee survey
Since launching the Index in 2017, law, professional
services, financial services and public sector organisations
have consistently been the most represented sectors. In
2020, the three most represented sectors were law (30%),
the public sector (22%) and financial services (18%).

Key recommendation:

Across the sectors who have submitted, it is clear that high
representation does not equate to rapid improvement. In
law, for example, there remains an unwillingness to recruit
outside of Russell Group (RG) universities. 84% of legal
firms’ graduate intake was from a RG university, despite
only 66% of applicants coming from those institutions. This
is in contrast to an overall trend of businesses increasingly
visiting and recruiting from non-Russell Group universities.

Outreach with young people

Alongside the firms who participate we also seek
employee engagement through an optional employee
survey. This year 39 organisations participated.
In total, 14,200 responses were received from
employees, with an average completion rate of 14%.
The employee survey shows a year-on-year positive
increase in employees perceiving that employers are
creating more inclusive workplaces that promote equity
between individuals from different class backgrounds,
with a notable increase in employees reporting that
senior leaders are committed to improving social
mobility. This is also supported by the data in the 2020
Index, where we have seen an increase in the seniority
of the social mobility lead in organisations. 73% of
the 87 organisations who answered reported that the
most senior person accountable for their approach to
social mobility was at the board level, demonstrating
the importance some firms place on this issue.
However, in light of Covid-19 and rising youth
unemployment, maintaining that commitment
will be tested in the year ahead. Leaders will face
tough challenges and will need to do more in
their own organisations and across their networks
to champion and drive social mobility.
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•

Index entrants should encourage businesses in
their sector and beyond to submit in 2021.

Since launching the Index in 2017, law, professional
services, financial services and public sector organisations
have been the most represented sectors.
There is continued progress in organisations targeting
their school outreach, work experience and mentoring
activity at social mobility ‘cold spots’ – the areas in the
country where there are fewest opportunities for social
mobility – but the rate of improvement has slowed
compared to last year. In the Covid-19 context, continued
investment in these areas will be vital as they are most
likely to be adversely affected by the pandemic.
It remains the case that outreach is often unconnected to
recruitment processes. This is a missed opportunity. Only
35% of employers demonstrated a relatively strong link
between outreach and recruitment, and only 10% showed
a direct, sustained link between outreach and recruitment.
This year, two areas of concern are a reduction in the
number of organisations covering travel costs – a
significant barrier for young people; and a further
reduction in work experience placements offered.
The latter is particularly concerning as this represents
a significant year-on-year negative trend.

Key recommendations:
•

Prioritise opportunities in social mobility cold
spots and continue to offer work experience
placements that are open to everyone – not
just friends and family of existing employees.

•

In the wake of Covid-19, consider accessibility
challenges such as internet connectivity and
access to laptops alongside travel costs.

Routes into the employer
Employers must offer well-structured non-graduate routes
that provide genuine parity of esteem alongside their
graduate opportunities. This year, for non-graduates,
there has been a marginal decrease in the number of
employers offering apprenticeships (84% compared to
87% in 2019). The number of apprenticeships provided by
those employers has also decreased. The inconsistency
of data supplied in this area, combined with fewer
employers participating in the 2020 Index, makes it
difficult to conduct precise year-on-year comparisons,
yet this is an area of concern given that Covid-19 may
lead to a further reduction in apprenticeships.
A positive development is the continued growth in the
number of higher-level apprenticeships offered. 44% of
employers are now offering apprenticeships at Level 4
and above, up from 31% in 2019 and just 14% in 2018. It
is encouraging to see continued progress in this area as
higher-level apprenticeships are vital in providing parity
of esteem between non-graduate and graduate routes.

Key recommendation:
•

Given the impact that Covid-19 may have on
young people’s desire to go to university,
ensure you have a well-structured non-graduate
route, and offer a pay and progression model
for apprenticeships where individuals are
rewarded for commitment and performance.

Attraction
Employers continue to attract a diverse pool of
talent; however, graduate recruitment approaches
vary across sectors. Not all employers are
making the changes required to attract those
from lower socioeconomic backgrounds.
In 2020, employers made more university visits than
in any previous years. There was also an absolute
increase in recorded visits to NRG institutions, which
are now almost visited as equally as the RG.

Cambridge and Oxford continue to dominate
university visits. However, the 2020 Index reveals that
other universities are becoming increasingly popular.
While Cambridge was the most-visited university
this year, Oxford dropped to fifth, falling behind
Cambridge, Leeds, Warwick, and Birmingham.

Key recommendation:
•

Covid-19 presents an opportunity for employers
to diversify their attraction models. Going
digital allows employers to reach beyond
the universities they usually target. We urge
employers to capitalise on this moment.

Recruitment and selection
There are two priority areas for recruitment and selection
support for those from lower socioeconomic backgrounds.
Firstly, employers should remove barriers that prevent
those from lower socioeconomic backgrounds from
progressing to selection. Secondly, recruitment processes
should reward current skills and future potential over
past academic performance. The starting point for both
categories is gathering the appropriate data. This is an
area where we have seen improvement: 47% of Index
employers, up from 41.5% in 2018, now analyse their
recruitment process to identify where individuals from
lower socioeconomic backgrounds fail to progress.
These individuals often face barriers in recruitment
models that focus on academic grades and school
or university attended. Yet, in 15 higher education
institutions – primarily RG universities – the proportion
of public-school pupils is more than 30% (HESA, 2020).
Employers are also implementing blind recruitment. 46%
of employers who provided data in 2020 do not request
name of applicant, up from 18% in 2017; 37% do not ask
for grades, up from 13% in 2017; and 46% do not ask
for university, up from 18% in 2017. The public sector
leads the way, with an impressive 92% of employers not
requesting name, 60% not requesting grades, and 88%
not requesting university. IT and telecommunications
firms also performed strongly, with 80% of Index
employers not asking either name, grade, or university.
Finally, contextualised recruitment also helps reward
current skills and future potential over past performance.
While this year’s Index shows good progress for some
metrics, there is room for improvement elsewhere.
More employers (29% vs. 25% in 2019) now analyse their
definitions of talent. Moreover, those who already do
this are increasingly defining links between recruitment
and in-work performance (17% vs. 8% in 2019).
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Key recommendations
•

Given the unpredictability around A-Level
results during the Covid-19 pandemic – which
has hit disadvantaged students the hardest
– it is vital that employers accelerate action
on blind and contextualised recruitment.

•

Take a ‘second look’ at candidates by
monitoring applications from lower
socioeconomic backgrounds and invite
unsuccessful applicants for mentoring or advice
sessions to improve future applications.

•

Implement a recruitment process that is
rigorously tested for assessing potential, with
criteria linked closely to in-work performance.

Yet it is positive to see employers invest more heavily
in employee development, with 48% of organisations
offer buddying and mentoring support (up from 30% in
2019) and employee networks up at 40% (from 26% in
2019). This progress is welcome given the importance
of peer support for career progression, though it could
be enhanced by providing diversity awareness training
with a focus on social mobility. Only 34% of organisations
currently offer this which is unchanged from 2019.

Key recommendations

Comprehensive data collection is crucial for employers
yet it is currently inconsistent across organisations.
This is an area which is improving year on year,
but needs greater attention. In 2020 only 29% of
organisation publish their data (up from 22% in 2019).

•

Start collecting data on retention and progression
at your organisation using socioeconomic metrics.

•

Investigate whether the culture of your
organisation is welcoming to all social
backgrounds by participating in the
Index’s employee survey or by conducting
your own focus groups/study.

•

Assess whether your organisation
has a class pay gap.

The 2020 results also demonstrate an increase in the
number of organisations collecting and publishing
socioeconomic background data across new and existing
employees. For those who collect data, there has also
been a welcome increase in the number of organisations
asking three or more socioeconomic background
questions: from 49% to 55% for employees new to an
organisation; and from 33% to 53% for current employees.

Key recommendations

•

As outlined above, data collection is inconsistent
and most organisations would benefit from reviewing
where the gaps lie. Often the initiatives exist but the
data is not collected. Currently, only 29% of employers
collect data on retention, progression, professional
qualifications and or pay – up from 22% in 2019.

Data collection

One of the most encouraging trends we have seen
over the past four years is an increase the number
of organisations presenting their socioeconomic
background data to their UK board/management
team. Senior buy-in is crucial to driving social
mobility work within an organisation.

•

Progression, culture and experienced hires

Collect socioeconomic background data for
the current workforce and new employees,
consisting of at least three data points.
Publish your data and ensure the data set is
robust by setting completion rate targets.
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Advocacy
The 2020 Index confirms that internal advocacy is
on the rise. An effective measure in reducing stigma
and creating cultural change within an organisation
is to encourage personal stories. In 2020, 69% of
employers support this compared to 62% in 2019.
85% of respondents to a question about client priorities
said their clients care about their organisation’s
workforce’s socioeconomic diversity – showing a
growing demand for businesses to prioritise this issue.

Key recommendations
•

Continue to prioritise and raise awareness of
social mobility in your organisation and beyond.

•

Encourage your supply chains to take action on
social mobility.

•

Develop and implement a social mobility strategy
and publicly advocate for change in your sector,
with government and across civil society.
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Overview
The 2020 Employer Index findings sit within the context of a global
pandemic, an unprecedented economic shock resulting in a recession, and
the Black Lives Matter movement. Given the impact of Covid-19, we are
pleased to see many businesses returning, but we are deeply concerned
that many sectors remain unrepresented. The Index and the Social
Mobility Foundation’s work are a testament to the impact businesses can
have on improving social mobility in the UK but without the data to assess
some industries, it is impossible to know if they are taking action.
Since launching the Index in 2017, we have seen
consistent year-on-year growth in the number of
companies participating in the Index. However, this
year, there was a slight decrease. Given that the Social
Mobility Commission has found that social mobility
had already stagnated in the four years prior to the
pandemic, it is vital that businesses double down
on their social mobility commitments – including
participation in the Index – to ensure that equality of
opportunity sits at the heart of the economic recovery.

Law, professional services, and public sector organisations
continue to be the most represented sectors in the
Index, and the employers featured are taking impressive
measures to accelerate social mobility. However, if we
are to see real change in social mobility across the UK,
all employers in every sector must be tackling this issue
with the severity, speed, and imagination it deserves

Most represented sectors

Number of entrants

(x) = 2019

Law

1

30%

(30%)

2020

Public Sector

2

Our priority for the 2021 Index is to identify employers
from a more diverse range of sectors and work with
them to implement this report’s recommendations.

22%

(21%)

2019

Financial Services

3
Supporting social mobility is incredibly important
to us, especially as we have so many areas in our region
where social mobility is a real challenge. The Index really
helps us in highlighting where we’re doing well and
where we can make changes to do an even better job, as
well as allowing companies to share best practice.

18%

(13%)

2018

119
125
106
Entrants participating
in previous four years

Severn Trent

New entrants in 2020

37(31 )
%
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Returning entrants

82 (69 ) 46 (39 )
%

%

14 14

Employee survey
The employee survey provides wider context on workplace culture in
addition to the data provided by employers in their submissions. This
survey consists of eight questions that examine whether employees feel
that their workplaces are inclusive of all social backgrounds. Employees
are also asked to anonymously self-identify their class background so that
organisations can compare responses across different class groups.

While the employee survey is not compulsory as part of an
Index submission, 39 organisations participated this year.
In total, 14,200 responses were received from employees,
with an average completion rate of 14%.
This section outlines the key findings from the employee
survey. It appears employers are creating more inclusive
workplaces that promote equity between those from
different class backgrounds. The year-on-year data (see
2018–2020 chart, right) demonstrates this, with a notable
increase in employees reporting that senior leaders are
committed to improving social mobility. However, the
results should be considered in the context of relatively
low engagement rates. In 2021 we hope to see a
significant increase in participation.

This data allowed us to analyse responses from each
socioeconomic group. Each participating employer
received the results broken down for their own
organisation vs the average. Given the average completion
rate across the 39 organisations was 14%, it is not possible
to make definitive conclusions about the results but, as
with previous years, they do suggest that employees who
self-identify as coming from a working-class background
still feel less comfortable in the workplace than those from
other backgrounds.

•

62% of those who identify as working-class
report they do not experience barriers to career
progression due to their class background, compared
to 77% of those who identify as middle class.

•

Twice as many working-class respondents than
those identifying as middle class feel the need
to hide their class background to get ahead in
their workplace. 14% of employees identifying
as working class agree with the statement
compared to 6% of middle-class respondents.
In addition, 14% of employees with a workingclass background feel out of place due to their
background compared to 6% of employees
identifying as middle class.

•

Those who identify as working class are marginally
less likely to think that their organisation is
open to all class backgrounds (67% vs 68% of
employees identifying as middle class vs. 72%
of employees identifying as upper class).

•

58% of working-class respondents feel that
the senior leadership of their organisation
want to diversify the class backgrounds
of the workforce, compared to 67% of
those who identify as middle class.

•

Working-class employees are also more likely
to think people get ahead in their workplace
because of who they know (40% vs 33% of
respondents who identify as middle class).

% of respondents agreeing with survey statements,
2018–2020

2018
2019
2020

My organisation is open to talent from all class backgrounds
74%

80%

79%

I am comfortable discussing my class background with colleagues
77%

82%
80%

I feel I have to hide my class background to get ahead in the workplace
12%
10%

143

16%

People get ahead at my workplace because of who they know
Working class
Middle class

37%

Upper class

48%
45%

The workplace culture in my organisation is inclusive of all class backgrounds
63%

6753

Social class of
participants

70%

67%

7332

I feel out of place at work as I don’t have the same background as the majority of employees
11%
10%

15%

I have not experienced barriers to career progression in my workplace due to my class background
59%

Total responses: 14,228

69%

Our senior leadership is committed to improving socio- economic diversity of our workforce
50%
53%
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Work with
young people
This chapter reviews how effectively employers target young people
from lower socioeconomic backgrounds and whether there are accessible
routes into the profession for those with an interest and the aptitude. The
Index rewards employers that are moving towards well-targeted and
well- evaluated employability programmes that are accessible to all.
This year’s results demonstrate continued improvements
in organisations targeting their school outreach, work
experience and mentoring activity at social mobility ‘cold
spots’, the areas in the country with the lowest rates of
social mobility. While the pace of progress has slowed
since 2018, the positive trend remains and, in light of
Covid-19, it will be increasingly important for investment
to continue in these areas as they are the parts of the
country which are most likely to be disproportionately
affected by the pandemic.
However, this outreach work is too often unconnected to
recruitment processes. This is a missed opportunity. Only
35% of employers demonstrated a relatively strong link
between outreach and recruitment, and only 10% showed
a direct, sustained link between outreach and their
recruitment. The trend is moving in the right direction,
with only 15% of Index employers not connecting the two
activities – down from 25% in 2019. We urge all employers
to take the vital (and relatively straightforward) step
of tracking how individuals who engage with outreach
activity perform across the recruitment pipeline.

If employers are to truly understand the impact of their
outreach activity on social mobility then they must
measure student outcomes beyond performance in the
employer’s own recruitment processes. 35% of employers
now track education outcomes (up from 32% in 2019)
and 32% track career outcomes (up from 30% in 2019).
Moreover, it is encouraging that employers who monitor
both student education and career outcomes has doubled
since 2017 with 23% of Index employers now doing so.
The trend is moving in the right direction, with only 15%
of Index employers not connecting the two activities –
down from 25% in 2019. We urge all employers to take the
vital (and relatively straightforward) step of tracking how
individuals who engage with outreach activity perform
across the recruitment pipeline.

% of organisations covering travel
costs for work experience

2020

64.7%

77 organisations

2019

70.4%
88 organisations

Number of young people reached via outreach type
2020 2019 2018

School outreach

Work experience

Mentoring

939,130*

9,902

12,625

3,125,086

21,764

8,468

5,619,393

15,022

11,258

*A small number of major employers who focus on
school outreach and previously submitted to the
Index did not participate in the 2020 Index

We recognise the huge strides forward that employers have made
to mentor young people directly, though this should not be at
the expense of formalised work experience opportunities.
The drop-off is cause for concern. We hope to see this improve
in the 2021 Index, with employers using remote work experience
opportunities as an opportunity to reach more young people.

Employer Index Report 2020
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Issue to watch
One of the significant barriers for young people is the travel costs
associated with attending work experience. We are concerned
to see that the number of organisations covering travel costs
has declined this year. Given the ongoing restrictions related to
the pandemic, this may not present an immediate barrier. We
urge employers to ensure their programmes remain accessible.
While travel costs may no longer be problematic, employers
should consider internet connectivity and access to laptops.

Organisations targeting cold spots
for work with young people

2020

Social mobility cold spots indicate areas where
people from lower socioeconomic backgrounds
are much less likely to have the same opportunities
than their better-off peers. This map indicates
the ‘coldest’ of those areas, as per research
by the Social Mobility Commission.

Full list: Barrow-in-Furness, Blackburn
with Darwen, Blackpool, Bolton, Bradford,
Chiltern, Dudley, Fenland, Gateshead,
Hyndburn, Kingston-Upon-Hull, Kirklees,
Mansfield, North East Lincolnshire, Oldham,
Pendle, Rochdale, Rotherham,
St. Helens, Stockton-on-Tees, Thanet,
Walsall, Wolverhampton, Wigan.

2019
2018
2017

60%

Social mobility cold spots

50%

40%

30%

Case study: Grant Thornton

20%

10%

0
School outreach

Work experience

If you only do one thing

Implement a more stringent approach to informal work
experience placements that opens them to everyone –
not just friends and family of existing employees.
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Mentoring

Go one step further
Link outreach to recruitment
through sustained contact,
tracking and support.

Grant Thornton has adapted its outreach work in
response to the Covid-19 pandemic by running virtual
access programmes for young people from lower
socioeconomic backgrounds. By partnering with other Big
Six accountancy firms to utilise their networks and share
best practice, Grant Thornton has widened its outreach
to deliver both a face-to-face and virtual ‘work and life
ready’ toolkit for Year 9 students. It also produced ‘Talking

Careers’ videos where employees spoke to students about
their role, what a typical day looks like, skills required and
provided advice for anyone who wanted to follow a similar
route. Alongside this work, Grant Thornton also extended
the reach of their Access Accountancy work experience
programme, offering 170 places to students from lower
socioeconomic backgrounds and across a range of social
mobility cold spots.

Case study: Fujitsu
Fujitsu runs a number of Apprenticeship Awareness
events as part of its school engagement programme,
where volunteers present their own academic outcomes
and career journeys. The audience is not just made up of
young people, however, as Fujitsu also invites parents to

grow their understanding of the modern apprenticeship
offer. Events are usually aimed at Year 11 pupils and are
supplemented by informal networking sessions, skills
workshops and mock interviews.
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Routes into
the employer

Number of higher-level apprenticeships offered
Levels 2&3
Higher level

18.14%

This chapter details the steps that employers are taking to create
well-structured routes into their organisations. These routes should
provide parity of esteem between non-graduate and graduate routes. 		
For those who are hired as graduates, Russell Group candidates should
not be automatically or unduly favoured in recruitment.
This year we have seen university visits to non-Russell
Group (NRG) universities increase (see Chapter 4).
For the first time in the Employer Index, this increase
is moving in tandem with the success rate of NRG
graduates in recruitment, even though Russell Group (RG)
applications to employers rose to 47% from 44% in 2019.
Yet, the picture is not consistent across sectors. Previous
Index reports have focused on the legal sector in this
area because the proportion of RG students it hires has
remained stubbornly high. This trend has continued in the
2020 Index with legal firms hiring 84% of their graduate
intake from a RG university, despite only 66% of applicants
coming from the RG. We are also tracking financial
services firms closely as the gap between RG applications
(48%) and hires (69%) is greater than in the legal sector
this year.
Employers in the 2020 Index hire from an average of 34
UK universities which is consistent with previous Index
reports. We urge employers to diversify their university
hires by following the recommendations detailed in
Chapter 5.
For non-graduates, there has been a decrease in the
number of employers offering apprenticeships this year
(84% compared to 87% in 2019). Moreover, the number

of apprenticeships offered by those employers has also
decreased. The inconsistency of data supplied in this area,
combined with slightly fewer employers participating
in the Index this year, makes it difficult to conduct
precise year-on-year comparisons, yet it is alarming to
see opportunities decrease prior to the pressure that
Covid-19 will no doubt create on the apprenticeship offer.
One positive development is the continued growth in
higher-level apprenticeships. 44% of employers are
now offering apprenticeships at Level 4 and above, up
from 31% in 2019 and just 14% in 2018. It is encouraging
to see continued progress in this area as higher-level
apprenticeships are key in providing parity of esteem
between non-graduate and graduate routes.
The challenges presented by Covid-19 and the
uncertainty surrounding the future of the apprenticeship
levy means that it is vital for employers to protect
apprenticeship opportunities. Where possible,
this provision should be expanded to ensure that
organisations are well-placed to attract young people
who may enter the job market sooner given the
unpredictability of exam season and the differing nature
of the university experience during the pandemic.

25.95%

55.9%

11.1%
30.37%

2020

If you only do one thing

Track how RG and NRG recruits perform during
their time with your organisation. Or...
Make higher level apprenticeships
the majority of your offer.

68.63%

Degree level

2019

Go one step further
Offer a pay and progression
model for apprenticeships where
individuals are rewarded for
commitment and performance.

Case study: Aviva
Aviva has adopted the use of social mobility criteria
for its applicants, using indicators such as, have
attended a UK state school, eligibility of free school
meals, household income below £42,620 and be
the first generation expected to attend university.
Furthermore, applicants from lower socioeconomic or

educational backgrounds don’t need to have studied
particular subjects or achieved certain grades to be
accepted on to some of Aviva’s programmes. For these
applicants, Aviva look for favourable traits and qualities,
such as: curiosity, the ability to use your initiative,
innovate, collaborate, analyse and communicate.

Russell Group vs. Non-Russell Group success rates

Russell Group applications vs. Russell Group
acceptance rate

5%

70%
4%

60%
50%

Case study: JLL

3%

40%
2%

30%
20%

1%

10%
0

0

2020

2019

RG applicants
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2018

RG accepted

2017

2020

2019

RG success rate

2018

2017

Over the past year, the JLL apprenticeship programme
has been redeveloped to offer additional support for
participants. Integration into the firm is supported
through the introduction of “work-ready” sessions during
the induction period. Additional focus is placed on
skills development and widening corporate networks,
from quarterly skills development days through the

Apprentice Network, to widening professional contacts
through the Generation Apprentice initiative. JLL
unfortunately had to defer graduate entry dates due
to the Covid-19 pandemic, and upon recognising the
impact of this on those from lower socioeconomic
backgrounds, have implemented a financial loan to
support applicants’ living costs during the deferral.

NRG success rate
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Attraction
This chapter analyses the extent to which organisations recruit from
universities outside the Russell Group. The Index rewards employers that
make an active effort to diversify their attraction methods, ensuring they
reach those from lower socioeconomic backgrounds.
There has been encouraging progress this year. Employers
made more university visits than in any previous year with
an absolute increase in recorded visits to non-RussellGroup (NRG) institutions. Results from the 2020 Index
confirm the continuation of a trend seen in previous
Index reports, organisations are moving towards parity
between visits to NRG and Russell Group (RG) universities.
Cambridge and Oxford have historically dominated
university visits in previous Index reports. Yet the 2020
Index reveals that other universities are becoming
increasingly popular. While Cambridge was the mostvisited university this year, Oxford dropped to fifth; falling
behind Cambridge, Leeds, Warwick and Birmingham.

Index – still prioritises Russell Group universities for its
graduate recruitment (see breakout box). In future years
this should be addressed to ensure that students with
high potential are not overlooked just because they do
not attend a RG university.

Case study: The Foreign
& Commonwealth Office

2017

The Foreign & Commonwealth Office (FCO) analysed the
effectiveness of its university outreach events and identified that they
were struggling to reach young people from lower socioeconomic
backgrounds. The evaluation process informed a redesign of the
FCO Diversity Outreach Action Plan. Under the new plan, a revised
approach to university engagement was developed which focused
on: developing diversity outreach partnerships with a small number
of reputable external outreach organisations and Whitehall partners
who specialise in delivering outreach activities to universities; creating
partnerships with a small group of non-traditional, non-Russell
Group universities; and offering sustained support throughout
the year for students from low socioeconomic backgrounds.

70%

Uniquely, Covid-19 presents an opportunity for employers
to diversify their attraction models. An inability to attend
or host in-person graduate recruitment events has meant
going digital, thus allowing employers to reach beyond
the universities they usually target. We urge employers
to capitalise on this moment by using digital platforms
to recruit from as wide a group as possible, rather than
defaulting to a small selection of universities.

Again, approaches to graduate recruitment vary hugely
across sectors. For instance, the legal profession – which,
has demonstrated an excellent commitment to the Index
with 16 major firms participating in all four years of the

Case study: Wellcome

2020

54%

Legal sector focus
Law firms participating in all four Indexes
% of NRG hires

University visits to
Russell Group

Wellcome uses online resources to support candidates throughout
the graduate recruitment process. Candidates can access tailormade material and videos to support their application, with their
effectiveness demonstrated by all successful candidates for this year’s
graduate scheme accessing these during the hiring process. A total
of 101 students from non-Russell Group universities and 318 students
from Russell Group universities used the resources in 2019.

% of RG hires

16.1

2020

2019
83.9

Employer Index Report 2020

9.1

16.5

18.9

2018
81.1

If you only do one thing

2017
83.5

90.9

Embrace digital-first recruitment by hosting graduate
recruitment fairs and outreach events online and
use these as an opportunity to reach a larger
group of young people, targeting those from lower
socioeconomic backgrounds.

Employer Index Report 2020

Go one step further

Track the socio-economic
backgrounds of students you are
interacting with online to identify
if you are genuinely reaching a
more diverse pool of candidates.
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Recruitment
and selection
This chapter examines recruitment and selection processes – which, too
often, reward polish over potential. The Index recognises employers that
implement clear measures to address this. There are two main categories
of action: a) removing barriers that prevent individuals from lower
socioeconomic backgrounds progressing to selection; and b) rewarding
current ability and future potential over past academic performance.
The first step for employers is to collect reliable data.
47% of Index employers, up from 41.5% in 2018, now
analyse their recruitment process to identify where
individuals from lower socioeconomic backgrounds are
failing to progress. These individuals often face barriers
in recruitment models that focus on academic grades and
school or university attended. For instance, approximately
6% of schoolchildren in the UK are educated in private
schools and, yet, in 15 higher education institutions –
primarily Russell Group universities – the proportion of
public-school pupils is more than 30% (HESA, 2020). This
division can become entrenched in workplaces that focus
on elite universities and previous academic performance
in recruitment.
The second step employers can take is to recruit ‘blind’
which can support individuals against bias. Index
employers are already taking strong action in this area:
46% of employers who provided data in 2020 do not
request name of applicant, up from 18% in 2017; 37% do
not ask for grades, up from 13% in 2017; and 46% do not
ask for university, up from 18% in 2017. The public sector
organisations in the Index are leading the way, with an
impressive 92% of employers not requesting name, 60%
not requesting grades and 88% not requesting university;
yet, given that submissions are mostly from government
departments this year, no conclusions can be made on
the entire sector. IT and telecommunications firms also
performed strongly, with 80% of Index employers not
requesting either name, grade or university.

Finally, contextualised recruitment also helps reward
current skills and future potential over past performance.
While this year’s Index shows good progress for some
metrics, there is room for improvement elsewhere. It is
encouraging that more employers (29% vs. 25% in 2019)
are analysing their definitions of talent. Moreover, those
who already do this are increasingly also defining links
between recruitment and in-work performance (17% vs.
8% in 2019). There was also a marginal, but welcome,
increase in recruitment processes being rigorously tested
for assessing potential, with close links defined between
in-work performance (3% vs. 1% in 2019). However,
fewer employers are choosing to reward participation in
outreach activities (13% vs. 18% in 2019) in the scoring
criteria of the recruitment process, or upweighting scores
from those in an underrepresented group (7% vs. 14%).

Issue to watch
In light of the unpredictability
around A-Level results during the
Covid-19 pandemic – which has
hit disadvantaged students the
hardest – it is vital that employers
accelerate action on blind and
contextualised recruitment.

With the impacts of Covid-19, it is even more
important for recruitment processes to assess
potential, rather than past performance. Whether
that is for people entering the workplace straight
after school or people changing careers.
PwC
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2020
2019
2018
2017

Blind recruitment

% of employers who provided data

17.86

13.25

18.07

46.09

Name
38.54

% blind

46.09

37.39

Grades

30.21

% blind

35.29

35.79

2019
2020

2020 vs 2019

8% (10)
8% (10)

No data provided

No data on correlation between selection
process and performance in role

25% (30)

As above but plans in place for data
collection going forwards or some attempt
to compare recruitment to in-role

18% (21)

29% (34)

8% (10)

As above, as well as some links between
the process and in-work performance
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31% (39)

17% (20)

Case study: Accenture
It is exciting to see firms adopting technology in
innovative ways to re-design their recruitment
processes. Accenture has demonstrated how
technology can be used to reduce human
bias. By partnering with a diversity software
programme, it has removed the need for
human screening during the initial candidate
sift. Applicants create their own online profile
which includes details of their interests, values
and career aspirations, with socioeconomic
background indicators included for fair and
meritocratic assessment. During the assessment
stages of the recruitment process, Accenture’s
Discovery platform uses case studies and omits a
need for candidates to have prior experience of
consulting to be successful. Accenture makes the
case for virtual reality to be used more widely in
recruitment practices to ensure fair and equal
chances of success.

27% (34)
25% (31)

Some analysis of definitions of talent
and initial attempts to address
issues, e.g. CV/University blind

Recruitment process has been rigorously
tested for assessing potential and is closely
linked to in-work performance

% blind

29.66

26.27

Scoring in recruitment process

University

If you only do one thing

Take a ‘second look’ at candidates by monitoring
applications from lower socioeconomic backgrounds
and invite unsuccessful applicants for mentoring or
advice sessions to improve future applications.

Go one step further

Implement a recruitment
process that is rigorously
tested for assessing potential,
with criteria linked closely
to in-work performance.

1% (1)
3% (4)
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Data collection
This chapter examines the extent to which employers collect and analyse
data to understand their workforces’ socioeconomic profile. The Index
rewards companies who collect and rigorously analyse their data, using
the insights it gives them to improve their diversity.
Comprehensive data collection is crucial for employers as
it enables them to understand their current context and
therefore develop an appropriate, realistic and targeted
social mobility strategy. This is an area which is improving
but still needs greater attention. In 2020, only 35% of
organisations publish their data (up from 22% in 2019).
One of the more encouraging trends we have seen
over the past four years is an increase in the number
of organisations presenting their socioeconomic
background data to their UK board/management
team (see key stats). This trend is particularly
important as senior buy-in is crucial to driving
social mobility work within an organisation.
The 2020 results also demonstrate an increase in the
number of organisations collecting and publishing
socioeconomic background data across new and existing
employees. Within those who collect data there has
been a welcome increase in the number of organisations
asking three or more socioeconomic background
questions: from 49% to 55% for employees new to an
organisation; and from 33% to 53% for current employees.
There has also been a large increase in the collection of
data on parental occupation, which has increased from
17 (19%) in 2019 to 31 (37%) in 2020 for new employees,
and from 19 (17%) to 37 (31%) for existing employees.
This is particularly important as Friedman and Laurison
(2019) found that traditional professional occupations
are often “closed” to those without access to knowledge
about the profession. For example, if you have a parent
who is a doctor, you are 24 times more likely to become
a doctor and if you have a parent who is a lawyer,
you are 17 times more likely to become a lawyer.

It was also encouraging to see that more employers
are starting to collect and categorise state school
attendance by both selective and non-selective.
This sub-categorisation is important: there are 4–5
times as many pupils at grammar schools who were
privately educated previously as those from the most
disadvantaged backgrounds, so merging the groups into
one ‘state school’ category is likely to give an inaccurate
picture of the socio-economic background of the
workforce in the same way that using an overall ‘BAME’
category misses important details around ethnicity.
In 2021 employers should focus on collecting
data on parental education. This year the number
of employers requesting this information rose
slightly to 55% compared to 51% in 2019 for new
employees; with 58% of employers (up from 43% in
2019) collecting data from current employees.
This is one of the key benchmarks for measuring
social mobility and action is needed to improve
performance in future years. We also urge firms
to ensure completion rates remain high.
On average, 60% of new hires complete questions
on their socio-economic background; for current
employees the average completion rate is 56%.
This continues a worrying downward trend in both
completion rate for new entrants (2019: 72%, 2018:
80%) and current employees (2019: 56%, 2018: 58%).

Downward trend in
completion rates

New entrants

Current employees

2018

80%

58%

2019

72%

56%

60%

56%

2020
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Number of organisations collecting
socioeconomic background data
2020

2018

2019

2017

Increase in number of
organisations presenting
their socioeconomic
background data to their
UK board/management

New entrants

55%

58%
49%
53%

51%

39%
44%

40

44%
School

36%
Free school meals

53%

First
generation to go
to university

58%

43%

42%
38%
35%

21%
17%

38%
School

16%
Free school meals

40%
33%

Collect socio-economic background data for the
current workforce as well as new employees, consisting
of at least three data points.

Engineering

Public-sector senior managers
X2

X8
Advertising

X6
CEOs

X3

X5
Finance

X4

X4

IT

Science
X3

X3

Corporate senior managers
X2

Accountancy
X2

Management consultants
X1

2017

37%

Journalism

X5

(42)

Architecture
X8

X7
Academia

Source: Friedman, S. & Laurison, D. (2019). The Class Ceiling: Why It Pays to be Privileged.

(36)

First
generation to go
to university

If you only do one thing
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40%

Performing Arts

Chiefs of Fire, Ambulance

(57)

X12

X17

X24

(62)

2018

Current employees

56%

46%

Film & TV

Law

X10

2019
45%

Medicine

Life Sciences

2020

52%

Likelihood of entering a profession if either parent
has been in the profession

Go one step further
Publish your data and, to ensure
the data set is robust, consider
setting completion rate targets.

Case study: KPMG
KPMG has collected diversity data since 2014 when
it first published inclusion and diversity targets on
gender, ethnicity, sexual orientation and disability. In
2016, it incorporated a comprehensive question set on
socioeconomic background, such as attending a
non-selective state school or being first generation in
their family to attend university. This data is collected
through KPMG’s central HR system which all colleagues
have access to via an internal portal which provides
them with a picture of all colleagues’ socioeconomic

backgrounds. KPMG has set an internal target of 75% on
declaration and is continuously encouraging colleagues
to share this data at a number of key touchpoints, such as
during induction and via team communications, as well as
through campaigns such as ‘Fairer Futures’ and ‘Count Me
In’, which promote the importance of inclusion, diversity
and social equality, in addition to the key role that data
plays in understanding and progressing the work towards
a socially mobile workplace.
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Progression, culture
and experienced hires
This chapter examines how employers measure the social mobility of their
existing employees and the strategies being undertaken to create an
inclusive workplace culture. Social mobility is not just about individuals
from lower socioeconomic backgrounds getting in and starting a new
career; it is equally about having the ability to flourish at work.
As outlined in previous chapters data collection is
crucial, but particularly so for retention and progression.
We encourage all employers to use data collection
as a starting point for their work in this area, as this is
essential for identifying the areas their business needs
to focus on and formulating a strategy. Currently, only
29% collect data on retention, progression, professional
qualifications and/or pay, up from 2019’s 22%.
For those who do collect data, there has been a welcome
year-on-year increase in monitoring of the four key
areas outlined by SMF (see key stats), with 14% more
employers now tracking progression of those from
lower socioeconomic backgrounds than in 2017.
We also asked employers whether they are tracking if their
organisation had a class pay gap, and 11% are currently
doing this compared to 7% of Index entrants in 2019. The
Social Mobility Commission’s ‘Class Pay Gap’ report,
highlighted the importance of measuring this data.
One area in need of far greater attention is recruitment.
Only 18% of employers effectively demonstrate that
they ask external recruiters to see a diverse range of
candidates from socioeconomic backgrounds. Although
there has been a steady upward trend – in 2017 it was
just 14% of employers – more organisations should
take urgent action to ensure that individuals can ‘get
through the door’. Unsurprisingly, this unfortunate
trend extends to employers who request shortlists
with socio-economic diversity for experienced
roles, with only 8% of organisations doing so.

Once recruited, organisations must also have a strategy to
retain employees from lower socioeconomic backgrounds.
As with recruitment, we have seen a steady upward
trend year-on-year, but only 26% of organisations
have a retention strategy or progression strategy.
However, while employers have been less successful
on data collection there has been an overwhelming
investment in support for employees. 48% of
organisations offer buddying and mentoring support
up from 30% in 2019, and employee networks is at
40% up from 26%. This is hugely welcome given the
importance of peer support for career progression.
This work could be enhanced by employers offering
diversity awareness training with a focus on social
mobility. Currently, only 34% of organisations offer
this, which is the same number as in 2019.

Even when those from working-class backgrounds
are similar to those from advantaged backgrounds in
every way we can measure, they still face a 7% or £2,242
a year pay gap in Britain’s professional and
managerial occupations.
The Social Mobility Commission
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Number of organisations
collecting socioeconomic
background data

11%

2020

6%

8%
19%

7%

2020

2019

13%

2018

2019

5%

6%

37%

18%

24%

Retention
Progression

31%

Professional qualifications
Class pay gap*

3%

5%

Apprasial grades*

12%

5%

9%
9%

2018

*No data was collected on appraisal grades
in 2017 and 2018; key findings 2019

25%

30%
26%

2017

20%

19%

10%

21%

48%

14%

40%

14%

If you only do one thing

Start to collect data on retention and progression at your
organisation using socioeconomic metrics. Or...
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Employee network/a
network of employees from
similar backgrounds
Mentoring/leadership
programmes to encourage
progression

Assess whether your organisation
has a class pay gap.

Area for employers
to examine
of businesses offer diversity
awareness training with focus
on social mobility

31%

Exam support/support
with passing the
required qualifications

Go one step further

Investigate whether the culture of your organisation is
welcoming to all social backgrounds by participating in
the Index’s employee survey or by conducting your own
focus groups/study.

34%

Buddying/mentoring

56% of Index organisations currently offer financial
incentives to employees who recommend a candidate
who is then hired; this number has not significantly
changed since 2018. This practice should be treated
with caution, as it could be mitigating against efforts to
diversify the organisation by giving weight to personal
networks. We encourage organisations to monitor
the backgrounds of employees coming into their
organisation in this way.

Case study: The Department for Work
and Pensions (DWP)
The Department for Work and Pensions (DWP) is
developing a number of initiatives to support those
from lower socioeconomic backgrounds to progress up
the career ladder, starting with the introduction of staff
development programmes. DWP’s ‘Insight’ programme
will offer colleagues work experience within a different
DWP business area to develop their skillset, while,

‘Aspire’ will aim to build a pipeline of talented staff
through a mix of interventions such as classroom-based
learning, mentoring and sponsorship. Mentoring will
also play a central role, with DWP participating in a
cross- government mentoring scheme which specifically
targets those from lower socioeconomic backgrounds.

Case study: Penguin Random House
To support progression in the workplace, Penguin Random
House runs ‘Design Your Career’ events where colleagues
get to hear about the wide variety of career paths
available in publishing. Penguin Random House is aware
that creative industries can often be opaque – particularly
if you do not have a mentor or someone guiding you –

and so events are hosted across different departments
with senior leaders. It is hoped that these events will
demystify creative career paths and democratise access
to this information across the company, including for
colleagues from lower socioeconomic backgrounds.
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Advocacy

If you only do one thing

Continue to prioritise social mobility during the recession and in
the wake of covid-19 by raising awareness of its importance in
your organisation and beyond. Or...

This chapter reviews the advocacy work that organisations do to improve
social mobility. Those who perform highly in this section are the employers
who take action to engage staff, suppliers and clients in their efforts.
With the UK entering a sharp recession, it is vital for companies to raise
awareness of socioeconomic issues and commit to supporting those who
were already disadvantaged prior to the pandemic.
Within this context, we are pleased to see internal
advocacy is on the rise. An effective mechanism
for creating cultural change and reducing
stigma within an organisation is to encourage
employees to share personal stories. 69% of Index
organisations now do this, up from 62% in 2019.

Develop and implement a social
mobility strategy and publicly
advocate for change in your sector.

Encourage your supply chains to take action on social mobility.

Another encouraging trend this year related to
seniority of the lead for social mobility within an
organisation. Out of 87 organisations who answered,
73% said the most senior person accountable for
their approach to social mobility was at the board
level, demonstrating the importance of this issue.

We are also delighted that 85% of those responding
said their clients care about their organisation’s
workforce’s socioeconomic diversity; evidence of a
growing demand for businesses to prioritise this issue.

36%
We continue to see a trend
of organisations’ clients
prioritising the socioeconomic
diversity of their workforce

Case study: Linklaters
Linklaters has used its position to advocate for social
mobility by sharing best practice with clients and
wider firms as part of its ongoing communications.
Through a number of partnerships, Linklaters has
been able to increase the reach of impact, including
delivering workshops to support a variety of targeted

Go one step further

2020
groups, from the development of networking
and interview skills with the Hackney Apprentices
programme, to the delivery of career guidance
through skills awareness workshops, Q&As and
panel sessions on recruitment and social mobility.

86%

27%
22%
Organisations are
increasingly setting
social mobility
targets

of 89 firms

2019

Case study: KPMG
KPMG uses its position to advocate for social mobility by
championing initiatives with their clients and encouraging
others to do the same. Their deputy chair has spoken to
most FTSE 100 C-suite executives about the importance
of social mobility in the workplace. The firm recognises
the strength in collaboration and, having chaired Access
Accountancy and participated in the BEIS Professional and
Business Services Council, has used its standing to share
best practice and influence businesses and organisations

across sectors, including legal services, surveyors and
financial institutions. In 2019, KPMG provided guidance
to numerous clients and businesses, and increased the
number of National Numeracy Day signatories from 100
organisations at inception, to 200+ champions and 400+
educational institutions today. It has also invited other
businesses to commit to helping improve literacy levels
through the National Literacy Trust pledge.

85%
of 79 firms

2018

74%
of 51 firms
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2018
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Case Study

Improving social
mobility during
Covid-19: sharing
best practice
As was the case for most businesses, Covid-19 triggered
a significant upheaval to PwC’s operations. The
professional services firm recognised that lockdown
would create uncertainty for all employees now working
from home full-time, but that it would create specific
challenges for people new to the firm, at the start of their
careers, or taking part in one of PwC’s work experience
programmes. These individuals were at risk of missing
out on the development opportunities which are an
essential part of progression and which, by extension,
contribute to improving social mobility in the UK. PwC
quickly devised and implemented a range of measures
in response. Hopefully, other employers and their
colleagues – including those from lower socioeconomic
backgrounds – will benefit from PwC’s learnings.

Supporting early-career
employees
The experience of working from home is different for
everybody, and a national lockdown brought home the
realisation that everyone is facing their own unique set of
circumstances. Younger workers, particularly those who
have moved cities to undertake a professional role, are
more likely to be living in shared accommodation and
working from their bedrooms or shared areas. Those from
lower socioeconomic backgrounds may not have access to
sufficient technology, equipment or internet connectivity
to thrive at work. In turn, this can adversely impact
both physical and mental health. PwC took practical
steps to mitigate this risk and support colleagues:

Ensure equipment needs are met
Delivering laptops, office accessories and smart
phones (which can create WiFi hotspots) to new joiners,
as well as access to virtual, 24/7 IT support services are
much-needed investments to ensure employees have
everything they need to undertake their roles while
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maintaining positive health. Younger employees, especially
those from lower socioeconomic backgrounds, are less
likely to have this equipment or reliable connectivity at
home.

Be flexible with policies
Ensuring that policies can be adapted to meet the
emerging needs of employees when working from
home is essential. At the start of lockdown, PwC advised
for webcams to be on when participating in meetings
from home to help encourage connectivity in teams.
Yet it was quickly identified that some, including earlycareer employees, could be self-conscious about their
surroundings, want privacy or simply a break from seeing
themselves reflected on calls. The policy was adapted
to centre around individual choice, knowing employees
would be the best to judge when it was necessary to be
on camera and when it was not, while people in support
positions were encouraged to get in touch and check in
with others to see if they were okay and to offer help.

Create dedicated wellbeing
support and structures
In addition to the stresses of lockdown itself, feeling
disconnected from colleagues can be challenging for
those new to work. Recognising this, PwC’s dedicated
wellbeing team – supported by 150 mental health first
aiders – created resources, sessions and advice to support
employees. PwC’s leadership communicated regularly
with employees to provide guidance and reassurance,
and hosted regular livestreams where employees could
anonymously submit questions about physical and
mental health to a doctor and psychiatrist. Every new
starter at PwC is assigned a ‘buddy’ and a career coach
to welcome them, and to help navigate the onboarding
process as well as longer-term career opportunities.
Having trained and visible mental health first aiders, senior
leaders advocating for people to reach out if they are

struggling and a confidential third-party helpline also help
employees feels supported. Other measures could include
checking-in with early-career employees to provide
specific wellbeing support and ensure that learning
and development needs are being met (see below).

Recognise different needs
PwC recognised that many young people may want to
return to work in an office environment due to a lack of
home-working space or a desire for in-person interactions
and learning opportunities with colleagues. By responding
swiftly when government guidelines allowed for a safe
return to workplaces, colleagues who wished to return to
offices were supported, while the voluntary nature ofany
return meant concerns others had were respected.

Protecting and expanding
outreach
History shows that young people are particularly
disadvantaged during recessions. Prior to the emergence
of Covid-19 and its economic shockwaves, social mobility
in the UK had still not recovered from the 2008 recession.
It is therefore vital that businesses step up to protect
opportunities for young people. Two measures undertaken
by PwC provide practical examples for other employers:

over the summer before launching their new virtual
skills programmes including the New World. New
Skills – Schools Series and PwC Virtual Classroom, for
the current academic year. PwC also supported virtual
programmes that were run by partner organisations
for undergraduates, including Bright Network and
upReach. Going virtual allowed PwC to reach a wider
group of people from areas across the UK. By removing
the need to commute to an office location, people from
further afield, from social mobility cold spots or coastal
towns, faced less challenges when joining virtually.

Go above and beyond
Some programmes may not be suitable for webinars or
online workshops due to a need for in-person learning
and the benefits to young people of being in an
office environment. This applied to PwC’s competitive
summer internship programme for penultimate-year
undergraduates. When a decision was made to cancel
the placements, all enrolled interns were instead
offered full-time roles upon graduation, ensuring that
these young people now have confidence in their
future careers. If you can invest in diverse talent now
then your organisation will be well placed to meet the
evolving needs of the Covid-19 era and beyond.

Digitise your outreach,
recruitment and onboarding
PwC reconfigured its in-person onboarding, recruitment,
work experience and events into accessible and engaging
virtual offerings. A Virtual Insight Week allowed over
1,800 year 12 or equivalent students to attend. A
programme of online activities was offered over the
summer for degree apprentices, before they were
formally onboarded virtually for their placement year in
September. It also moved its schools engagement online,
working with a number of partnership organisations
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Appendix

Employee
survey questions
Organisation name:

Organisation code: *

Job level (e.g. Manager): *

Type of school attended: *
Non selective state school (Comprehensive)
Selective state school (Grammar)
Private school
Non-UK school
Other
Prefer not to say
I would consider myself to be from a:
Working class background
Middle class background
Upper class background
Prefer not to say
1. My organisation is open to talent from all class
backgrounds.
Agree
Not sure/Prefer not to say
Disagree
2. I am comfortable openly discussing my class
background with my colleagues.
Agree
Not sure/Prefer not to say
Disagree

Employer Index Report 2020

3. I feel I have to hide my class background to get
ahead in the workplace.
Agree
Not sure/Prefer not to say
Disagree
4. People get ahead at my workplace because of who
they know.
Agree
Not sure/Prefer not to say
Disagree
5. The workplace culture in my organisation is inclusive
of all class backgrounds.
Agree
Not sure/Prefer not to say
Disagree

Joining the 2021 Index
If we are to have any hope of
protecting social mobility during
the Covid-19 recession, we need
more employers taking direct
action. Joining the Index is the best
way to audit your existing social
mobility work and to identify where
you need to improve.
If you are listed as a Top 75
Employer, you will receive a
kitemark to celebrate your work as
one of the leading employers for
social mobility.

6. I feel out of place at work as I don't have the same
background as the majority of employees.
Agree
Not sure/Prefer not to say
Disagree
7. I have not experienced barriers to career progression
in my workplace due to my class background.

Timeline
February 2021
Employer Index and
Employee Survey open

May 2021
Submissions close

Autumn 2021
Individual feedback reports
sent to employers

To register your interest in joining the Social
Mobility Employer Index 2021, please email the
team at employerindex@socialmobility.org.uk.

Top 75 and key findings
report published

Agree
Not sure/Prefer not to say
Disagree
8. Our senior leadership is committed to improving the
socioeconomic diversity of our workforce.
Agree
Not sure/Prefer not to say
Disagree
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