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Converting Conversations 
into Actions…
Fran Parry, Director, Centre for Economic and Social Inclusion

The Centre for Economic and Social Inclusion in partnership 
with the Association of Employment and Learning Providers 
hosted the second Youth Employment Convention in May 
2014 at the KIA Oval.

For two days nearly 400 delegates from across the spectrum of education, employment 
and skills delivery debated and networked. Employers, providers, policy advisers, politicians, 
thought leaders and young people came together to discuss the issues that impact most 
upon the opportunities available to young people and their ability to achieve good and 
sustained work. 

Our premise was that, despite a raft of new initiatives and reforms, too many young people 
are out of work, for too long, with too few of the skills they need to progress in to good, long 
term, jobs and careers but that there is a fight back going on. Local and national partners 
from across the UK are demonstrating ways in which they are creating opportunity, impacting 
on social mobility, nurturing talent, demonstrating the business benefits of employing young 
people and preparing young people for tomorrow’s jobs, today.

We are grateful to all the sponsors of the Convention, in particular our Lead Sponsor, 
Tomorrow’s People and to all the contributors to the event, especially those who have 
taken further time out to write for this report. In particular we want to thank all the young 
people who participated and kept our “eye on the ball”. They contributed throughout the 
Convention, book-ending it with an opening discussion about whether they get a fair deal 
from the employment and skills support currently on offer and closed it debating with a panel 
of parliamentarians about what they want to see in the 2015 election manifesto.

The enthusiasm and energy generated by the event was palpable. We felt that the lessons 
we were learning and sharing were important and there was an appetite to disseminate them 
further. Due to the generous sponsorship of the Shaw Trust we are able to do so through this 
report, which captures much of the thinking generated by the event. 

We hope that you are as inspired by the contributions to this report as we are. Let’s work 
together, “convert conversations into actions” and support and contribute to the creation of 
policy that meets the skills and employment needs of our most valuable national asset – our 
young people. 

Sound bites, photographs and presentations from the event can all be found at 
http://www.cesi.org.uk/events/YEC2014 

Fran Parry

“…too many young 
people are out of work, 
for too long, with too 
few of the skills they 
need to progress in to 
good, long term, jobs 
and careers…"
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A word from report sponsor 
Shaw Trust 
Chief Executive, Roy O’Shaughnessy writes…

Shaw Trust was delighted to have been the legacy sponsor for the 2014 Youth Employment 
Convention.

The event presented the perfect opportunity to address the barriers to employment many 
young people across the country face; lacking the skills, experience and opportunities to 
make those first steps into a life of rewarding employment. 

This is so important because as a country we cannot possibly succeed if we fail to give young 
people both the hope and the stake in our society that work brings. This is the social glue 
that binds the generations together and it is our responsibility to provide that hope and 
opportunity.

The Youth Employment Convention is so important in bringing a wide range of stakeholders, 
professionals, policymakers and ministers across the education, employability and skills 
sectors together. Crucially, this year’s convention emphasised that while many important 
steps have been taken to help vulnerable young people into work; even greater strides could 
be made to ensure that they are guided in the right direction and placed into sustained 
employment. 

While discussions, debates and presentations are important in finding the right answers, 
action and sense of urgency are just as, if not more, important.

This legacy report, the first of its kind from this convention, will ensure we keep to our 
word on the actions, pledges and proposals we have agreed to as a sector, as organisations 
and as individuals. We cannot afford to only have made limited progress when next year’s 
convention comes round. Now is the time to push on. 

We have a duty to those young people who need the opportunities and skills we were 
provided and given access to when we were their age.

I hope you enjoy this report and take the action needed.

Roy O’Shaughnessy

“Work…is the social 
glue that binds 
the generations 
together and it is 
our responsibility to 
provide that hope 
and opportunity.”
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Monique Newton opened the event…

Youth employment and 
applying progressive ideas

I was delighted to deliver the guest address at the CESI Youth Employment Convention. 
Speaking as a mentor from the Dame Kelly Holmes Trust, I spoke about the work we do at 
the trust and a little about my route into employment and the journey I have been on to get 
there.

This year’s convention took place over two days and included many special guests including 
HRH The Countess of Wessex, not to mention the many employers and training providers 
who came along, but more importantly and even more promisingly, it saw a big turnout of 
young people from all over the UK. I particularly enjoyed listening to the youth panel which 
consisted of young people from across the country coming together to share their ideas, 
opinions and experiences on the crucial subject of youth employment. 

I found the whole event, both insightful and thought provoking. 

The first obstacle young people face when transitioning from education to employment is 
getting the right careers advice. With cuts being made to the services which were once there 
to guide and advise young people into work and training it is clear that many young people 
feel they are not given sufficient information in order to be able to make informed decisions 
as to what steps they should be taking next. Teachers are under immense stress and pressure 
not only from students but from the government to deliver careers advice and guidance at 
a time when they are already overworked and over stretched. The young people from the 
panel agreed that appropriate advice regarding other routes into employment other than 
university and higher education should be more readily available.

Many young people, myself included, have been discouraged from participating in 
apprenticeships or vocational courses in favour of the more traditional routes in to work.
This attitude towards vocational training is both outdated and wrong as apprenticeships give 
young people the opportunity to pursue a career in an industry they are passionate about, 
whilst earning a wage, learning practical skills and gaining vital experience. Apprentices are 
also able to work towards a recognised qualification which allows them to develop a good 
theoretical understanding of the environment and job they are in. Apprenticeships also 
allow employers to shape their apprentices according to the role required therefore making 
them more liable to being kept on with the company once the apprenticeship is complete. A 
recent survey has found that 93% of young people say they are not getting the vital careers 
advice needed to find a job or make decisions about their future. Only 25% have received 
information on apprenticeships, and even more worryingly just 17% were told about 
vocational qualifications available to them. In stark contrast 62% were given information 
on A-Levels and 65% on going to university. Schools need to recognise apprenticeships as a 
recognised and formalised route to achieving the relevant occupational expertise required in 
the workplace.

Another subject which came up throughout the day was that of the curriculum, what is 
taught and how it is taught, with many of us agreeing that certain things need to be taught 
in a way which can be applied to everyday life and the working world, with many young 
people believing we are taught just enough to pass exams and therefore get the schools the 
statistics they need but you are learning to pass an exam rather than learning the practical 
skills which can be applied to everyday life.

Monique Newton

“Many young people 
feel they are not 
given sufficient 
information in order 
to be able to make 
informed decisions.”
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Rushanara Ali MP, believes that ‘every young person should have an entitlement to work 
experience, and proper exposure to work’. The youth panel pointing out the irony of needing 
work experience in order to gain work experience, with many people leaving university 
hoping for a high paid job, only to be told by employers that they need experience. The youth 
panel discussed the negative connotations attached to the name ‘work experience’, asking, 
should we rename ‘work experience’ to make it sound more adult, meaningful and appealing?

Questions were also asked about the lack of choice and input a young person has regarding 
the compulsory two week ‘work experience’ placement young people are required to 
undertake in their final year at school. In my opinion, at the end of the placement, employers 
should be encouraged to keep young people on and schools should allow for pupils to learn, 
train and gain qualifications from employers. It was also made clear that work providers 
need to work more closely with young people and questions were asked as to whether the 
Jobcentre and other employment services could be doing more to encourage, support, inform 
and guide young people. Is Jobcentre Plus fit for purpose in its current style for young 
people, asked Inclusion’s Tony Wilson.

One thing all of the young people agreed on was the difference that having a mentor, support 
worker or careers advisor had and the positive impact it made. It is amazing what a young 
person can achieve when given the confidence and self belief. All it takes is for an employer 
to believe in a young person. With the backing, the belief and the support of local businesses 
and employers, the possibilities are endless.

Just before my speech, HRH The Countess of Wessex , informed us that ‘up to 750,000 young 
people think they have nothing to live for’ – a harrowing statistic that should never exist.

We must not forget the factors influencing and causing youth unemployment in the first 
place. With the current economic downturn, a rise in poverty, youngsters turning to crime 
and family breakdown to name a few, until these issues are addressed and solved, rather than 
papered over then youth unemployment will remain the same if not get worse. An example of 
this is youths who turn to crime or anti-social behaviour. Many times kids who have problems 
at home can end up with problems at school. Trouble at school usually leads to trouble out of 
school and when schools are not equipped to deal with these kids, due to lack of resources 
and not having the staff, quite often these kids end up being thrown out of school, where 
they are unlikely to continue education, or find employment and are more likely to fall in with 
the wrong crowd – often ending up on the streets or in gangs. Before you know it you have 
another child lost in the system. With a lack of youth services and things for young people to 
get involved with in their communities, young people are being failed. The cuts being made, 
mean that services which are there to help struggling families and young people are over 
stretched and not able to provide adequate support and help to the most vulnerable and to 
those who need it most. I strongly believe that the correct preventative measures need to be 
introduced in order to eradicate further problems from happening down the line.

Young people need to be listened to and have a more active role in ensuring that young 
people’s needs are being met. Politicians need to speak to those young people who are 
furthest from society, not just those involved in BYC and youth parliament. Employers need to 
have faith and put more trust in young people.

Being at the Youth Employment Convention and hearing from inspiring young people about 
how they are actively involved in their communities, and positively impacting their peers, 
is a reminder that the majority of young people are bright, intelligent, well mannered and 
eager to learn. Most importantly just by being there it shows that young people care about 
their future and the future of their peers and that was what I found the most promising. The 
convention saw hundreds of employers, training providers, MP’s, and young people united 
by their commitment and interest in young people and their future- all sharing positive and 
progressive ideas on helping young people out of unemployment and in to work.

“There is an irony 
in needing work 
experience in order to 
gain work experience.”

“Could the Jobcentre 
be doing more to 
encourage, support, 
inform and guide 
young people?”
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If I ever had any doubts my faith in young people has definitely been restored. Hearing young 
people so actively involved in the debates which took place and so passionate about their 
beliefs showed these young people were a real credit to their communities. A lot more should 
be done to highlight all of the good things young people are doing because, for all the bad 
press young people get, there is a lot more good to be found.

Often labelled ‘the lost generation’, there is no doubt that we still have a long way to go 
before we see a significant decrease in the amount of young people who are not in education, 
employment or training. But don’t write us of just yet. The youth of today are the leaders 
of tomorrow. And ultimately it is the youth who will be left to inherit all of the problems we 
face as a country, such as the ever growing problems of global warming, the recession, and 
overcrowding to name a few. If we don’t take the correct measures in ensuring that the next 
generation is given the support, guidance and encouragement they deserve, then where 
will that leave us 20 years from now? As a young person I feel it is essential to not only 
invest our money but to also invest our time into ensuring that young people have the best 
opportunities possible.

It has been a pleasure to be involved, and I hope to continue to empower and encourage 
other young people to take a stand and make a positive change in their lives. Together we 
can work together to create a better future for everyone.

“The youth of today 
are the leaders of 
tomorrow.”
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Looking through the other 
side of the lens
AELP Chief Executive Stewart Segal writes…

The Youth Convention provides a good opportunity to look at policy and programme delivery 
from the customers’ point of view and in this case it is young people finding their pathways 
into work or developing their careers. The economy is improving with signs of sustainable 
growth which is having a positive impact on the jobs market. However the jobs market for 
young people is still very difficult and the problems of youth unemployment remain.

The Association of Employment and Learning Providers has 660 members involved in 
supporting young people in terms of developing skills and supporting their routes into 
work. It is that integration of employment and skills that will improve the opportunities for 
young people. There are far too many different programmes and initiatives to help young 
people which can cause confusion about what programmes are available. AELP has always 
supported a very flexible approach to programme content for young people. We have 
supported the flexible design of programmes such as Work Programme and Traineeships but 
all too often there are restrictions around the eligibility of who can deliver these programmes 
and the eligibility of learners on the programme. This makes creating a clear pathway for all 
young people very difficult.

For example Traineeships should be for young people not quite ready to take a job or an 
Apprenticeship but the programme is restricted to young people who do not have a level 
2 qualification and has a number of restrictions around how the programme affects benefit 
payments. This lack of integration of programmes supported by Department of Work and 
Pensions and the Department for Business Innovation and Skills makes it difficult to create a 
clear and effective offer for young people.

We know that getting an effective programme of work experience will make a huge 
difference to a young person’s chances of getting a job but there are multiple routes and 
programmes that might offer that opportunity including Traineeships, Youth Contract and 
through the Jobcentre. Training providers work hard to support young people through these 
different options but with different eligibility rules, different performance and funding 
rules it often becomes a question of responding to what meets the needs of the programme 
rather than the young person.

Building effective work experience into programmes of study and support will need the 
commitment of employers. Training providers continually develop those relationships with 
employers to create the opportunities for work experience. This is an essential part of any 
effective route into work especially for entry level roles. Most young people do not have the 
personal skills that they need for work and often need to develop personal, team-working and 
communication skills as well as the disciplines of working which have to be learned. A period 
of supported work experience is often the key to developing the knowledge and confidence 
the young people need to make the right choices.

Linked to work experience is the need to ensure that young people have the communications 
and numeracy skills for work. Too many young people finish their formal schooling with 
inadequate English and maths skills and many programmes to support them have to 
go through the remedial work they need. It is more important than ever that they have 
opportunities to progress their knowledge rather than just retake their GCSEs. Functional 
Skills often provide the stepping stones to progress and it will be important to preserve 
that route which is now well respected by employers. 

Stewart Segal

“The lack of integration 
of programmes 
supported by DWP and 
BIS makes it difficult 
to create a clear and 
effective offer for 
young people.”
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The key to a more customer focussed approach will be to:

ll Improve the careers information and support available to young people to make them 
more effective customers

ll Encourage young people to take more ownership for their own futures

ll Improve the integration of employability and skills programmes

ll Continue to retain the flexibility of delivery within all of the key programmes

ll Focus on core programmes such as Youth Contract, Traineeships and Apprenticeships to 
have a sustained opportunity to clarify the offer to young people

ll Reduce the number of new initiatives and programmes.

@RebeccaKCooney: “Don’t kick the bottom rung away from those who 
need it by scrapping Level 1 and 2 apprenticeships” @stewartsegal
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A young participant reflects 
on the Youth Employment 
Convention 
Francis Augusto, Youth Board Programme Delivery Team Leader  
at Talent Match London 

Drayton and I were invited by Inclusion to participate in a two day convention on Youth 
Employment (as Youth Delegates), alongside Storm and Steph. Teachers and politicians to 
employers and youth-orientated organisations were all in attendance. The two days were jam 
packed with great discussions on ways to address the glaring issue of youth unemployment. 
Along with the inspirational and intriguing speakers and debates, the convention also had 
breakout and fringe sessions which attendees could participate in.

I arrived at the convention expecting debates and discussions on ways different sectors 
could work to address this prevalent social problem, but was not sure of the level of youth 
participation I would find. Although the youth delegates opened and closed this great event, 
with eloquence and vigour, I believe the convention still lacked the presence of youth. Here, 
the only young people in attendance were those who were either speaking or debating. In 
this, I suggest that there is a task the organisers can work on, which is to include more young 
people from diverse backgrounds. Nonetheless, I do not want this to stain the importance and 
value of the convention, as it took a strong step forward concerning this issue.

From the myriad of debates and discussions on youth employment, I believe there were three 
key areas of discourse – which resonated with my own opinions. The notion of social capital – 
there being a strong lack of it within young people – was (though not directly) spoken about 
as a real issue for young people who were unemployed. Secondly, the inadequate careers 
advice/guidance in schools was also highlighted as an issue that needs to be dealt with. In my 
opinion, youth work has a place in addressing these two issues. Lastly, there were discussions 
around who is truly responsible in dealing with this issue.

For me, the responsibility lies with all parties concerned with young people’s experiences into 
work. At the heart, politicians/decision-makers should take responsibility for failing a great 
proportion of young people. Then, schools should be held accountable for not providing 
sufficient careers advice for young people. Furthermore, work experience is also a problem. 
I believe young people need work experience, but many schools may not provide suitable 
experiences or provide information that allows the young people to realise that there are 
transferable skills that they can take from the experience. There is also an onus on employers 
providing better engagement strategies with young people and schools.

Francis Augusto 

“At the heart 
politicians and 
decision makers should 
take responsibility 
for failing a great 
proportion of young 
people.”
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Young people communicate 
in increasingly sophisticated 
ways
says Arfah Farooq, Discoverables co-founder

The Internet and technology is second nature to people and the way we communicate with 
them needs to reflect this. If so much time is spent using the Internet “just for fun” then we 
should aim to convert that into productive meaningful activity using online tools. 

When I was in my final year of university I decided to try and craft my CV but what I realised 
was that over the years I had generated a lot of experiences – the school council, running the 
event at university, heading the society – but they were all short bursts of activity and it was 
difficult to put all of that on my CV. I had learned so much, developed so many skills but by 
being part of the Spark+Mettle online coaching programme I learned to articulate these skills 
better. The way young people create tangible experiences has changed. No longer is it about 
the Saturday job but more about the little bits of activities they do in their life. A lot of what 
they do in their personal life can translate into work based skills and it’s about teaching 
them how to articulate that.

Together with CEO of Spark+Mettle, Eugenie Teasley, we co-founded our first tech platform 
called Discoverables (http://discoverabl.es) which helps other young people to develop 
strengths and soft skills and articulate their story their way. So, being more aware and 
encouraging young people to create positive digital footsteps will assist them in their job 
hunting. This is the way they communicate and it is important for employers to understand 
this.

However the way employers communicate with young people also needs to change especially 
when the young person gets their first proper job. They need to be supported, nurtured and 

Arfah Farooq

“Young people spend 
on average 50 hours 
online at home each 
month, yet 74% of that 
time is doing stuff 
‘just for fun’.” 

Ofcom 2012
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trained to be the best. Our young people are super capable but at the early stages they still 
need support to really flourish. The problem is managers are very busy people, sometimes 
too busy to sit down with their direct reports. 

This is where digital tools can help. We recently launched Up (http://upupup.io). It’s a skills 
development and feedback tracker that helps young employees set their weekly outcomes to 
their personal career goals and soft skills. It supports managers to communicate with them in 
a timely and effective way.

We recently commissioned a report by by Alex Bailey, CPP. There are some key elements that 
are needed to help employees, especially young employees, perform well and thrive at work. 
Amongst these are respect, clarity, praise, use of strengths, the ability to grow and the chance 
to remove blockages.

We’ve built Up to be a key enabler for young employees and managers for each of these 
elements. It is important to point out it is never to replace face to face interaction but meant 
to improve communication and make the 1 to 1s more effective so they literally are speaking 
from the same page. Up allows individuals to be empowered and encouraged to take 
responsibility for their own learning and development in their role and they are given an easy 
platform to raise issues that may be creating blockages. 

We live in a real time world and it’s time our workplaces also reflected the real time culture 
that young people are a huge part off. 

“We live in a real time 
world and it’s time 
our work places also 
reflected the real time 
culture that young 
people are a huge part 
of.”
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Employability and 
Entrepreneurship in the  
14-19 curriculum
Gerard Liston, Schools Linking Network

 In England, 440,000 teachers teach in 22,000 schools, every one of which is subject to 
periodic inspection by the Office for Standards in Education – OFSTED. These inspections 
now largely focus on academic achievement, the quality of teaching, student behaviour 
and safety and on the quality of leadership. Schools are judged to be ‘Outstanding’, ‘Good’, 
‘Requires Improvement’ or ‘Inadequate’. Recently introduced ‘Dashboard’ reports distil this 
information into a summary of academic attainment and progression in core subjects, while 
so-called ‘League Tables’ allow parents to compare schools in their area using information 
that is largely based on pre-16 exam results. 

The latest results from the international PISA tests do not make encouraging reading, 
with the UK slipping to 26th position in the list of OECD countries, whereas Asian Pacific 
countries extended their lead. Some have criticised the National Curriculum for its focus on 
learning facts and employer organisations1 have expressed concerned about a ‘conveyor belt’ 
process that does not recognise students’ individual aspirations. There is even a suggestion2 
that the pressure of performance league tables compromises the holistic development of 
young people. 

The OFSTED inspection framework3 states that young people should expect, ‘…excellent 
educational experiences at school and these ensure that they are very well equipped for 
the next stage of their education, training or employment.’ Likewise, the Department for 
Education4 requires every state school to provide a curriculum that, ‘…is balanced and broadly 
based and which…prepares pupils at the school for the opportunities, responsibilities and 
experiences of later life.’ Schools in England have recently been given a legal responsibility 
to provide careers guidance. They have freedom to decide how best this is achieved and 
are encouraged to work closely with employers5. Unfortunately, a recent OFSTED report 
has highlighted the inadequacy of careers education and of the links between schools and 
employers. 

The UK Commission for Employment & Skills actively promotes education/employer 
partnerships6 and the potential benefits for both sides. The Confederation of British Industry 
(CBI) suggests that these partnerships should create young people with the skills and 
attitudes needed by employers7 placing more importance on skills, such as communication, 
problem solving and team work, than on Literacy, Numeracy and ICT skills – skills that are 
remarkably similar to the ‘Personal Learning & Thinking Skills’ developed by educationalists 
to support the Diploma programme.8 Currently, the CBI places greater emphasis on the need 

1 CBI ‘First Steps – A new approach for our schools’ April 2012
2 DEMOS, ‘Detoxifying School Accountability’ May2013
3 Department for Education National Curriculum 2013
4 Department for Education, Careers Guidance 2012
5 OFSTED ‘Going in the right direction? September 2013
6 ‘Business and Schools: Building the world of work together’ UKCES April 2012
7 ‘Seeking a competitive edge’ CBI 2012
8 ‘A Framework for Personal Learning & Thinking Skills’ QCA 2007

Gerard Liston

The purpose of 
education is, ‘The 
development of the 
child’s personality, 
talents and mental 
and physical abilities 
to their fullest 
potential.’ 

United Nations Convention 
on the Rights of the Child 
Article 29a
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for young people to articulate their distinctive personal characteristics and values, as well 
as their portfolio of skills. They say the education system should encourage young people 
to be determined, optimistic and emotionally intelligent. 

The ‘Unlocking Talent & Potential’ programme is one of 30 national projects funded by 
the Department for Communities and Local Government to, ‘…set direction and pioneer 
innovative ideas in order to encourage leadership and mobilise action at a local level.’ Initially 
tested in Birmingham during 2012-13, the programme is being progressively rolled-out in 
selected schools in Bradford and Croydon, as well as in Birmingham. 

‘Unlocking Talent & Potential’ aims to build capacity within schools, rather than perpetuate a 
dependency on funding or external providers. It also aims to integrate areas that have often 
become islands of activity within schools: CEIAG, Work Experience, Employer Engagement, 
Work-Related Learning, Enterprise Education and some aspects of Citizenship. Initial 
consultation at senior leadership level results in a mutual commitment that typically includes 
a component of staff training. Although each school’s priorities determine the ‘Meaningful 
Learning Experiences’ that are developed in partnership with the school, a common factor is 
the involvement of community partners – particularly employers – to bring learning ‘to life’. 

‘Enterprise Entitlement’ describes the learning journey that progressively develops a young 
person’s skills and awareness of life beyond school to help them make informed choices at 
key transition points in the education. Descriptors start at primary school and progress to the 
end of post-16 and are mapped onto employability skills. 

‘Bringing Lessons to Life’ encourages subject teachers to identify parts of existing schemes of 
work that could be enhanced. A brief prepared by a teacher provides the basis for a proposal 
for employer engagement that enriches and enhances classroom learning – boosting 
academic attainment, as well as raising awareness about life beyond school. 

Impact assessment captures evidence of skills acquisition by students, as well as their 
personal motivation and aspirations. Critically, it also includes scope for reflection to 
support choices at transition points in the education, enabling young people to articulate 
what separates them from the crowd – the ‘personality, talents and abilities’ that they have 
developed throughout their education and which prepare them better for the 21st Century. 

Case Studies:
Bringing Lessons to Life: (English faculty partners with a local community radio station to 
help 13-14 year old students develop communication and literacy skills)  
https://www.dropbox.com/s/5dd8qxs4ci6s6ru/UT%26P_lessons-to-life_sunrise-radio.pdf

Enterprise Entitlement: (School partners with supermarket nutritionists and local health 
centre to help 11-12 year propose fresh ideas for healthy packed lunches)  
https://www.dropbox.com/s/hq1cjbic3urx86q/UT%26P_enterprise-entitlement_packed-
lunches.pdf

Gerard.Liston@schoolslinkingnetwork.org.uk 

“A brief prepared by 
a teacher provides the 
basis for a proposal for 
employer engagement 
that enriches and 
enhances classroom 
learning.”
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Rhian Johns, Director of Policy and Campaigns at Impetus – PEF 
asks…

Whose job is it to achieve full 
youth employment in the UK? 

The theme for the recent Youth Employment Convention was achieving full youth 
employment in the UK. This is certainly a good objective and one that we at Impetus-PEF 
will play our part in achieving. Many of the delegates I spoke to during the conference have 
been playing their part for many years and yet still one million young people are out of work 
– many seemed somewhat war weary. Although this agenda has received significant attention 
over the last few years from politicians, policymakers and employers – with apprenticeships 
receiving a makeover and the introduction of new traineeship schemes and programmes 
for the out of work – little real progress has been made towards achieving full youth 
employment. 

Youth unemployment is not a new phenomenon and it is not purely a result of the recession, 
although this has exacerbated the problem. Youth unemployment has been on the rise since 
the early 2000s. We can, however, see from looking at other countries that it doesn’t have to 
be this way. It points to a structural issue in the UK’s youth labour market that, if we are to 
attain full youth employment, must be fixed.

Several speakers at the convention, including Lord Baker, made reference to countries with 
lower levels of youth unemployment, notably Germany, the Netherlands and Austria. Whether 
in the context of justifying the University Technical College (UTC) movement, or for greater 
business engagement with schools – both of which are compelling – what struck me most 
is the countries with low youth unemployment have very deliberate pathways for the 
transition from education into employment and are intrinsically linked to the needs of the 
local labour market. Their systems intentionally focus on where young people are located 
and what young people can do to prepare for their future careers.

During both convention sessions that I spoke at, I referenced our proposal for a time-limited 
Secretary of State for School-to-Work Transitions. This received a mixed reaction. Let me 
explain why we think this is essential for fixing structural youth unemployment and ensuring 
every young person transitions successfully from education into employment.

Many people who point to Germany as a gold standard for youth transitions also point out 
that this system wouldn’t work in the UK due to our very different economy and levels of 
employer engagement in education. This may well be true, however what the UK can learn 
from Germany and other countries is that having a system is better than not having a system. 
Only by having someone at a national level responsible for building and realising the vision 
for Britain’s youth labour market and ensuring a clear line of responsibility for developing 
systematic and intentional pathways into work for all young people, will we stand a chance of 
achieving full youth employment. 

We are not calling for a new government department and believe that this new role will only 
be necessary for a limited period of time. Their role would be strategic, working alongside 
DfE, DWP and BIS (amongst others) to systematise and operationalise the school-to-work 
transition, ensuring every young person has a clear pathway into employment. Similar to the 
introduction of a Minister for Cities, that seeks to bring strategic direction to a key component 
of the British economic machine, so youth employment deserves the focus and attention a 
Secretary of State would afford it.

Rhian Johns

“In countries with low 
youth unemployment 
systems intentionally 
focus on where young 
people are located and 
what young people can 
do to prepare for their 
future careers.”

“Having a system is 
better than not having 
a system.”
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Given the scale of the current problem, we need someone at the top of the tree to lead 
the charge. To be responsible for building and realising the vision for Britain’s youth labour 
market and ensuring there is a clear line of responsibility for making full employment for all 
young people a reality.

You can follow Rhian on twitter @nomad_on_line
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Why we must heed the value 
of vocational learning
Chris Bolton, Director of Stakeholder Relations, Pearson Work 
Based Learning & Colleges

As the world’s leading learning company Pearson believes in every kind of learning, for all 
kinds of people, wherever they are in the world. We believe that there are many paths to 
success including vocational and work based learning. 

Recently, we published the second Learning Curve report9 written by the Economist 
Intelligence Unit. The Learning Curve is part of a wide ranging programme of qualitative and 
qualitative analysis which has produced a global index of cognitive skills and educational 
attainment, comparing the performance of 39 countries and one region (HK). The recent 
edition had a focus on skills and key highlights include:

ll One of the most pervasive and endemic problems in education in just about every country 
is the lack of attention paid to skills provision

ll Even in the richest countries, fewer than half of school students are career or college 
ready, with the result that higher education institutions and employers often find 
themselves re-skilling school leavers before they embark on the next phase of their lives.

ll Half of the economic growth in developed nations in the past ten years can be attributed 
to better skills.

In the UK there seems to be almost a cultural norm that the only true measure of success is 
progression to higher education through an academic pathway. While those attending the 
Youth Convention are unlikely to subscribe to such a view, this is often the advice delivered in 
schools, to sons, daughters, relatives and others. The myth of higher education being the only 
route to success has to be exploded.

The evidence is fully supported by our BTEC and Apprenticeship provision which is 
sometimes viewed as more valuable than a degree as this is what industry demands, for 
example Apprenticeship schemes have more applicants than many top universities (Richards 
Review, 2013).

There should be no argument about parity of esteem between academic and vocational 
learning. They are equally valuable but different so we need to celebrate not justify the 
differences. An apprenticeship allows young people to enter the workforce, gain or preferably 
build on the hard and soft skills required by industry and to start their chosen career path in 
the workplace earning while learning with above average prospects of gaining a permanent 
position. While apprenticeships are of vital importance in skills acquisition and development 
they should not be seen as a panacea for skills provision or youth unemployment; they are 
part of the solution alongside other vocational provision in colleges and the workplace where 
real work experience is pivotal to learning.

As with other global jurisdictions the key to vocational and apprenticeship success lies 
primarily with learners and employers and the value they attach to these programmes. 

9 The Learning Curve 2014 report can be downloaded from http://thelearningcurve.pearson.com/reports/
the-learning-curve-report-2014

Chris Bolton

“In just about every 
country there is a lack 
of attention paid to 
skills provision.”

“The myth of higher 
education being the 
only route to success 
has to be exploded.”
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Large national employers frequently already have in place either bespoke or national 
apprenticeships or other training programmes. However, the benefits also need to be 
embedded in small, medium and micro employers who, in the UK currently, employ 80% of 
all apprentices but only 10% of these companies provided apprenticeship places leaving a 
huge untapped opportunity for employers and would-be apprentices alike. The attractiveness 
for these employers comes from the economic benefits and recruiting employees who see 
this route as Plan A not as an afterthought. They need to be high quality with relevant and 
up to date industry standards at their heart. In addition the system for recruitment, training, 
assessment and funding of an apprentice needs to be simple and stable so that employers 
are not deterred by red tape or perceived bureaucracy. All this requires sustained and high 
visibility promotion of the full range of vocational and apprenticeship programmes by all, 
including government, employers and local skills partnerships, plus greater value of the 
benefits of vocational pathways by careers advisors particularly in schools.

Employers should be the guardians of current and future skills requirements but it is only 
through support, partnership and education that the full value of vocational education and 
training will be realised.

The answer to the credibility of vocational learning is not easy and requires a shift in thinking. 
To misquote Tony Blair, the three priorities must be:

ll Education – of all employers of the economic and skill benefits

ll Education – of learners, parents or carers of the career benefits

ll Education – of education institutions of the learner benefits 
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Patrick Hughes of Salientwork Ltd 

Laying down the delivery 
challenge gauntlet… 

The Youth Employment Convention attracted over 300 engaged and engaging participants. 
The young adults who introduced, participated and closed the event were outstanding: 
motivated, charming and articulate, they lifted the room. Sadly they all condemned the 
careers advice and quality of work experience they had received at school, and described this 
not just as barrier to overcome but a source of misdirection and discouragement. Their view 
of Jobcentre Plus was stark, reporting inadequate job support and an advisory service that 
failed to address their personal aspirations.

They viewed the world through the lens of personal opportunity. They had no expectation 
of an easy ride; they were focused on growth areas of the labour market rather than the 
jobs of the past; and most were doing some form of volunteering or not-for-profit work. And 
their stories shared a theme of thwarted ambition which the system had failed to identify and 
unleash.

Overall the “current status” report from Convention speakers made grim listening:

ll Tertiary and secondary education lacked an employment focus. The effective dispersal or 
abolition of school-based careers advice has worsened a weakness;

ll The overall system is clunky and impersonal with a particular weakness in handling 
transitions and handovers between its key components; with woefully poor partnerships 
where important stakeholders simply did not engage with each other locally;

ll Quality is a real issue, so that offers of work experience were poorly targeted and 
thought through by both schools and employers, and advice for the non-academic was 
perfunctory and sometimes dismissive; 

ll and Jobcentres were reported not to talk about jobsearch help but focused on benefit 
eligibility;

By the half way point in the Convention the scale of the task was clear: but there was little 
enthusiasm for grand plans especially from the seasoned political speakers. Gillian Shepherd 
captured the sense of this best I thought by saying: “this whole problem needs real hard graft. 
A consistent and sustained effort, handled confidently and drawing in not just Government but 
all of us”

Matthew Taylor added: ”labour market competitiveness needs empathy, emotional 
intelligence, resilience and a positive attitude.”

Stephen Timms pressed for us to learn from the German approach and said we must “marry 
the employment and skills juggernauts” while Rod Smith from Pearson wanted “a stable 
non – politicised framework in which delivery was decentralised and reaching the age 
of 16 became the seminal job-focused moment for all young people.” Ken Baker showed 
extraordinary vigour and drive in his personal mission to reform vocational education, with a 
political masterclass in achieving change by crystallising a policy into a specific action…..and 
then pursue it unswervingly for two decades. 

The responding panel in a wide- ranging discussion spoke up for:

Patrick Hughes

Stephen Timms: 
“We must marry the 
employment and 
skills juggernauts.”

“Their (the young 
people’s) stories 
shared a theme of 
thwarted ambition 
which the system had 
failed to identify and 
unleash.”



18

Youth Employment Convention 2014 | Legacy Report

ll a structured national plan for change; implicitly organisational;

ll a profound rebalancing of education priorities as between the vocational and academic 
routeways;

ll and a drive to shift employers behaviour in how they recruit and develop young people.

Hard to disagree with that list but these aspirations are not new, and they have been 
perennial since the late 70s. Moreover, until the very last session of the two days I heard no 
commentary on the austerity challenge. Bluntly everything we want to do in the next five 
years must be 20% cheaper: there was in that respect a lack of reality amongst the providers 
and service deliverers in the room. Yet with all that in mind I left YEC feeling distinctly 
uplifted. The debate was energised and positive; the young adults who joined us were truly 
remarkable ambassadors of their generation; and the practitioners and providers were deeply 
committed to the cause. ( And space prevents me from reporting in detail on a host of terrific 
case studies: you had to be there.) I noted general agreement at the Convention that the 
status quo was dysfunctional and change was needed; but that we needed to seek out 
those smaller actions with potential for bigger consequences. So what might we do now?

First we must certainly mobilise public assets in a new cause of preparing young people 
for the world of work. That means partnerships that bridge and deliver across the 16 – 24 
demographic covering schools ( DfE), careers work and apprenticeships for under 24s 
through NCS and SFA (BIS), and Jobcentre Plus (DWP) properly aligned through meaningful 
local or sub – regional links. LEPs in England offer that framework. 

Second we should explore more radical organisational solutions in selected places by trying 
out single agency delivery solutions to work holistically with young adults. But we should 
be clear that’s a genuine trial of what works: this is not the time for land grabs. 

And finally employers. I was full of admiration for the employers who came to the event. But 
in truth they were few in number. Yet if an immediate response was in anyone’s gift it’s in 
the capable hands of the nation’s HR managers. They – at a stroke – could begin the change 
we seek. Time perhaps for those truly exercised about youth employment to look the HR 
community in the eye and lay down the delivery challenge gauntlet. 

 

“Bluntly everything we 
want to do in the next 
five years must be 20% 
cheaper.”
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Steph Taylor, Head of Talent Match London

A “youth work” approach to 
employability

It was a pleasure to meet so many committed young people, employers, third sector 
and statutory providers at the convention and to be able to talk about our experience of 
developing Talent Match London.

Talent Match London is a youth-led, partnership approach to supporting long-term 
unemployed young people aged 18-24 into positive, productive futures. Through a distinctive 
‘youth work’ approach to employability, Talent Match London aims not only to get young 
people into jobs, but also to equip them with the skills, capabilities and desire to navigate a 
fulfilling career pathway. In 11 boroughs, we are targeting young people facing those barriers 
which are shown to be the most challenging in terms of employment. These include parenting 
and caring responsibilities; disability; and low educational attainment. As many as 30% of 
young Londoners who are not in work or education face some form of disability. For many, 

Steph Taylor



20

Youth Employment Convention 2014 | Legacy Report

these and other barriers mean they are currently not engaged with the benefits or education 
system at all. Through individual ‘Talent Plans’, we will build on each young person’s 
passions and talents to support and challenge them to become the best they can be.

The Talent Match London approach has been genuinely co-designed by young people, 
employers and statutory agencies from the start and we’ve put significant investment upfront 
into ensuring everyone involved in both delivery and strategy of Talent Match London has a 
shared vision for the programme and clear values along which we will deliver. Our approach 
starts with community outreach, and features a focus on transferrable skills, job-readiness 
and employer engagement delivered to all participants through personalised support.

What we have is essentially a hypothesis for what we think will work in supporting young 
people furthest away from the labour market, based on a sound evidence-base of data and 
previous practice. Thanks to Big Lottery funding, we have 5 years to test this out.

As you read this, our delivery partners are testing out new and creative ways of engaging 
young people and helping them to build trust in the system, always starting with the young 
person themselves – where they are at – and not with the job that we want to get them 
into. A prime example of this is Hackney CVS, who are employing a team of young people 
as Talent Scouts. They are working alongside Jobcentre Plus to talk to young people about 
engaging their friends who aren’t signing on and sharing with JCP advisers what both of us 
see as quality youth engagement. Meanwhile, Gingerbread are working with young parents 
to help them think about how they can channel the motivation and responsibility that comes 
with parenthood to overcome the practical barriers they face in developing fulfilling careers.

Beyond the direct delivery of Talent Match London, we also recognise the importance of 
sharing what’s working for the benefit of all young Londoners. We have identified two 
strategic goals towards which we are working:

1. To ensure that employers are able to provide support and opportunities throughout a 
young person’s journey to work, instead of being seen as the final destination. We’re 
already working with organisations like Microsoft, Barclays and Transport for London to 
understand what this might look like in practice and how we quality assure it.

2. To make personalised support the norm in young people’s journey to work. We 
recognise that we need to articulate and evidence exactly what we mean by this and the 
difference it makes in order to influence workforce development and commissioning. As 
a starting point, we at Talent Match London believe that outreach, long-term support 
and connected local partnerships are vital to achieving this, and we talked to many 
colleagues from across sectors at the event who echoed this and who we hope will join us 
in achieving this goal.

We can’t, and don’t want to achieve these outcomes alone. If you’re a young person, VCS 
organisation, employability provider, commissioner or policy-maker and like these ideas, 
we’d love to hear from you! Get in touch: talentmatch@londonyouth.org.uk 

“Gingerbread are 
working with young 
parents to help them 
think about how 
they can channel 
the motivation 
and responsibility 
that comes from 
parenthood to 
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barriers they face in 
developing fulfilling 
careers.”
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Every young person needs the 
opportunity to learn in the 
workplace
Says Stephen Gardner retiring CEO of Fair Train, the Group Training 
Association of the Third Sector and former national Director of 
Apprenticeships at the Learning and Skills Council.

The 2014 Youth Employment Convention reinforced my belief that good quality work 
experience is essential to help young people make a successful transition into paid 
employment.

Almost without exception young people who spoke on the stage and those I spoke with 
described how their circumstances had been transformed by an employer prepared to “give 
youth a chance”. Many reported a journey through formal education that had not prepared 
them for work and described how work experience had transformed their situation, helping 
them to identify how to make their mark and what they needed to do to achieve this. “Good 
quality work experience transforms young peoples’ lives for the better” – is my message for 
policymakers.

One young man spoke passionately about the need for good quality work experience in 
degree courses. He is clearly right but colleges and universities often do not provide it, 
perhaps because it is hard to arrange and funding systems do not incentivise it. For many 
a “thin” or “thick” sandwich of learning / work experience, once the “norm” in vocational 
degrees, is far more valuable than three straight years of theory.

But I believe that work experience should be a part of all post 14 education. Every young 
person expects to sustain their future by working and whether they complete their education 
at school, college, university, or as an apprentice, they all need the skills employers value 
and will therefore pay for.

As the number of jobs grows and with competition from older workers staying in the 
workforce longer, and skilled economic migrants entering the UK workforce, we owe it to 
young people to ensure that they are the best prepared to gain them.

Policy and funding should focus on helping and incentivising more employers to offer 
good quality work experience. Past and current practice has not done so and even now 
too few with influence have got the message. Even as we met at the conference a Member 
of Parliament tabled and won support for a motion to prevent employers offering unpaid 

Stephen Gardner

Who invests in young peoples’ futures?
“Research shows that the single most valuable qualification you can achieve is an  
A level in Mathematics. The government funds it.

Employers tell us the single most valuable factor that helps young people gain a job 
is relevant work experience. Government has removed the responsibility for schools 
to arrange work experience for young people and does not require it on many funded 
learning programmes.

“Policy and funding 
should focus on helping 
and incentivising more 
employers to offer 
good quality work 
experience…Too few 
with influence have got 
the message.”
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experience of more than 4 weeks. No doubt well intentioned, but more likely to make this 
crucial form of learning less, rather than more, available.

We have increased the age of compulsory education to 18 and many young people will spend 
2 further years in (unpaid) learning at a school or college. This significant investment in 
human capital comes at great cost to the taxpayer: teaching costs are met by the government 
and those learning remain eligible for financial support. Many young people learn better and 
have more focus in the workplace where they can directly see the need to learn. Anyone at 
the conference will have heard of the significant return on investment in good quality work 
experience. This investment comes at little cost to the government but they are doing little 
to require schools and Government policy for all forms of learning for 16 to 18 years olds 
should encourage learning through work experience – and government should actively 
encourage employers to offer it.

Young people at the conference told us of the value of “good quality” work experience, re-
affirming my belief in the need for the National Work Experience Quality Standard, ensuring 
every young person who invests their time and energy in learning through work experience 
reaps full return on their investment.

Instead of obsessing about employers paying young people who are gaining experience 
at work, or arguing about the economic contribution to the employer that a young person 
on work experience makes, we should be focussing on the quality of the work experience 
young people get. Young people make the investment – in time, effort and enthusiasm – 
and government should do more to ensure that they always realise a significant return on 
their investment. 

We have defined what “good quality work experience” looks like; government should be 
persuading all employers to offer good quality work experience.

“We have defined 
what ‘good quality 
work experience’ 
looks like; government 
should be persuading 
all employers to offer 
good quality work 
experience.”
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“Aspiration, Aspiration, 
Aspiration”
Lauren Bennett, Intern at Inclusion reflects upon the Youth Debate 
and Call to Action

It is rare for young people to have the opportunity to voice their opinions and inform others 
of their experiences of the education system and labour market whilst also holding those 
concerned with (and in many cases those employed to tackle) issues of youth employment, 
to account.

Yet the 2014 Youth Employment Convention did just that. It provided a platform for young 
people from all over the country to speak about their journeys into employment and further 
education, or more precisely, to discuss how they had become ambitious and courageous 
individuals with a clear sense of purpose and direction. 

The panel (which comprised a mix of graduates, apprentices, entrepreneurs, volunteers and 
employees) explained that they found it difficult to navigate their options once they had 
finished school or University, and that they lacked the relevant support necessary to make 
informed decisions. One-to-one advice by experienced staff that had the time to address 
their needs and help to build their confidence was agreed to be central; as was taking 
ownership of the situation and showing employers that young people have a lot to offer. 

They had been motivated to succeed by a range of factors including their past experiences, 
their family, the urge to prove their worth to those who had doubted them and a desire 
to help others change their lives. Youth workers had also proved to be a catalyst in their 
progress, and several panelists were keen to see greater discussion of their effectiveness in 
improving the prospects of young people.

There was a general consensus that more and better quality careers advice was needed 
at school, that vocational courses should be considered in the same way that academic 
routes are and that there needs to be an increased awareness of the organisations that are 
available to help young people. In the Call to Action, additional points raised included the 
need for a greater focus on skills in colleges, the desire for more support to help those with 
criminal convictions stay in employment or gain qualifications and the possibility of Youth 
Jobcentres or at least a youth section in Jobcentres.

The media were criticised for latching on to negative stereotypes of young people instead 
of encouraging businesses to employ them by focusing on those who “are doing the long 
hours”. Whilst politicians were criticised for concentrating too heavily on statistics, instead 
of “going out there and talking to young people”, and participating in diverse and efficient 
engagement with them to enable young people to influence decisions. 

Work experience was a contentious topic – one panellist complained that “you need work 
experience to get work experience” and although there was agreement that completing 
unpaid work experience enables you to learn the essential skills necessary in the world 
of work, there was also an awareness of the risk that it would not be taken seriously by 
employers. Popular suggestions therefore included that the phrase “work experience” should 
be abandoned as it sounded childish, that the standard (but very short) two week placement 
period should be extended and that placements should be more structured around the 
individual so that they could gain a familiarity of an industry that actually interests them. 

The politicians on the panel were in agreement that more needed to be done, but had 

Lauren Bennett
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differing views on what actions should be taken. Lord German called for a localised 
employment assistance system and emphasised the need for soft skills as well as 
qualifications. Rushanara Ali MP highlighted the need to do more to keep the young out of 
trouble at school as it is a “slippery slope into the criminal justice system,” and she expressed 
her desire for basic career provisions to be available to everyone– not just those with the 
necessary networks to gain valuable experience, and Baroness O’Cathain OBE referred to the 
skills mismatch as “horrific”, before recommending community schemes involving those that 
had retired early, mentoring their younger neighbours. 

These lively and insightful sessions at the Convention presented some potential solutions to 
alleviate youth unemployment from the very people affected by the policies and initiatives 
that have been implemented to date. Although the energetic participants proved that the 
system in its current form is not doing enough, especially for those who do not want to take 
an academic route, they also showed that with the necessary careers guidance and support 
network aims can be achieved, job vacancies can be filled by under 25s and hard work (in the 
form of unpaid work experience placements, voluntary placements and perseverance) can 
pay off. 

A key message has been that anything is possible with the right support, and these young 
people have proved just that. Youth unemployment may be falling, but this is no time for 
complacency. 

“This is no time for 
complacency.”
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The skills mismatch and what 
the UK plc has to do about it
Lord Baker of Dorking CH reprises his keynote speech to the Youth 
Employment Convention 

The number of young people not in education, employment or training is a national disgrace. 
Despite at least 11 years of schooling, one in six of England’s 19-24 year olds were classed 
at NEET at the end of 2013. To make matters worse, the last decade has seen young people’s 
employment prospects worsen compared with people aged 25-64.

It need not be this way. Countries like Austria, Switzerland and the Netherlands have much 
lower rates of youth unemployment. A key to their success has been a commitment to high 
quality technical and vocational options, particularly in what they call upper secondary 
education. Plotted on a graph, there is a direct relationship between high levels of 
vocational enrolments and low youth unemployment. The reverse applies, too: the UK’s 
weak commitment to technical pathways is directly connected to our high NEET figures.

I analysed trends in education over the last ten to fifteen years. Tony Blair made a historic 
commitment to help 50% of young people enter higher education before the age of 30. In 
2011/12, the actual figure was 49.3%. But the rapid expansion of higher education has been 
uneven. In some subjects, the number of first degrees awarded has grown by over 80%. 
Examples include law, humanities and business. Mass communications – the category which 
includes media studies – has grown by over 160%. At the other end of the spectrum, degrees 
in physical science, engineering and computer science have grown by 25% or less.

It is hardly surprising that many recent graduates end up working in bars and shops. Two and 
a half years after graduating, only one in three people with degrees in creative arts, design, 
law and linguistics have graduate-level jobs. Another one in three have non-graduate jobs, 

Lord Baker of Dorking CH

“The number of 
young people 
not in education, 
employment or training 
is a national disgrace.”

“The UK’s weak 
commitment to 
technical pathways is 
directly connected to 
our high NEET figures.”



26

Youth Employment Convention 2014 | Legacy Report

and one in seven are unemployed. Small wonder that England is second only to Japan in an 
OECD list of the most over-qualified countries in the world.

The education system is failing to consider the jobs on offer today, let alone the jobs of 
tomorrow. The Royal Academy of Engineering estimates that we will need 830,000 new 
graduates in the STEM subjects – science, technology, engineering and maths – between 2012 
and 2020, and a further 450,000 technicians with qualifications at levels 3 and 4. Across the 
economy as a whole, skill shortages are most marked among skilled trades – the sort of 
jobs taken by people who follow a vocational pathway, not the standard route of A levels 
and university.

We need to be more like Austria, where young people have a choice of pathways from 14 
upwards. Gaining a place at the best technical high schools is a badge of honour and prestige, 
and leads to excellent career prospects.

That is why my friend Ron Dearing and I created the concept of University Technical 
Colleges. UTCs are free-standing academies for 14-18 year olds, supported by universities 
and employers. Each has one or two STEM specialisms. Students achieve a level 2 technical 
qualification in Key Stage 4, which means they are ready for level 3 as soon as they turn 16. 
This gives them two years’ head start on young people in mainstream schools, most of whom 
can only start a level 2 at 16.

The next step is to apply the UTC ethos to a wider range of subjects such as hospitality, 
catering and digital design. Our ambition is for further education colleges throughout the 
country to host Career Colleges modelled exactly on these lines. But even that is not enough. 
Practical learning should be a part of every child’s experience at school so they are better 
prepared for choices at 14, 16 and 18. We must strengthen links between employers and all 
forms of education. It is not enough for young people to have two weeks’ work experience: 
they need a curriculum devised and delivered jointly with employers of all sizes and types.

We must stop describing technical and vocational learning as the option for “the other 50%”: 
it is an option for all. Teachers, parents and young people need to know that A levels and 
a degree no longer guarantee a job for life. They need to know, too, that 20% of advanced 
apprentices go on to higher education at some point, a figure which is set to grow quickly in 
the years to come.

Above all, we must change the way we judge the success of schools, colleges and 
universities. Qualifications are not enough. Taking a lead from UTCs, there must be one aim 
above all others: no NEETs. 

“The education system 
is failing to consider 
the jobs on offer today, 
let alone the jobs of 
tomorrow.”

@K_Rudiger: “Qualifications have become a surrogate for skills, 
they are not, talent is much broader – Mike Thompson”
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Dame Tessa Jowell MP

It is a scar on London that 
25% of its young people are 
out of work. 

My own constituency experience tells me that these one in four young Londoners are not 
workshy, staying in bed or lazy. Instead they are invariably without the skills, mentoring 
support, networks and help that supports their ambitions. We describe young people as – not 
in education, employment or training – NEET. In what other walk of life do we describe people 
as what they are not? Instead let us remember what it means to work. For our self-esteem, 
economic self-sufficiency and economic contribution to the world we live in. Arguably, this is 
one of the greatest Labour market challenges facing London. So let’s move beyond the high 
level, exultatory rhetoric and into the detail.

The challenge ahead of us – In numbers – 120,00 young people are out of work, and the 
proportion has risen from 19% in 2008 to 25% in 2012. Inner London vs Outer – traditionally, 
young people who have struggled most to secure good employment, have lived in inner 
London areas, particularly in the east. Levels of youth unemployment continue to be high in 
these areas, but the biggest increases in the last decade have been in outer borough areas, 
such as Enfield, Barking & Dagenham, Redbridge and Croydon. Between 2001 and 2011, the 
youth unemployment rate in Barking & Dagenham increased by almost 10 percentage points 
to 24%. Ethnic minority disadvantage – one of the reasons London has a higher level of youth 
unemployment than the national average is the disproportionate impact on ethnic minorities, 
and between ethnic minorities, with nearly 1 in 2 black and Pakistani young adults jobless 
(44%).

The impact of poor skills and qualifications – If a young person has low skills or no 
qualifications, then there is a strong likelihood they will also end up unemployed, as currently 
41% of young people with no qualifications in London are out of work. If they have parents 
with low qualifications, then they are likely not just to struggle to enter work, but remain 
unemployed long-term, as 8 out of 10 young people who are long-term workless between 
the ages of 16-21 years have parents with low qualifications. And if young people do become 
unemployed, their children are likely to inherit that status, as sons with workless fathers 
spend on average 8-11% more time out of work than sons with employed fathers, and they are 
15-18% more likely to spend a year or more in concurrent spells out of work.

Understanding the root causes – Developmental science has shown us how the early risk 
factors are created. The risks of unemployment start early. In the early years, nurturing a 
baby’s cognitive development has an enormous impact on their future development. Yet, 
even by the age of 3, we can see inequalities emerging between children from wealthier 
families and those from poorer households in the size of their vocabulary. Research has found 
that by 3 years of age, children from the wealthiest families are spoken to using 30 million 
more words than those from poorest families. One of the major factors behind this is that on 
average, the wealthier someone’s background, the more likely they are to read, have access 
to books, and significantly value and know the benefits to reading. In contrast, more than one 
in four of adults from the poorest socio-economic backgrounds say they never read books 
themselves.

What this means is that children from the poorest fifth of homes are on average 19 months 
behind wealthier classmates in their use of vocabulary by the age of five. And Ofsted recently 

Dame Tessa Jowell MP

“NEET: In what other 
walk of life do we 
describe people as 
what they are not?”

“By 3 years of age, 
children from the 
wealthiest families 
are spoken to using 
30 million more words 
than those from the 
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found that more than two-thirds of our poorest children – and in some of our poorest 
communities that goes up to eight children out of 10 – enter primary school unprepared. 
Falling behind in reading skills at this very early stage, matters hugely, as 84% of children who 
fail to meet expected standards in reading and mathematics at seven never catch up to meet 
the benchmark of five GCSEs graded A* to C at the age of 16.

IT skills – In addition to the development of strong basic skills at an early age, children also 
need the crucial IT skills required for today’s modern world of work. Yet, once again, too many 
children are denied the full opportunity to develop these skills. Official data shows that while 
99% of children in the richest 10% of households can access the internet via a computer, this 
drops to 57% in the poorest 10% of households with children. 

Careers guidance – Once young people enter secondary school, it is essential they have 
access to excellent face to face careers advice and guidance. But, recent government reforms 
are failing dramatically, with the CBI Chief saying careers advice is on “life support” in many 
schools in England. And Ofsted recently found more than 75% of schools were failing to 
provide impartial guidance to pupils in the last few years of secondary education.

It is young people from the poorest backgrounds, and in particular those from ethnic minority 
backgrounds in London, who suffer most, as unlike more affluent peers, they are unlikely to 
be able to rely on careers support from parents, family friends, and wider professional and 
social networks. This is creating a big void in young peoples’ understanding and experience of 
the world of work, which is contributing to a huge skills misalignment in our labour market.

A recent survey of 13-16 year olds, found that when asked what they wanted to do as a 
career, 10 times as many people were aiming for jobs in the culture, media and sports sector 
than there are actual jobs available. In contrast, fewer than one in 30 young people were 
considering jobs in banking and finance, despite one in five jobs likely to be available in 
this sector. The result, is that last year 146,200 job vacancies (22%) went unfilled because 
jobseekers didn’t have the right skills.

The importance of vocational education – Another big factor in why so many young 
people are struggling to make the transition from school into work, is the low status role still 
accorded to technical and vocational learning in our education system. In a damning report 
last year, Ofsted found the options handed to teenagers aged 14-16 was “too narrow” and 
that “very few schools promoted the full range of progression routes that were available”, 
such as vocational qualifications and apprenticeships. Only half of schools placed one or more 
teenagers onto an apprenticeship programme.

Leaving no young person behind – What can we do to change this and ensure all young 
people have a chance to succeed in work? The next Labour government is committed to 
introducing a Job Guarantee for all young people unemployed for a year or more. This is the 
right policy, as it will help prevent long-term youth unemployment, and allow young people 
to acquire vital experience of the world of work.

But we also need a strategy to prevent young people in London, particularly from the most 
disadvantaged backgrounds, becoming unemployed in the first place. I believe a ‘Skills 
Guarantee’ could be the answer, which would ensure no young person leaves education 
without the necessary skills required not only to secure work, but to progress and succeed in 
work

A Skills Guarantee would mean:

ll equipping all children, from an early age, with strong basic skills in literacy, numeracy, and 
IT – central foundations for their learning and educational development. Any child falling 
behind, even in pre-school, should receive intensive support to catch up

ll supporting children to develop ‘softer’ skills, such as communication, people, and 
teamwork skills, that employers time and again say they value so dearly

“Ofsted found the 
options handed to 
teenagers aged 14–16 
‘too narrow’ and that 
‘very few schools 
promoted the full range 
of progression routes 
that were available’, 
such as vocational 
qualifications and 
apprenticeships.”

“A ‘Skills Guarantee’ 
would ensure no young 
person leaves school 
without the necessary 
skills to secure…
progress and succeed 
in work.”
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ll nurturing personal capability skills and assets in young people, such as being driven, 
motivated, and self-assured. These are vital to succeeding in such a competitive labour 
market like London

ll allowing young people to acquire strong employability skills, such as knowing how best 
to pitch yourself to employers, network and find internships and jobs that are never 
advertised

ll and supporting more young people to gain high quality technical and vocational skills, 
which will not only increase a young person’s skills base, but can provide a direct entry 
into paid work for those not choosing to go to university

A Skills Guarantee will require a collective effort and partnership between schools, employers, 
policymakers, and society. How a Skills Guarantee should work and best be designed, will be 
challenging. 

The reciprocal costs and benefits for business – The costs to business of youth skills gaps 
were evident even before the recession began, with 17% of London businesses reporting holes 
in their workforce. Research from O2 reveals that the unused digital skills sitting within the 
community of one million unemployed young people is estimated by UK businesses to be 
worth £6.7 billion. 

High unemployment alongside a skills shortage is particularly worrying – there is certainly a 
fear that the nature of the economic recovery may accelerate the proportion of hard-to-fill 
vacancies in many industries. At its simplest, youth unemployment represents lost business in 
terms of lost customers. Young people tend to spend their income and are at the stage when 
they develop brand loyalty and buying habits for the future.

Young people bring fresh ideas and perspectives; especially in rapidly changing markets or 
ones which rely on a youthful customer base such as digital industries.Two-thirds of young 
people (66 per cent) can design a webpage, One in five (19 per cent) can develop an app, 
13 per cent are “confident” at coding, whilst another 25% have experienced coding at some 
point and 36% are confident in working with databases.

Unlocking the potential in young people by investing in them motivates and engages them 
which can contribute to increased retention rates. Meanwhile, developing your own talent 
helps by reducing risks associated with unplanned retirements, staff absences and skills 
shortages.

So it is self-evident that businesses will want to play a big role in ensuring that young 
people have the skills they need before they leave full time education.

“Unlocking the 
potential in young 
people by investing in 
them motivates them 
and engages them, 
which can contribute 
to increased retention 
rates…Developing 
your talent helps by 
reducing the risks 
associated with 
unplanned retirements, 
staff absences and 
skills shortages.”
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Employers must actively 
engage in the youth 
employment agenda
Says Katerina Rudiger, Head of Skills & Policy Campaigns, CIPD

Youth unemployment is still a key issue for the UK, despite recent improvements in the 
labour market. The ratio of youth unemployment is still far higher than adult unemployment, 
which means that even during, and after, the recovery young people risk to be excluded from 
the labour market if employers don’t actively engage with this agenda and play their role 
in helping prepare young people for work as well as offering more opportunities to young 
people entering the jobs market. 

Over 900,000 young people aged from 16 to 24 are unemployed in the UK10. We know that 
those experiencing extended periods of unemployment in their youth are likely to face social 
and psychological disadvantages for a lifetime11. Increasing the number of unemployed young 
people transferring into meaningful employment should be an utmost priority for policy 
makers. 

CIPD research shows that there has been a structural shift in the way employers engage – or 
rather don’t – engage with young people. This means that education to work transitions 
take longer and are more difficult12. The negative consequences of this don’t just impact on 
young people themselves, but are also a problem for organisations who struggle to recruit 
employees with the attributes they require. Employers hold the key to overcoming this issue. 
Recognising the impact that the HR profession in particular can make was the driving force 
behind the CIPD’s Learning to Work programme, which supports employers in their efforts to 
increase and improve their engagement with young people. 

There are some indications that the tide is about to turn: whilst youth unemployment figures 
are still very high, we have witnessed a change in employer behaviour over the past year. 
Indeed, many employers have started to recognise that investing in young people helps 
them to win the war on talent and that this investment starts early with engagement, at 
schools and universities. A recent CIPD survey found that 38 per cent of employers recruited 
young people in the last 12 months in order to ‘grow their own’; developing the skills their 
business needs in the future. 

One issue that we consistently hear about from those working in HR is that they worry about 
talent pipelines. On the flipside one of the main barriers that young people face when seeking 
employment is a lack of insight into the world of work. When we looked into this mismatch 
at the recruitment stage, we found some reoccurring themes in terms of what employers 
highlighted as the main challenges for younger candidates. A key issue that emerged time 
and time again was that there is often a lack of understanding amongst young people 
about employer expectations and how to market themselves. More specifically, employers 
highlighted that many candidates struggled to sell themselves via their CV, lacked confidence 
and an understanding of what recruiters were looking for during interviews.

10 Office for National Statistics 2014.
11 Gregg and Tominey 2004.
12 CIPD 2012

Katerina Rudiger
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As the professional body for HR and people development, we believe that the CIPD and its 
members have a core role to play in helping young candidates to overcome these challenges. 
One way to bridge that gap is to encourage those working in HR, who hold responsibility 
for the recruitment of new staff, to volunteer with young jobseekers to help enlighten them 
about what employers look for.  This was the driving force behind establishing our Steps 
Ahead Mentoring programme. 

Steps Ahead Mentoring is a free mentoring programme, run by the CIPD, designed to draw 
on the CIPD’s membership network of 130,000 HR professionals across the UK to help young 
jobseekers with core employability skills. Young people who take part in the programme, 
most of whom have never worked before, receive six one-to-one mentoring sessions with a 
CIPD volunteer, who helps them with their CV, application forms and interview preparation. 
During our pilot, 73 per cent of young people who completed the programme went on to 
find employment and by the end of summer 2014 we will be fully operational across England, 
working with over 600 Jobcentre Plus offices.

Pushing this agenda is the right thing to do, for individuals, businesses, the economy and 
society. And it is heartening to see thousands of CIPD members getting involved and giving 
their time, their expertise and their influence to ensure the damaging impact of youth 
unemployment doesn’t get forgotten as the headline level of unemployment continues to 
come down.

“Pushing this agenda 
is the right thing to 
do, for individuals, 
businesses, the 
economy, and society.”
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How can we close the gap 
between the world of work 
and employment?
Dr Anthony Mann, Director of Policy and Research, Education and 
Employers Taskforce

Across the world, governments are asking themselves how can they close the gap between 
the worlds of education and employment? How can they better engage employers in the 
work of schools? While hardly a new phenomenon, the attention of policy makers and 
commentators has grown significantly over the last decade. It is a policy which has won the 
recent attention and the strong endorsement from the OECD – in its key 2010 strategic review 
of vocational education, Learning for Jobs13 – from European Union agencies CEDEFOP14 and 
InGenious15 – and from the influential Pathways to Prosperity team at Harvard University. In 
England, the main political parties no longer argue whether a period of one or two weeks 
work experience should be a mandatory element of secondary education, but at what age 
placements should best be undertaken. If employer engagement in education was a snappier 
hashtag, without doubt, it would be trending.

While employer engagement has become rapidly established within global priorities for 
schooling, it is a development which has happened largely in the absence of significant 
research. Until recently, data has been poor on whether it actually works (and if so, why) 
because good quality research studies have been relatively thin on the ground with insights 
scattered across a wide range of disciplines. 

In this session, the evidence driven case for employers working with schools was set out, 
drawing heavily on insights from a new collection from Routledge, Understanding Employer 
Engagement in Education,16 which attempts for the first time to tackle employer engagement 
in education as a coherent subject of study, gathering together research essays from leading 
scholars across disciplines into the character, delivery and consequences of employer 
involvement in the learning and progression of young people.

The collection offer new measurements of the impact of employer engagement in education 
on young people’s educational and employment outcomes. New quantitative analysis of UK 
survey data shows statistically significant links between the extent of teenage employer 
contacts arranged through schools and later earnings (up to 18% more for those in full-
time employment), employment levels (with 20% variations observed in NEET levels) and 
self-declared confidence in career progression. In all cases, those young adults who went 
into labour market with higher levels of school-mediated workplace contacts record better 
outcomes than comparable peers who had no or modest contacts. Data from the UKCES 
looks at the question from an employer perspective, illustrating just how commonplace it is 
for British employers (who favour informal recruitment through social networks) to take on 
permanent recruits after short periods of school-managed work placement: more than one 
third of employers say this happens. From a Canadian perspective, a University of Alberta 

13 http://www.oecd.org/education/innovation-education/learningforjobs.htm
14 http://www.cedefop.europa.eu/EN/Index.aspx
15 http://www.ingenious-science.eu/web/guest
16 http://www.routledge.com/books/details/9780415823463/
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team finds participants in school-based apprenticeships to achieve 
better in school and apprenticeship completion rates than peers. The 
three studies add considerably to a relatively slim literature17 applying 
robust methodologies to provide the evidence that endorses the 
instincts of so many policy makers.

Evidence of such positive employment impacts raises a further 
important questions: how and why such benefits might be expected 
and who can be expected to gain most from them? In addressing 
these questions, there is a need to draw on wider social theories of 
how young people progess through life and why some do well and 
others struggle in the transition to adult life. Such a conceptualisation 
of employer engagement is long overdue. Human, social and cultural 
capital theory provide the basis for a new theoretical framework to 
help understand how young people encounter such employer contacts 
and how they might turn such experiences into resources of ultimate 
labour market value. 

What’s found is that while young people’s career aspirations are almost universally very 
high, they are commonly formed without the active knowledge of what the labour market 
offers or close knowledge of the educational requirements of particular occupations. 
Echoing last year’s analysis of the aspirations of 11,000 teenagers mapped against projected 
labour market demand, all too often the two have nothing in common18. In an era when 
teenage part-time employment has collapsed (the proportion of 16 year olds working part-
time has fallen from 40% to 20% since the late 1990s) and when only 15% of young adults 
recall experiencing more than two school-mediated engagements with employers, this is 
perhaps unsurprising. Unsurprising, but also a growing concern, if as, the OECD argues in 
Learning for Jobs: “More complex careers, with more options in both work and learning, are 
opening up new opportunities for many people. But they are also making decisions harder as 
young people face a sequence of complex choices over a lifetime of learning and work.”

A primary purpose served by employer engagement in education is then to provide young 
people with better information about careers: it is to be expected that nearly all of the 11% 
of young British adults who experienced three or more careers talks from employers whilst 
in school felt they were useful in deciding on a career, but it is undeniably striking that 29% 
felt that something so quick and ostensibly easy to arrange was ‘a lot’ of help to them years 
later. By providing useful information, such career talks form a type of social capital as 
described by US sociologist Mark Granovetter – sources of information which are non-
redundant, trustworthy and ultimately of economic value. As Granovetter argued in Getting 
a Job19 access to such information and support is of real value in the adult labour market – job 
seekers with access to broad social networks find better jobs more easily than those whose 
networks are limited and narrow. 

In the absence of strong school interventions, access to such information is highly shaped by 
social relations and this is seen in how young people typically access work experience. Where, 
as is commonly the case, young people are tasked with sourcing their own placements, 
studies of comprehensive, grammar and independent schools show work experience to 
be acutely linked to the social backgrounds of parents. Unless schools intervene – and 
where they do, they can be very effective – working class kids can expect working class 
placements regardless of how ambitious their career aspirations are. And this matters 
because as a series of essays shows, work experience for very many young people plays 

17 http://www.educationandemployers.org/research/taskforce-publications/employer-engagement-in-
education-literature-review/

18 http://www.educationandemployers.org/media/18037/nothing_in_common_final.pdf
19 http://press.uchicago.edu/ucp/books/book/chicago/G/bo3636056.html
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an important role in getting a job and/or getting into university (it is a mainstay of the 
UCAS personal statement). By contrast, peers in high performing independent schools 
find it easy to source placements from parents, alumni and their networks perfectly suited 
to the ambitions of their children. As one teacher of such a school argues – useful social 
networks are a characteristic of privilege. The head of careers at a London-based private 
school explains the structural, organisational advantage: ‘I am always being approached by 
investment banks because they have various programmes that they run. . .but I wish they 
would do something slightly more co-ordinated. . .they get in touch with you as if you had 
never heard of an investment bank. . .well actually you are the third investment bank this week!’

Alongside Granovetter, the shadow of French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu hangs over the 
Routledge collection and theoretical approaches to what happens in terms of employer 
engagement in education. As Louise Archer argues Bourdieu’s concept of habitus – the 
mix of individual and institutional attitudes and perceptions which give people a sense of 
who they are, what they value and what they do provides a valuable tool for understanding 
how young people develop career aspirations. And here, the potential value of employer 
engagement comes sharply into focus – offering as it can uniquely do, trusted information 
on what actually happens in the world: that men do work in childcare, that women do 
become engineers, people ‘like us’ do go to university or become Apprentices. The insight 
of Manchester sociologist Carlo Raffo into the power of employer engagement is cited 
in the collection: ‘based on the process of developing social capital through trustworthy 
reciprocal social relations within individualized networks, young people are provided with an 
opportunity to gain information, observe, ape and then confirm decisions and actions with 
significant others and peers.’ 

The session ended with consideration of implications for practice, notably: 

ll High volume, short duration, careers focused employer engagement reaps high benefits 
for most young people

ll Employer engagement should begin from primary level as it is as much about shaping 
emerging identities as providing skills

ll Employer engagement strengthens pathways into work by strengthening social networks 
as well as providing skills and resource valuable for progression into employment or 
continued study

There is a need for a much higher level of employer engagement than is commonly 
experienced in British schools. To achieve that, we must tap into the strong latent willingness 
on both sides to collaborate. The key transaction cost in enabling such high volume 
connections lies in finding employer/employee volunteers and connecting them to schools 
who want to harness their insights and resources to support young people. Where the barriers 
preventing the two sides from connecting are removed – where the process is made free, 
trustworthy, clear and easy – then considerable activity is possible. Many Education Business 
Partnerships make such connections happen as does www.inspiringthefuture.org20 – the online 
means of linking schools with employee volunteers developed by the Taskforce in partnership 
with the teaching unions and employer bodies. Since its launch in July 2012, two-thirds of 
British secondary schools have signed up to Inspiring the Future with teaching staff, between 
them, issuing more than 31,000 invitations to a growing pool of thousands of volunteers across 
the country. By the end of its second full year of operation, 500,000 young people are on track 
to have taken part in a careers or related activity with an Inspiring the Future volunteer.

www.educationandemployers.org

20 http://www.inspiringthefuture.org/
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Mike Thompson, Director Early Years, Barclays asks…

What is the role of 
HR in tackling youth 
unemployment?

The youth unemployment crisis we see in the UK and across Europe has many causes some 
of which are structural and linked to how our labour market has changed over the past two 
decades e.g. fewer entry level jobs amongst large employers as a result of globalisation of 
work and technology innovation removing many traditional high volume entry level jobs. 

The headlong rush to push young people into Higher Education has also had a significant 
impact leading, as it has done, to a much skewed pool of labour entering the market and 
an imbalance between higher and vocational learning. This is now being addressed with a 
greater government focus on driving vocational education through Apprenticeships but will 
take many years to put right. 

These structural changes have had a huge impact on young people and their ability to access 
the workplace, however, I would argue that some of the causes (and therefore blame for the 
crisis) should sit fairly and squarely at the door of business and in particular HR and that HR 
therefore has to take responsibility for the situation we are in and do more to help fix it.

Trends in resourcing best practice in the pursuit of attracting and finding the best talent (the 
so called “war for talent”) have increasingly marginalised or excluded many young people 
with a great deal of talent but limited attainment in school or work experience out of it. The 
list below represents what I believe are some of the “crimes” that could appear on the HR 
“crime-sheet” in this regard. They are by no means exhaustive:

1. Automation of assessment processes or “computer says no” 

2. “Academic creep” in entry criteria 

3. “Previous experience required”

4. No second chances 

5. Collective failure to support disabled young people through resourcing processes

Let me cover off each briefly in turn:

1. “Computer says no” – there is a belief in HR that automated screening, online testing and 
assessment all help to filter out and identify the most talented candidates. I am yet to be 
convinced by this and by the argument that a computer can identify talent better than a 
human can.

Nor have I bought into the argument that it is a necessary filter to screen high volumes of 
applications. In reality online screening simply places an often insurmountable barrier in 
the way of many talented young people who fall at the first hurdle without even having 
had their CV properly assessed or been give the chance to sell themselves

2. Increasingly over the past two decades there has been an upward “academic creep” as 
employers have raised the level of academic attainment required for even the most basic 
entry level jobs. Attainment of A-C in Maths and English GCSE has almost become the lowest 
entry level thereby excluding the 40-50% of young people who do fall below this level. 

Mike Thompson
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Many intermediate (entry level) Apprenticeships now require A-C Maths and English 
GCSE and as such even the government’s flagship skills programme is not accessible 
to many young job seekers. Furthermore, academic attainment has become a (poor) 
surrogate for defining talent with the flawed hypothesis that the higher the level of 
attainment the more talented an individual is. As an HR professional who works with both 
graduates and non graduates alike I can quite categorically say that this hypothesis is 
wrong.

3. The death of the Saturday job has been pronounced for some time now and the removal 
of compulsory work experience in schools has weakened the once strong links between 
employers and schools. This has led to many young people struggling to get even the 
most basic work experience that employers require.

4. The issue of criminal convictions is a very thorny one and one which HR has historically 
taken a pretty blanket and black and white approach towards i.e. if you have an unspent 
conviction then you are screened out from most assessment processes even if this 
conviction is minor or historic. Given the high percentage of young people with some 
form of criminal conviction, this policy is placing a huge “drag” on getting these young 
people on to the career ladder. 

5. The fact that 50% of all 16-24 year olds with a disability are unemployed highlights 
probably the greatest and most shameful collective failure of HR and UK plc recruitment 
practice. 

The third or charity sector working with disabled young people is fundamentally 
disconnected from the labour market despite employers often having very strong 
relationships with charities large or small. Employers are willing to use philanthropy to 
fund well meaning programmes but are rarely willing to take steps to then employ the 
very young people they have supported. CSR and Community Investment activity can no 
longer afford to stay as disconnected from HR and resourcing activity as it currently is.

So what is the solution? I don’t for a moment believe that HR has ever deliberately set out 
to develop policies that exclude such a large and diverse talent pool of young people but 
that is precisely what has happened. HR has sleep walked into the position it now finds 
itself in and needs to wake up to the problem that is now in all of our communities and 
that we are all responsible for.

Going back to the future would be a good first step. We need to take a look at what we 
all used to be good at 10 or 20 years ago when we hired a broader and more diverse 
group of young people and rediscovering what “talent” really means will be a good 
start. We need to rediscover the art of looking at the individual as an individual not an 
“applicant” or even worse a number. We also need to recognise that talent isn’t just about 
academic attainment.

We also need to recognise that young people do make mistakes and step off the straight 
and narrow path and that we need to find ways of accommodating this and recognising 
this in how we recruit and create flexible policies around criminal convictions. We also 
need to help young people across the bridge into work. Provide them with the experience 
they need and work to help them attain the skills and confidence they need. This should 
be the very minimum every business does. It’s almost a civic duty.

“Academic attainment 
has become a (poor) 
surrogate for defining 
talent with the flawed 
hypothesis that the 
higher the level of 
attainment the more 
talented an individual 
is.”

“The fact that 50% 
of all 16–24 year olds 
with a disability are 
unemployed highlights 
probably the greatest 
and most shameful 
collective failure of HR 
and UK plc recruitment 
practice.”
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So every HR professional involved in hiring should ask themselves some simple questions;

lü Do my policies open up my organisation to all types of talent and allow me to fish in a 
broad and diverse talent pool?

lü Are the levels of attainment I expect commensurate with the jobs I am recruiting for and 
do I really need any academic criteria for my most basic entry level jobs?

lü Do I do enough to help young people transition and prepare themselves for my workplace 
and in particular those with a disability?

lü Is our CSR strategy joined up with our HR strategy so that we can turn philanthropy into 
opportunity for young people?

lü Do my assessment processes help me judge the “whole person” rather than just one 
aspect of the individual namely their academic achievement?

lü Should I recruit based on attitude aptitude and motivation rather than achievement?

lü How do I treat someone who has made a mistake and fallen foul of the criminal justice 
system? Is my policy flexible enough to discriminate between minor offences and those 
that are more serious?

We all need to take a long hard look at whether we as HR professionals are part of the 
solution or creating the problem…

 

“Are we as HR 
professionals part of 
the solution or creating 
the problem?”
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Pushed Out Learners –  
the lack of quality training, 
resources and support for 
those working in Alternative 
Provision
Maggie Kalnins and Stephen Carrick-Davies, the Inclusion Trust 

One of the important themes which was explored at 
the Youth Employment Convention was the quality of 
the work-related learning and careers support aimed 
at those young people who are excluded from main 
stream school. In a provocative paper entitled Pushed 
Out Learners: the inequality of careers education, Maggie 
Kalnins and Stephen Carrick-Davies from the Inclusion 
Trust sought to stir up debate. Their seminar looked 
to challenge a number of assumptions about careers 
education and what they feel is the lack of quality 
training, resources and support for those working in 
Alternative Provision. 

In the following short extract from the paper they expand 
on one of the assumptions and outline their Facework 
project which is seeking to develop a radical new 
approach by working directly with excluded pupils and 
staff to produce better work-related learning resources. 

Many will claim that the new drive to improve careers education within schools combined 
with the new online tool and website will make a real difference to young people. Yes, but 
how will these developments improve careers education for those outside of schools? It 
is surprising to see that the recently published DfE report, ‘Careers guidance provision 
for young people in schools’, offers very little practical advice for helping the pushed-out 
learners. Are they really simply saying link the ‘pushed-out’ students back into schools? 
Enticing pushed-out learners back into schools might work if a different pedagogical 
approach was used – one that engages them in the first place.

Furthermore, Ofsted’s report, ‘Pupils missing out on education’, provides a stark reminder 
that many thousands of young people in England do not attend full-time education and 
many have become invisible to the local authority. How will the improvements to careers 
education inside schools reach those learners who remain on the outside? 

We want to challenge you to particularly consider what proportion of these resources are 
targeted at developing models of learning for careers education. Why is there still so little 
emphasis on vocational pedagogies in relevant and purposeful settings? By this we don’t 
mean the type of activities that aim to domesticate resistant youth under banners such as 
‘empowerment’ or ‘civic participation’. We are talking about a careers education that will also 
capture the richness of human behaviours and capabilities, and allow all learners to flourish, 

“Why is there so little 
emphasis on vocational 
pedagogies in relevant 
and purposeful 
settings?”

Maggie Kalnins and 
Stephen Carrick-Davies
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particularly pushed-out learners, who face the biggest barriers not least of which are poor 
functional, social and emotional skills. 

Indeed, if we apply our collective insight about pushed-out learners, combine this with new 
strategies that are co-designed with these learners and harness technology to enable new 
possibilities for the pushed-out leaners this will make a difference – it will have both social 
and economic value in helping them also build the career they want. We are convinced that 
interactive web technology can make a real difference to connect ‘pushed-out’ learners, but 
not if it’s simply digitising the content from inside schools for speedy delivery to these young 
people.

The Facework project, developed by Inclusion Trust, seeks to create a radical new approach 
to careers education especially for organisations working with pushed-out learners. We are 
starting not with the technology but with finding the right pedagogical approach for these 
learners. We’ve undertaken a comprehensive literature review, completed surveys with staff 
from PRUs, run focus groups with students. With funding from Nominet Trust, we are now 
working with these young people and staff in co-authoring new digital careers learning 
resources. We believe the answer lies in addressing the following: 

ll If pushed-out learners have an insight and understanding of how skills relate to the 
actual work place, they will be motivated to engage and take responsibility for learning 
new skills.

ll If pushed-out learners are involved in co-designing Work Related Learning activities, the 
online community, and digital CVs, they will learn and develop new skills. Students will be 
able to create Digital CVs through which they will be better equipped to demonstrate their 
skills and talents to employers.

ll If pushed-out learners have access to an online network of peers, adults and resources, 
who can work with them at their pace they will have more successful transitions from 
school-to-work.

The findings and observations emerging during the development of our Facework project, 
have provided a significant insight into pushed-out young peoples’ relationships with learning 
and with employment. 

“Interactive web 
technology can make 
a real difference…
but not if it’s simply 
digitising the content 
from inside schools 
for speedy delivery to 
these young people”



40

Youth Employment Convention 2014 | Legacy Report

When we talk to ‘pushed-out’ young people, they tell us that when they are immersed in an 
environment which has a purpose and relevance to their passions, gifts and talents, their lives 
are transformed. Many of you will tell a story about a young person who thrived when they 
finally ‘found their element’ as Sir Ken Robinson explains so well.21 

If work is a rite of passage to citizenship, then surely we should allow employers, who provide 
that passage, to take more responsibility in shaping the necessary learning. Employers know 
that it’s best to recruit for attitude and train for skills, but now they have an opportunity to 
help ‘reboot’ young people’s attitudes towards work. The skills and attitudes which employers 
want are not the ones schools can provide in a relevant context; indeed, surveys show that 
the skills employers want can be broadly broken down into five key attitudes and skills which 
we have labelled STEPS.

S Self-management and accepting responsibility. 

T Team-working and able to take initiative.

E Enterprise and customer awareness. 

P Problem-solving and ability to be resilient and work under 
pressure.

S Speaking and listening and good communication skills 
including ICT. 

We are seeking like-minded charitable, social enterprises and lone adventurers as dedicated 
and determined as we are to address the inequality of careers education. We believe that by 
combining our ideas we can create a new and bespoke careers education, a better vocational 
pedagogy, and harness digital technology to re-imagine a careers education that will permit 
‘pushed-out’ students to also pursue their passions, gifts and talents. 

See http://www.inclusiontrust.org.uk/facework/ for more details 

21 http://www.thersa.org/events/rsashorts/rsa-shorts-how-to-find-your-element

“Now employers have 
an opportunity to 
help ‘reboot’ young 
people’s attitudes 
toward work”

@Nick_Porter: Youth panel @InclusionCESI offering gr8 insights on 
lacking careers advice; over complication; one2one support; and to 
be more positive!
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Mike Ellicock, Chief Executive of National Numeracy calls on us to 
recognize the urgent attention required of…

The “Elephant in the Room” – 
Numeracy

Numeracy is a long neglected area that now deserves urgent attention. As Andreas Schleicher 
from the OECD highlights, across all the variables that they measure, ‘Good numeracy is the 
best protection against unemployment, low wages and poor health’.

There continues to be a fundamentally flawed assumption that mathematics curricula and 
qualifications will ‘tick the box’ for numeracy; the difference between c.60% of 16 year olds 
getting A*-C at GCSE yet only 24% of 16-24 year olds achieving Level 2 on the 2011 Skills 
for Life survey is evidence that this assumption is flawed. Mathematics is not an effective 
proxy for functional numeracy. As a result, among adults around half of the population have 
the numeracy levels expected of children at primary school and over three-quarters can’t 
demonstrate skills equivalent to A*-C at GCSE. 

Government initiatives over the past 15 years have had no significant impact on adult 
numeracy. Whereas there has been some improvement in adult literacy, numeracy levels 
have actually shown a slight decline and from a far lower base (see Fig.1 and Fig.2). 

The issues around numeracy, including the social acceptability of ‘I can’t do maths’, the myth 
of a ‘maths gene’ and the ongoing impact of often negative experiences of maths within 
the school system, are fundamentally different from those around adult literacy – specific 
approaches to numeracy are needed for adult (and school) numeracy to improve. 

The definition of numeracy needs to include more than the ‘tool set’ currently outlined in the 
National Curriculum in schools and the Adult Core Curriculum. Our ‘Essentials of Numeracy 
for All’ (see Fig.3) more closely reflects the curricula of high performing jurisdictions and 
includes at its core the vital elements of attitudes of mind, problem-solving, reasoning and 
decision-making. Given the specific issues around numeracy, National Numeracy believes 
that a Behavioural Science approach to building ‘mathematical resilience’ has merit. We are 
working with the Behavioural Insights Team on this.

The GCSE exam does not prepare students adequately for the workplace. The government 
and Ofqual should seriously consider the introduction of a dual GCSE, with one of the 
paired qualifications focusing on functional maths. 

National Numeracy welcomes the extension of compulsory maths to 18 but believes a 
different approach is needed for those who fail to pass GCSE maths at A*-C at 16. We 
believe that nearly everyone has the capacity to achieve L2; we need to identify and then 
systematically attack the barriers that are preventing them from doing so. People need a 
variety of learning pathways: many will prefer an informal setting. Interactive technology 
has a significant part to play. The current formal qualifications-based funding regime is 
fundamentally flawed and should be replaced by one orientated towards ‘distance travelled’. 
There is scope for considerable innovation in approaches to learning. Government is not best 
placed to lead on this, although it should offer active support. 

The National Numeracy Challenge offers an opportunity to improving adult numeracy skills 
and tracking progress or ‘distance travelled’. This major drive – with an interactive tool at its 
heart – was launched in March 2014 in partnership with employers and other organisations 

Mike Ellicock

“Good numeracy is the 
best protection against 
unemployment, low 
wages and poor health 
– Andreas Schleicher, 
OECD.”
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and over 30,000 people have registered so far. Analysis of the ‘big data’ generated represents 
a much needed opportunity to identify, and look to replicate, effective numeracy teaching 
and learning. 

Figure 1: Percentage of those surveyed whose ability was 
assessed to be at Level 2 and above

Figure 2: Range of ability in literacy and numeracy of those 
surveyed 
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Figure 3: The Essentials of Numeracy for All – overview
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Carena Rogers, Public Policy Manager at Scope asks…

How do we make equal 
opportunities a reality for all 
young people, irrespective of 
disadvantage? 
Introduction
The living standards debate has been dominated by talk of wages but disabled people, 
throughout strong economic periods and times of recession, have too often been excluded 
from the labour market. Although the employment prospects of young people have rightly 
become a prominent policy area, disabled young people are rarely prominent within those 
debates. Yet the most up to date figures22 on young disabled people between the ages of 16 
and 24 show that:

ll 64% of non-disabled young people are in employment, self-employed or on a government 
employment scheme or training programme compared to 43% of young disabled people.

ll 45.5% of disabled young people are not in education, employment or training – more than 
twice the proportion of non-disabled young people.

ll More disabled young people leave employment compared to their peers – only 3.7% 
of non-disabled young people who were in employment in spring 2012 were either 
unemployed or economically inactive a year later compared to 8.4% of young disabled 
people.

ll Less disabled young people move into work – 15.1% of non-disabled young people who 
were unemployed or economically inactive in spring of 2012 were employed a year later 
compared 1.6% of young disabled people.

Support into employment 
Scope has developed some innovative youth focused employment models including First 
Impressions, First Experiences. This is a pilot project aimed at supporting young disabled 
people not in education, employment or training to develop skills for work. The pilot started 
in June 2013 and to date has achieved some positive outcomes with 76% of the 37 disabled 
young people engaged progressing onto paid / unpaid work, volunteering and further 
learning.

The First Impression, First Experiences model utilises the principles that Scope believes 
should be the basis for employment support more generally, for disabled people of any age 
seeking, or entering into work:

ll Personalised support that is focused on capabilities and aspirations agreed in partnership 
with the young person

ll Practical support around building skills to look for work and in employment

22 Labour Force Survey from April-June 2013

Carena Rogers

“45.5% of disabled 
young people are not in 
education, employment 
or training – more than 
twice the proportion 
of non-disabled young 
people.”
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ll Broader support that focuses on softer outcomes, for example: confidence, self-belief and 
across a range of topics such as managing money, arranging social care

ll Bespoke support through a mentor, who maintains contact once in work

There are two other elements of the programme that warrant closer attention.

The first is proactive engagement with employers. For a recent Scope report,23 disabled 
people told us that one of the most important issues for them is ensuring that the workplace 
is flexible and adaptable enough to accommodate any change in their circumstances. About 
48% of disabled people who responded to our survey said that they would benefit from 
modified hours or other forms of flexible working. Many of the types of support that disabled 
people need are not difficult to put in place and direct work with employers can make the 
transition into work more successful for the young person.

The second element that young people found inspirational was meeting disabled people 
in work who could act as role models and offer advice. Seeing and hearing from a disabled 
person in work, who can talk about what they do, how they got there, what their own future 
aspirations are is an invaluable experience.

But this relies on disabled people being in employment and able to act as role models. And 
this brings us to the wider employment environment that young disabled people will be 
entering, or trying to enter into. Providing support for young disabled people into work and 
encouraging their aspirations does not happen in a vacuum, wider considerations about 
disabled people’s access to employment is important too. 

As the economy begins to recover it is worth considering what that growth might mean 
for disabled people. Changing labour markets could actually undermine disabled people’s 
opportunities to benefit from and contribute to growth.24 Disabled people’s employment rate 
is set to grow more slowly than the wider workforce. In the higher level occupations which 
are expected to grow, such as professional or managerial occupations, disabled people are 
under-represented; but they are over-represented in occupations where the number of jobs 
is projected to fall. Unless there is a shift in the occupational profile of disabled people 
between now and 2020, disabled peoples employment will grow more slowly than non-
disabled people’s employment, widening the employment gap across the country.

Connect to economic growth
Going forward we need a strong focus on models of good practice, that work well 
for disabled young people that are tied to the bigger picture of employment and the 
opportunities more broadly for young disabled people to contribute to, and benefit from, 
economic growth.

A regional focus on skills provides an opportunity for disabled people to connect to growth: 
for example, nearly two and a half million disabled people live in the new City Deals 
areas, with more than a million out of work. A new funding stream within City Deals that 
incentivises job creation programmes based on disabled people’s employment outcomes 
has the potential to connect young disabled people to opportunities created through 
targeted economic growth initiatives.

This principle was established last year with the introduction of a £50 million ‘youth contract 
for cities’, which aims to incentivise cities to support up to 25,000 young people into work 
over the next three years. Disabled young people need to be right at the heart of this.

23 Trotter, R (2014) A Million futures: halving the employment gap by 2020; Scope
24 Trotter, R (2014) A Million futures: halving the employment gap by 2020; Scope

“Seeing and hearing 
from a disabled person 
in work, who can talk 
about what they do, 
how they got there, 
what their own future 
aspirations are is an 
invaluable experience 
(for young people).”

“A regional focus 
on skills provides 
an opportunity for 
disabled people to 
connect to growth.”
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Skills Boards and City Regions are ideally placed to develop comprehensive labour market 
intelligence about young disabled people in the local economy. This should link closely to 
changes coming in through the Children and Families Act 2014 around development of 
careers advice and employment support as part of the local offer for young disabled people. 
This is a whole new area that is yet to be fully explored but offers a real opportunity to bring 
together a range of different expertise to work together with young disabled people in an 
integrated way to improve their employment outcomes. 

Personalised support and budgets
Young disabled people need effective, personalised support to find, stay in and progress in 
work. This could be delivered through the use of personal budgets. Personal budgets being 
brought into place through the Children and Families Act 2014 potentially offer a model to 
think more innovatively about what a holistic package of support could look like to support 
young disabled people to prepare for work and be supported once in work. 

The task of improving the employment outcomes of disabled young people is not easy and 
will require substantial commitment from a range of different agents including Government, 
the voluntary sector and employers. But it is vital that we take the opportunity offered 
through economic growth to ensure that disabled young people can contribute and benefit 
from any recovery.

“It is vital that we take 
the opportunity offered 
through economic 
growth to ensure 
that disabled young 
people can contribute 
and benefit from any 
recovery”
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The Youth Labour Market – 
guiding choice
Malcolm Stirling of Monster offers his reflections and 
recommendations…

Introduction
The Youth Employment Convention was a great opportunity to meet many of the people that 
are responsible for helping young people into work. Monster provided two presentations for 
this event. First was a walkthrough of the on-line tools that Monster provides to help people 
find work. This included Myers Briggs type tests and a Career Snapshot tool that explains 
the skills, qualifications and duties of a selected job. The second presentation Monster gave 
was an explanation of labour market information and how this can be used to educate the 
educators on what is happening in the work place.

Recommendations
There is mounting evidence that vocational training at an early age is an effective way of 
reducing unemployment in young people. Lord Baker in his presentation to the Convention 
expanded on this viewpoint and gave examples of how, in Austria, they have provide 
vocational training from the age of 14. Austria has the lowest youth unemployment rate in 
Europe. 

The combination of teenagers having a high degree of computer literacy and an enthusiasm 
to play computer games may provide the opportunity for some innovation. This might 
take the form of a computer game that entertains the student while providing a number 
of scenarios where the areas of interest the student has are explored. Equipped with this 
information the game might then present a number of scenes that allows the student to 
‘live’ the vocations selected and, in so doing, understand the skills required and the duties 
performed. 

Certainly there is room for a greater level of assistance for young people to determine 
where their natural skills lie and the sort of vocation that might suit them best. The evidence 
presented suggests that the sooner a student’s preferred employment direction is identified 
and the vocational training started then the greater chance of subsequent employment.

An understanding of the work force and the employment market is enormously helpful when 
planning a career. This is where the labour market information can be beneficial. Not only do 
planners at educational institutions need reliable data to make big decisions such as building 
a new department in response to an increase in demand for skills but also curriculum planners 
require information about the jobs and skills employers are looking for. They need to know 
which industries are growing and which local companies are employing. The better aligned 
educational establishments are with the work place the greater chance students have of 
being schooled in the full range of skills needed by employers.

Key actions
I was interested to see that Kate Shoesmith from REC has started a Youth Employment Task 
Force. One of the features of this task force is raising awareness of the changing employment 

Malcolm Stirling

“There is certainly 
room for a greater level 
of assistance for young 
people to determine 
where their natural 
skills lie and the sort of 
vocation that might suit 
them best.”
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landscape and harnessing different routes into work such as internships and temporary 
assignments. However, Catch-22 made it clear that youngsters can’t get a job without 
experience and can’t get experience without a job. It was said that when young people are 
offered temporary experience they run the risk of JCP stopping their benefit payments and 
this can prevent them from the gaining experience which would help them get jobs. This is 
something that needs to be addressed.

With regards to LMI Monster will be launching Labour Market Planning (LaMP) this August. 
This LMI service will, in its first release, help colleges better understand their local labour 
market. In this way they will be able to align their courses and services to the demands of 
employers. It is also planned to provide a career planning tool to schools. This would be an 
easy to use application that combines LaMP information with Monster’s career planning 
tools. In this way career paths can be explored, the nature of job roles understood and the 
probability of employment assessed.

“Youngsters can’t 
get a job without 
experience and can’t 
get experience without 
a job.”
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Matthew Barnett Operations Manager at Duke of Edinburgh’s 
Award, London, argues that unemployment is disproportionately 
affecting young people in insidious ways…

Recognising the need for 
Recognition

Regardless of the wider economic climate, unemployment disproportionately affects young 
people.  Research by the Institute for Public Policy Research shows that even as overall 
unemployment figures began to drop over in the past year, youth unemployment continued 
to rise. Our own research reflects this: 80% of participants who declared disadvantaged 
status last year did so as they were unemployed or facing unemployment.

Young people are new to the job market. Employment represents the first important step 
towards financial independence and active engagement in society. After investing time and 
energy in study, job searching or training, failure to find employment and independence 
inevitably leads to disengagement.  Long term unemployment for young people who 
have yet to have a chance to develop experience – or resilience – has a disproportionately 
damaging effect.

In this respect, youth unemployment is not simply an economic issue – it is also a mental-
health and wellbeing issue.

Many studies have highlighted this. The Prince’s Trust Macquarie Youth Index 2014 found that 
more than three quarters of a million young people believe they have nothing to live for, with 
jobless youngsters facing “devastating” symptoms of mental illness25.

The result is a collapse of Maslow’s pyramid into a vicious circle of unemployment and 
disempowerment. If young people find it difficult to access work, training or opportunities 
then they feel disenfranchised, demotivated and disempowered. At the same time, the lack 
of opportunity to develop self-esteem and self-actualisation creates an increasing financial, 
social and psychological barrier to finding work, training or other opportunities.

Thus, before we can effectively tackle the skills gap, we must first address motivation, 
aspiration and confidence.

There are many fantastic, positive activities and opportunities offered to young people at 
risk of social and economic exclusion. The diversity of organisations represented at the Youth 
Employment Convention demonstrated that there is both the will and the shared value base 
to tackle youth unemployment across different sectors and political stripes. Young people are 
individuals and so there is room for many different strategies: from apprenticeship schemes, 
to targeted project work, to outdoor education and other non-formal approaches.

However, without a mechanism for broader recognition of the outcomes and efforts of young 
people engaging in these programmes, there is a danger that we may neglect the wider 
context.

Non-formal accreditation such as The Duke of Edinburgh’s Award allows this diverse range of 

25 http://www.princes-trust.org.uk/about_the_trust/what_we_do/research/ 
youth_index_2014.aspx

Matthew Barnett

“Long-term 
unemployment for 
young people who have 
yet to have a chance 
to develop experience 
– or resilience – has 
a disproportionately 
damaging effect.”
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activities to receive such recognition.  The DofE is an Award with tangible value that is truly 
accessible by all. We are widely regarded as a benchmark for personal commitment both here 
in the UK and in over 140 other countries that have a parallel model.

In an independent survey with the top 12% of UK employers, The United Learning Trust found 
that a DofE Award was the most valued evidence of non-formal skills that a young person 
could have on their CV outside of academic qualification26. However, recognition adds much 
more value to employability than just a bullet point on a CV.

Recognition of personal and individual achievement is the first step in acknowledging the 
important role that the next generation have to play in our society.

That personal empowerment and self-belief can be conferred by a quality standard of 
recognition is a key factor in tackling an increasingly disengaged generation.  Recognition 
demonstrates that we are listening and engaging, as a society, to young people.

One of the common recommendations that came out of our discussion was that if we want 
young people to recognise their value in society then we must show that peers, leaders and 
decision-makers value their contribution.  Perhaps the best way for us to demonstrate this is by 
letting them have a direct input in the development and the delivery of the services we offer.

Our current strategy to extend the reach to those young people who stand to benefit the most 
but have the least access to the DofE is in the development of youth led programmes and peer 
leaders.  We are seeing more and more young people wishing to re-engage with the programme 
as Leaders – and it is significant that those young people make the most compelling advocates 
and can extend the reach the furthest to other young people at risk of disengagement. 

In addition to raising aspiration and confidence, recognition of individual positive qualities 
– such as leadership, creativity, communication and self-motivation – engenders a sense of 
shared ownership in the wider community.  

Only then can we fully empower young people to re-engage with society and equip them 
with the resilience, tenacity and positivity required to achieve.

www.dofe.org/london

26 http://www.dofe.org/en/content/cms/about-us/our-impact/ 

“Recognition 
demonstrates that 
we are listening and 
engaging, as a society, 
to young people.”
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Harnessing technology to 
secure employment is a 
smarter way to work 
Says Richard Alberg, Director, MyWorkSearch

I write this article as a person immersed in the world of recruitment who has worked 
at the forefront of the migration from manual recruitment processes to technology 
enabled and online selection systems. Prior to MyWorkSearch I was part of the team that 
designed and delivered volume recruitment systems to employers such as Royal Mail, 
Boots, McDonalds, RBS, Next, etc. My colleagues and I saw how automation introduced 
efficiency and standardisation. We also saw the data that revealed just how poorly some 
people negotiated the job application process. In 2009, a team of us decided to create 
MyWorkSearch, as we wanted to use our experience and knowledge to build a system that 
would work for the jobseeker. Five years on and MyWorkSearch is the pre-eminent jobseeker 
resources platform in the welfare to work and training sectors.

Technology is not a universal panacea, a magic bullet that solves all problems. 
Notwithstanding the recent Turing Test successes, people are still far better when it comes to 
common sense, empathy and humanity. However, technology has many characteristics that 
make it very useful to us. It is efficient and inexpensive to operate and can readily scale up or 
down according to demand. It crunches data without getting bored, tired or making mistakes. 
It is accessible on demand, twenty-four hours a day and seven days a week. It is also self-
service, a delivery model that encourages personal responsibility.

Meanwhile, the environment in which we operate is becoming increasingly technology 
oriented. Funding bodies are pushing for online usage and service consumers have increasing 
familiarity and access to the online world. As costs of human delivery increase and funding 
reduces, providers need to find ways to do more with less.

The good news is that there are increasing numbers of developers available and building a 
platform is faster and cheaper than has previously been possible. There are also systems, 
such as MyWorkSearch, that providers can subscribe to. When building or licensing an 
employability platform there are some items to look out for:

It should: 

ll Provide a high quality and engaging learning environment;

ll Assess skills and interests and provide relevant guidance;

ll Make data readily accessible to learners so useful information is to hand;

ll Be customisable to cohort;

ll Use data seamlessly across functions eliminating duplication and wasted effort;

ll Be used by advisors to better support customers;

ll Align to funding programmes;

ll Have comprehensive reporting.

Richard Alberg

“Technology is not 
a universal panacea, 
a magic bullet that 
solves all problems…
however it has many 
characteristics that 
make it very useful to 
us.”
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One of the most popular elements of the MyWorkSearch platform is our transferable skills 
assessment. This is a way of systematically stepping through the different elements of a 
person’s life and through simple questions determining what they have done and their 
corresponding skills. This produces both the skills a person has and also the evidence to 
support the claim. For many young people the revelation of their range of skills is an awe-
inspiring epiphany. It boosts self-esteem whilst also being a very practical preparatory step 
for building a CV. A characteristic of technology is that data obtained in one place can be 
used elsewhere in the process. So skills assessment can be done once and the results made 
available to the job seeker, can feed into a CV, be on hand when completing application 
forms, accessible to the advisor and embedded into an ePortfolio.

The same approach is of value when assessing career interests and then finding vacancies or 
appreciating the importance of one’s web presence and then taking data from a CV and using 
this to search the web for any compromising or beneficial information that a prospective 
employer could find. Joining different aspects of activity and data and making an effective 
approach the default is something a well designed workflow embedded in a platform can 
make seamless and easy.

We now live in a world full of data. The good news is that within the data are far more 
opportunities than were previously available. The challenge is that finding what one wants 
becomes the proverbial needle in a haystack. Good technology can make search and retrieval 
painless.

Providers also face increasing challenges. We need to provide data to our funders. We need 
to be audited and demonstrate delivery and achievement and we need to juggle ever-larger 
caseloads. A good platform can reveal the big picture and how a cohort is progressing and 
then drill into the detail of an individual. It can report on what is happening and, perhaps 
more importantly, on what is not happening. It means that a provider can target expensive 
resources where they are needed and avoid waste where they are not.

Technology is swiftly transforming our sector. The providers who survive will be those who 
can combine the best of both approaches. 

“For many young 
people the revelation 
of their range of skills 
is an awe-inspiring 
epiphany…boosting 
self-esteem whilst also 
being a very practical 
preparatory step for 
building a CV.”
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Darshan Sanghrajka – State of Ambition

A Challenge for Individuals 
with Purpose

It’s not youth unemployment that needs fixing, it’s the way we recognise, nurture and make 
use of talent, that needs fixing. When Da Vinci wanted a job at the court of the Duke of Milan, 
Ludovico Sforza, he didn’t write him a CV. He sent the Duke a list of ten of innovations that 
he had dreamt up. Oh, Sforza was looking for a military engineer and so all of the innovations 
were to do with the military. I urge you to go find that list online and read it – not only does 
it show supreme creativity but it also shows a 29 year old who is passionate, motivated and 
understands what makes him special. Most importantly, he demonstrates all of this with 
charming modesty. The closing paragraph illustrates self-awareness and confidence.

“And if any of the above-mentioned things seem impossible or impracticable to 
anyone, I am most readily disposed to demonstrate them…”

That 29 year old didn’t just magically learn to think and communicate this way – it took all of 
his young life to help him find his way. He started early and that, like many other greats, is a 
huge advantage. At age 14, he was was apprenticed to the artist Verrocchio and from there he 
just kept exploring curiously, way beyond art and into several fields. It’s because he had the 
space, freedom, self-awareness and ambition to do this throughout his entire life, that we now 
look back at him as one of the greatest minds in history. Even more impressively, he wasn’t 
the only great Renaissance individual.

Indeed, like the Renaissance, there are times in history flooded with great talented individuals 
who we now look back on with admiration. Why is this? They didn’t have more talent back 
then, they were just better at spotting opportunities. We’re a society who loves to grow 
at the expense of missing opportunities. We don’t let young individuals explore, we don’t 

Darshan Sanghrajka
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let them be curious and we give them answers, without letting them ask the questions. We 
pigeon hole them into terms like “Millennials” and then we try to solve the problem like every 
young person is the same.

We want a cookie cutter approach to everything because that’s how we arrive at scale. Scale 
is fine if we are dealing with robots but we’re not. We’re dealing with humans. We have to 
treat each young person as an individual and give them the time needed to flourish. This 
mass conveyor belt approach to employment, isn’t working because it never has worked. 
Ever. Only if we allow a generation to be individuals, will they act as individuals who have 
awareness and are able to thrive together.

What I saw at YEC 2014 was a groundswell of people, organisations and young individuals 
who get this and want to make it happen. Harnessing that energy, as both an individual who 
would love to see economics rewired to be about human potential and as the founder of 
State of Ambition, here are my recommendations – in the form of a list – because let’s face it, 
everyone loves a list:

1. Treat each young person as an individual, recognise their potential and support them to get 
to where they can feel great. This way we’ll have a compassionate society that looks out for 
each other.

2. Make self-awareness a skill that we spend time teaching from an early age. Imagine if 
we created a world where each individual had a purpose which excited them? Imagine that 
attitude and the potential for society? Resilience, grit, ambition, self-worth – are powerful 
things which wipe out insecurity. We have generation after generation looking for jobs 
because they’re scared of being broke rather than passionate about doing something that 
they’re going to excel at. If everyone was allowed the space to understood what motivated 
them, we’d have everyone working with purpose and drive. That is where opportunities for 
real growth lie – personally and economically. It’s far more exciting. 

3. Start early. Education and employment are strange partners – they spend almost 10-15 
years not talking to each other and then suddenly expect to be best friends. Employers and 
schools need to work together to bring in professionals from across all industries to show 
pupils, from a young age, what purposeful careers are out there. The sooner you know what 
choices are out there, the more you can explore what makes you tick. When you know what 
makes you tick, you can talk to the right people and build your support network around 
you. That’s what we try to do at State of Ambition and we’re not the only ones – amazing 
organisations like Brightside champion mentorship from professionals and similarly, the 
brilliant folk at icould.com tirelessly interview those who are in jobs, so the next generation 
can explore what it’s really like to have that career. Educators and employers – find one of 
these organisations and support them to work with you. It will be worth it.

4. Instead of CVs, why not set a challenge, a task, anything that brings out the passion, 
ambition and character of that young individual. Once you can see that, find the opportunity 
for your business and make it happen. That’s how real business should work.

I leave you with a very simple request – next time you speak to a young individual, listen 
to them and allow them to ask you questions. We can all learn from each other. Let’s stop 
seeing youth unemployment as doom and gloom – but instead as an exciting opportunity to 
change an entire system for the better. 

“If everyone was 
allowed the space 
to understand what 
motivated them, we’d 
have everyone working 
with purpose and 
drive.”

“Instead of a CV why 
not set a challenge, 
a task, anything 
that brings out the 
passion, ambition and 
character of that young 
individual.”
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If not magic, what, for social 
mobility? 
Asks Dr Tessa Stone, Chief Executive, Brightside Trust 

While we all know that there is no silver bullet for the UK’s social mobility problem, the 
Youth Employment Convention was right to focus on converting conversations into solutions. 
Brightside is an online mentoring charity whose mentors help the young people who need 
it most to achieve education and career success. We have been working to improve social 
mobility since 2003, providing online mentoring to support the activities of universities, 
colleges, schools, businesses and other charities, and this has given us considerable insight 
into what the young people we’re interested in really need to help them succeed.

We live in an information-rich age; in fact an information-saturated age. What young 
people need therefore is not more information per se, but support in how to find the right 
information for them, and use it to their advantage. In short then, they need context – both 
the context of the particular information they’re looking at, and also how to put it into their 
own, personal context.

Secondly, young people need contacts. The adage that who you know is more important 
than what you know is played out every day as those with family and school connections to 
further and higher education, role models and work experience opportunities get the advice 
and support they need to make the right choices for them, and access the experiences that 
will help them succeed. This ‘social capital’ is a key factor in promoting social mobility, and 
providing young people with the right contacts is crucial in helping them get on into both 
education and employment.

Thirdly, all the context and contacts in the world will not add the maximum possible value if 
a young person cannot deploy them with confidence. For those with no family experience 
of further or higher education, or who have not been exposed to professional situations and 
workplaces, the feeling that a particular route is ‘not for the likes of me’ can act as a real 
brake on aspirations. Support from someone who has been there and done that already – 
who can bust the myths and help a young person navigate unfamiliar territory – can provide 
the crucial confidence-boost that can turns aspirations into reality. 

It is in these 3 c’s – context, contacts and confidence – that the power of mentoring lies. Time 
and again we have seen the transformative impact of providing a young person with relevant, 
timely and flexible one to one support from someone who has been in their shoes. Online 
mentoring has a number of added benefits: flexibility for mentors making it an attractive 
volunteering opportunity for those with busy schedules; the chance for mentees to get 
support whenever they need it rather than at scheduled meeting times; the ability to enhance 
the mentoring relationship with online activities and resources; and the advantage of using a 
communications medium which is second nature to young people.

There is one more ‘c’ however, which is essential if we are really going to tackle the social 
mobility problem effectively: collaboration. As an organization Brightside works entirely in 
collaboration with others – providing our online mentoring to support, extend and add value 
to face to face mentoring schemes, or other ‘on the ground’ activities. We’re pleased to be 
working with over 60 partners, but should we be? That’s over 60 different outreach schemes; 
over 60 different contact points and opportunities which young people need to be made 
aware of and apply for. The world of education and employment is complex enough without 
those of us trying to help adding a further layer. While creating national or even regional 

Dr Tessa Stone

“(Younger people) 
need context – both 
the context of the 
particular information 
they’re looking at, 
and also how to put it 
in their own personal 
context.”

“Anything that fosters 
true collaboration 
in support of young 
people will take us 
a significant step 
towards securing social 
mobility.”
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infrastructure is not necessarily the route to creative, locally adapted and efficient support 
for young people, I remain convinced that there is more we in the third sector in particular 
could do to pool our resources and our good practice and seek programmatic approaches 
to supporting young people. Working together is the best way to support young people 
through their education and employment journey, and to make sure they end up where they 
want to be at the end. 

The tendency of Government and funding-bodies to look for a ‘quick fix’ and fund what’s 
innovative rather than what works too often diverts third sector organisations from what 
they’re best at, promotes reinvention of wheels and forces them into competition for funding. 
Whether it needs a bit of magic I’m not sure, but anything that fosters true collaboration in 
support of young people will take us a significant step towards securing social mobility. 
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Youth Employment is part 
of the wider social justice 
agenda 
writes Mark Fisher Director for Social Justice, DWP 

To begin, I want to say how much I welcomed the opportunity to participate in the convention 
and seeing at first hand the commitment of colleagues to deliver a cohesive package of 
support to change the lives of our young people.

From a personal and DWP perspective it is heartening to know how many people and 
organisations are committed to this key element of the wider Social Justice agenda by 
supporting young people into work.

As a Department we are supporting the agenda by increasing our partnerships, ensuring 
we are engaging and working at a local level to enable local solutions. Through these 
partnerships we are removing the barriers that young people face in moving into work. 
Specifically we are doing this by using the Flexible Support Fund thus allowing Jobcentre Plus 
to support locally led solutions in areas where youth unemployment is identified as an issue. 
Through the Innovation Fund (£30 million over three years), DWP is supporting 10 projects 
aimed at supporting vulnerable young people. Two of the projects are focused specifically 
on people in gangs or at risk of gang activity. We are also providing more intensive and 
effective job search support and greater access to our Jobcentre services to 16 and 17 year 
olds seeking employment. Building on this initiative it was announced by the Deputy Prime 
Minister and the Minister for Employment a new pilot providing intensive support for 16-17 
year olds who are not in receipt of an out of work benefit, and not in education, employment 
or training (NEET). The announcement being made by the Deputy Prime Minister and the 
Minister for Employment demonstrates the commitment of the Government to this agenda. 
The initiative makes use of the expertise that jobcentres already have around the labour 
market and employers’ networks. 16-17 Specialist Work Coaches will deliver individualised 
support, acting as a single point of contact for labour market advice and working closely with 
local authorities and voluntary sector organisations. Where other jobcentre initiatives exist, 
such as Troubled Families and Gangs Outreach, they will agree locally who is best placed to 
support the young person. Participation on the pilot will be completely voluntary.

In addition to designing locally led provision nationally we have introduced the Youth 
Contract to help and support young people into employment. Through this initiative we have 
and continue to source work experience placements for young people with little or no work 
record, introduced sector specific training in the form of sector based work academies and 
offering finacial support to employers who employ eligible young people in the form of wage 
incentives (up to £2,275). Although this is a DWP programme we can all help support the 
elements in it by discussing with employers and young people the benefits of the measures 
avaialble.

As youth unemployment (18-24 year olds) continues to fall month on month those remaining 
out of work will be those with the most complex issues. Only by continuing to develop strong 
effective partnerships will we be able to effect the life opportunities of these young people. I 
took away from the convention a real will to make this happen and encourage all to continue 
the dialogue.

Mark Fisher

“As youth 
unemployment 
continues to fall…those 
remaining out of work 
will be those with the 
most complex issues. 
Only by continuing to 
develop strong and 
effective partnerships 
will we be able to 
effect the life chances 
of these younger 
people.”






