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Career Ready at 18

How employer engagement 
boosts local social mobility, 
attainment, and wellbeing for 
young people.
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Opinium is an award-winning strategic insight agency built on 
the belief that in a world of uncertainty and complexity, success 
depends on the ability to stay on pulse of what people think, feel 
and do. 

The Citi Foundation works to promote economic progress and 
improve the lives of people in low-income communities around 
the world. They invest in efforts that increase financial inclusion, 
catalyse job opportunities for youth, and reimagine approaches to 
building economically vibrant communities. The Citi Foundation’s 
“More than Philanthropy” approach deploys the enormous 
expertise of Citi and its people to fulfill their mission and drive 
thought leadership and innovation. The Citi Foundation are a long 
term supporter of Career Ready and this report has been made 
possible thanks to their generous support. 
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I am delighted to introduce this new 
report by Career Ready and Opinium, 
which looks at all the ways Career 
Ready has made a difference over 
the last 18 years.  As a former Career 
Ready student, I know first-hand the 
changes it can bring.

For as long as I can remember, I have been 
incredibly shy. Throughout school I always 
received the same feedback: I needed to speak 
up and participate. But it seemed impossible.  
I was worried about standing out in a job or 
university application, and how I would handle 
the pressure of an interview. 

Career Ready completely changed this for me. 

One of the most influential parts of the 
programme was my mentor, Matt. We worked 
together to create small goals which would 
push me out of my comfort zone. He also invited 
me to meet the young people at his workplace, 
which is when I first discovered degree 

apprenticeships. I quickly found that I much 
preferred learning in a hands-on environment 
during my internship, where I was able to build 
upon my networking and communication skills 
like never before. I discovered that marketing 
was a career I wanted to pursue, which gave 
me a better outlook for the future and a new 
sense of direction.  While I was busy applying 
for apprenticeships, I was discovered through 
my LinkedIn profile by a local business. They 
offered me a degree apprenticeship in my dream 
role of marketing. After two years, I then joined 
a bigger company so I could learn from other 
professionals, and now I am working with people 
I met on my internship.

I am now looking at becoming a Career Ready 
mentor myself so I can give other young people 
the support which changed my life. I urge you to 
do the same, you won’t regret it.  

Lucy Corcoran
Career Ready Alumna, 2015-17
Marketing Degree Apprentice

Forewords

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1Vf4anKmNkA&list=PLaN0HbuMYQN5xyn5ShXtDAbaun9eP5mwU&index=6
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Since 2002 Career Ready has been 
transforming young lives. In this time, 
we have worked with our network 
of employers to give young people 
the mentoring, paid internships, 
masterclasses, and workplace 
support they need to be empowered 
for their futures. 

To mark what is our 18th year, we have worked 
with Opinium to investigate the long-term 
impact our programme has had on the lives of 
those young people we support. Now is the time 
for us to understand the long-term difference 
we make.

Not only so that we can understand the 
difference we’ve made to a young person’s 
life five or ten years after our programme has 
finished, but so that we – both as an individual 
charity and as a wider sector – can learn how 
we can better support young people. When 
we started work on this report, we had no way 
of knowing that it would be published at such 

a critical moment. The COVID-19 pandemic 
has fundamentally changed the lives of young 
people. Education is disrupted, workplaces 
are shut, futures are being put on hold or – 
worse - lost forever. No one is being hit harder 
than those we seek to support: young people 
whose talents all too often go overlooked and 
undiscovered. Already, evidence shows that the 
UK’s long-term social mobility challenge is being 
exacerbated by COVID-19. 

We need to find workable, evidence-based 
solutions to these problems. I am proud that 
this report provides this. Our evidence shows 
that connecting young people to workplace 
experiences and support boosts their career and 
education attainment, this will be vital in helping 
young people to succeed in the post-COVID 
landscape. Moreover, it highlights how local 
employer engagement helps to boost localised 
social mobility and build networks of support in 
communities across the UK.

Finally, it evidences how workplace support and 
experience has a wider, personal difference. 
It makes young people more confident, 
aspirational, and happier about what they are 
achieving in life. There are few more important 
things than this and it is something which fills 
me with pride about the network I lead. 
There has never been a moment where young 
people need our support more. This report 
provides the practical evidence on how we can 
best help them. All we ask is that you join us in 
providing young people with the paid internships 
opportunities and support they need to build 
successful, happier futures. 

Tokunbo Ajasa-Oluwa
Chief Executive, Career Ready
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Forewords (continued)

Youth unemployment and the 
accompanying loss of talent is a 
persistent problem. At Citi, we aim to 
address this through our Pathways 
to Progress initiative, which equips 
young people, especially those from 
less-advantaged backgrounds, with 
the skills and networks they need to 
succeed in today’s rapidly
changing economy.

I am proud that our partnership with Career 
Ready helps us to achieve this goal of enabling 
growth and progress in our communities.

Our partnership has created opportunities that 
benefit young people and has grown remarkably 
since it was formed in 2002.  We work together 
throughout the UK and our employees are 
able to access a range of volunteering and 
development opportunities. Career Ready 
also connects us with a constantly renewing 
cohort of terrific young people from diverse 
backgrounds, all with huge potential.

The real impact is without doubt 
upon the young people we support. 
Career Ready enables us to help 
lift aspirations and capabilities to 
new heights.

It has been an absolute pleasure to see this first-
hand. The end of internship presentations are a 
great example, showing the incredible journey in 
building confidence and skills that the students 
go through over the four weeks. 

It is with great pleasure therefore that Citi and 
the Citi Foundation have supported this research. 
The report clearly shows the life-changing 
impact which Career Ready has had over the last 
18 years, not just on individual young people, but 
also the communities it works in.

Moreover, it provides practical ways in which 
employers like Citi can meet our social and 
business responsibilities by equipping the next 
generation of workers with the skills they need to 
succeed in the workplace. 

I am very proud of our partnership with Career 
Ready and hope others will join us.

James Bardrick
Head of Citi, UK
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Executive Summary
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43%  of alumni had not 
moved out of their local area

72%  of alumni said it 
helped them build a local 
network who could support 
them with future
career opportunities

95% of alumni secured 
HE or FE qualifications, 
compared to 77% of their 
non-programme peers

Alumni had a better grasp of 
time management (63%) and 
planning skills (59%), cited 
by employers as core skills

What we found

1. Enhanced social 
mobility and capital at 
a local level

2. Increased 
academic and 
career attainment

We root young people in their local area, giving 
them the support networks and workplace 
opportunities to experience social mobility in 
their community.  

While there is naturally some change in where 
Career Ready alumni live now compared to 
where they grew up, this is not much more 
than would otherwise be expected in the 
population at large. Where students did move 
out of the local area, it was predominantly to 
go to university rather than employment. Given 
the higher post-16 attainment of our alumni 
compared to the control group, this provides an 
interesting and achievable solution to the issue 
of talent drain in regions across the UK. 

By connecting young people aged 15-18 to the world of work we are able to make 
a real difference at a crucial point in their education: boosting their confidence 
and empowering them to reach new heights in education and the workplace. The 
four key findings of our research were: 

Working with our network of employers and 
educators, we enhanced the post-16 education 
attainment and career prospects of our alumni, 
achieved primarily through our paid four-week 
internships. Despite lower levels of attainment 
at GCSE or Scottish National 5 level, alumni are 
more likely to be in full-time education compared 
to their non-programme peers, with two thirds of 
18-21-year-old alumni in full-time education. 

For those alumni not currently in full-time 
education, they are more likely to be in full-time 
jobs, while their non-programme peers often find 
themselves unemployed and are more likely to be 
in part-time work. Furthermore, our alumni have 
stronger key workplace skills and are therefore 
better set to succeed in the workplace. 
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3. Wellbeing 
through workplace 
experiences

4. The power of 
internships

We also found that our support had a wider, more 
personal impact. Alumni had a more positive 
outlook on life, higher life satisfaction, and a more 
positive view of themselves.

This was instigated by their enhanced growth of 
skills, opportunities, and workplace experience. 
Young people who have had the benefit of going 
through the programme are much more likely 
than their non-programme peers to feel they are 
significantly or somewhat ahead of their peers 
when it comes to career trajectory.

Paid internships were found to be especially 
powerful in transforming young lives, 
enhancing social capital, and enabling 
localised social mobility.

The experience of a paid internship is the 
foundation of all the wider impacts the 
programme has: being the spark behind 
increased academic attainment, providing 
greater insights into the world of work, and 
rooting young people in their
local communities. 

87% of alumni say that 
the programme had a positive 
impact on their life  

59% of alumni said 
their internships improved 
their planning, cited 
by employers as a key 
workplace skill

63% of alumni said that 
they would not have the 
careers they now have 
without their internship 

Alumni are twice as likely 
to view themselves as 
hardworking after the 
programme, 62% vs 31%

80% of alumni said they 
have the things they consider 
important in life, compared to 
72% of non-programme peers
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What we recommend

Based on these findings, we have three core recommendations for policy makers, 
employers, and other organisations working in education and the third sector. Each 
one is designed to boost social mobility, level up local areas, and provide much 
needed support for young people aged 15-18 at a crucial point in their education 
and life.

1. Employers need to 
invest further in paid 
internships 
We are calling for employers to provide deeper 
investment in young people by expanding their 
paid internship provision, or introducing it, for 
young people aged 15-18. 

Many employers are already providing high-
quality opportunities for young people, however 
it is imperative that this is expanded further. 
‘The Young Person’s Guarantee’ in Scotland 
is a prime example of the level of expansion 
required. It is also crucial that we make it easier 
for employers to provide such support, so, in 
England, we are calling for the government to 
unlock the apprenticeship levy to give employers 
the flexibility to use it for pre-apprenticeship 
workplace activities such as paid internships.  

As our research shows, not only will this equip 
young people with the core workplace skills they 
need in the workplace, with 63% reporting an 
increase in time management skills and 59% in 
planning and organising skills, but it will help 
boost social mobility and level up areas across 
the UK. 

2. SMEs as a gateway 
to boosting local 
opportunities
We need to boost the capacity of SMEs to 
provide paid internships in coastal and market 
towns, where SMEs are the backbone of the 
local economy. SMEs can be drivers of localised 
social mobility opportunities, yet they are often 
unable to provide paid opportunities due to 
limited resources.

One solution is to enhance the power of LEP 
Networks to give SMEs the financial support 
they need to provide paid opportunities for 
young people. A further creative initiative is 
Internship Investment Partnerships which would 
see two businesses split the cost of the paid 
internship, with the young person spending time 
between the two organisations over a four-week 
period. This model has been successfully used 
by Career Ready in Scotland for several years, 
aided by Developing the Young Workforce youth 
employment strategy and other bodies.
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3. Mentoring  
across every
organisation
Employers need to ensure that they have a 
mentoring outreach programme for people 
outside and within their organisation on top of 
increased internship opportunities. Our research 
and experience shows that the mentoring and 
paid internship combination acts as a tipping 
point in the development of young people.    
  
To achieve this, first, we recommend that every 
employer provides mentoring to students at 
schools and colleges in their local area. As this 
research highlights, mentoring helps open up 
young people’s skills, confidence, and future 
career opportunities, with 64% of our alumni 
saying they have a network who can help them 
find a job in the future. 

Second, it is imperative that mentoring via social 
mobility champions is embedded within the 
workplace. The challenge of social mobility is 
not solved as soon as someone secures their role 
within a company, as an individual’s background 
is often a limiting factor on their workplace 
progression. Both are initiatives which every 
employer can and should be implementing 
within their organisation.
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About this report

We were founded in 2002 by leading 
business figures with a mission: to 
boost social mobility by empowering 
young people and giving them 
access to a network of workplace 
opportunities and support.  

Through our network of employers, volunteers, 
schools, and colleges, we provide young people with 
a structured, programme built around experiences 
of the world of work. Students on our programme 
receive a paid four-week internship, the support of a 
mentor, skills masterclasses, and workplace visits. 
To mark our 18th year, we have worked closely with 
Opinium, thanks to the support of Citi and the Citi 
Foundation, to evidence the impact this programme 
has made to young lives over the years and discover 
how we can best support even more young people - 
now and in the future. 

For this research, Opinium took a multi-stage and 
multi-methodology approach, using a combination 
of desk research, an online quantitative survey 
and semi-structured telephone interviews with 
the alumni of our programme. This approach was 
chosen to set the research in context, provide 
robust measures to evaluate performance, and 
provide a depth of insight to illustrate key features 
of participation and develop case studies.
The survey was conducted with 411 Career Ready 
alumni aged 18-35 across the United Kingdom 
over a period of 6 months from November 2019 
to April 2020. The data from this was matched 
again a control survey of 500 people who were 
demographically matched to the alumni but did not 
take part in the programme. 

Further information about Career Ready, the 
methodology of our research, and the breakdown of 
the survey subjects can be found in the appendix of 
this report.
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The social mobility challenge

Meritocracy has all too often been portrayed as a truth in UK education and 
employment. With social mobility and improved life chances being achievable for 
all those with talent and hard work, regardless of their background.  

This story, however, is disconnected from 
reality. While talent is everywhere, the UK is 
short on opportunities and positive outcomes 
for young people from less socio-economic 
advantaged backgrounds. 

All too often, young people’s talents and hopes go 
unrealised due to their background. 
It is certainly true that many young people 
go on to achieve great things in this country, 
thanks to their hard work and the help of their 
families, teachers, and wider networks of support. 
However, these instances are all too uncommon 
and social mobility is not just about children from 
council estates becoming CEOs. Social mobility is 
securing the first stable job when your family has 
experienced generations of worklessness 1. It is 
about being the first in your family to go to higher 
education. It is about the freedom to choose what 
you want to do with your life and where you do it. 

Elitist Britain 2019, a report by the Sutton Trust, 
shows ample evidence that those in power in the 
UK tend to dominantly come from independent 
schools and Oxbridge. The report reveals a clear 
‘pipeline’ from independent schools through 
Oxbridge and into top jobs, with 52% of senior 
judges and a third of newspaper columnists 
having come through this pipeline. An inquiry 
into access to the leading professions found that 
work experience, including internships, are often 
offered by employers to friends and family of staff 
members. For example, 54% reported that they 
saw ‘knowing the right people’ as important for 
getting on in life2.

In addition, social capital and the power of a 
personal network is seen as key to succeeding in 
life. Young people themselves think that knowing 
the right people and being confident are more 
important for getting on in life than going to 
university3. The most cited needs that young 
people say would help them find a job are more 
on-the-job experience (48%), followed by more 
professional connections (41%) and more social 
connections (35%)4. 

All of this is being exacerbated by COVID-19 and 
the subsequent economic fallout. Already, 46% 
of students say that they are less likely to find 
a graduate job and 61% of employers have had 
to cancel work experience placements in the 
summer of 20205.

Moreover, social mobility relies too much on being 
able to move away from areas of deprivation 
to areas where life chances are higher. The 
economic domination of London and other 
large urban centres has meant that the greatest 
career rewards, in economic terms, are received 
by those who are mobile and willing to move 
to large, ‘escalator’ cities. This has led to a 
growing recognition of the importance of place 
in individual’s lives and the need to strengthen 
local communities as a means of boosting social 
mobility, avoiding ‘brain drain’, and an exodus of 
young people from less fortunate areas6. 
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What we found
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Increased academic and career attainment

While at school and before completing our 
programme, two thirds of alumni were eligible 
for free school meals and, what is more, were 
significantly more likely to underachieve in their 
GCSEs compared to their non-Career Ready 
peers, suggesting that those who join our 
programme are often in situations with reduced 
career prospects, unsure of their future, and with 
little outside support. 

Our research demonstrates that, prior to starting the programme, many 
participants found themselves on a path towards low achievement, little work 
experience and a limited social network that was unlikely to improve their 
education, career, and life prospects. However, in partnership with educators, 
employers, and other third-sector organisations, our activities have had a 
positive impact on their academic achievement and core workplace skills. 

Increased academic attainment  
Despite this lower starting level, our alumni go 
on to achieve higher levels of qualifications after 
they have finished the programme. In fact, they 
are more likely to still be in full-time education 
compared to their non-programme peers, with 
two thirds of 18-21-year-old alumni still in full-
time education. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KGBU6Du7j04&list=PLaN0HbuMYQN5xyn5ShXtDAbaun9eP5mwU&index=1
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These findings are in line with other 
research on the link between employer 
engagement and educational attainment. 
The ‘Contemporary Transitions’ report showed 
that active employer engagement in schools 
has a significant impact on young adults’ 
educational attainment and future earnings. 
Individuals who have experienced greater 
employer engagement feel better prepared 
for the adult working world, not to mention 
having better success in applying for a full-
time job, lower likelihood of NEET, and a wage 
premium of 11%.7
 
This shows that by giving students from less 
advantaged backgrounds access to employers, 
we empower them to perform better within 
secondary education, spend more time in full-

time education, and therefore be better set up 
for future success. 

14%

Prior to joining our programme, more of our alumni reported lower than expected GCSE 
grades, but were then significantly more likely to go on to obtain Further or Higher Education 

qualifications than the control group.

Better than 
expected

As expected Worse than 
expected

Went on to obtain FE 
or HE qualification

33%

46%
41%

31%

Alumni Control

77%

95%

9%

50%
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20%

30%

40%

100%

50%

60%

70%

80%

90%

I don’t think I was interested in 
learning – I think I just gave up. 
There wasn’t really any support. 
You’d be called ‘an idiot’ or ‘dumb’, 
so you just tend to bury yourself 
away from everyone.

Daniel Clarke,
Alumnus from East London
Now a Hiring Manager at Amazon
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Increased academic and career attainment

Stable, full-time jobs
On top of the academic attainment experienced 
by young people on our programme, we found 
that, when looking at those not currently in 
full-time education, our alumni are more likely 
to be in full-time jobs and three quarters have 
worked for no more than two companies. In 
comparison, their non-programme peers often 
find themselves unemployed and more likely to 
be in manual work.  
 

Understanding the 
world of work
A key theme of our research and conversations 
with alumni was that our programme enhanced 
their confidence, professionalism, and practical 
understanding of the workplace.

Workplace skills
In addition to their enhanced confidence and 
workplace insights, our alumni also report a 
boost in the skills most cited by employers as 
being key for workplace success. 

Full-time 
education

Alumni of our programme are more 
likely to be in full-time education or 

employment, and significantly less likely 
to be unemployed.

Percentage of alumni in full-time 
education or employment, or unemployed, 
compared with the control group

Full-time 
employment

Unemployed

39%

50%50%

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

3%

14%

Alumni Control

31%

46%

The skills and attributes and our alumni 
said they developed on the programme, 
ranked by most valuable

The most valuable skills and attributes 
our alumni developed during their time 

on the Career Ready programme.

Alumni

79%Confidence

75%Professionalism

75%Understanding of the workplace

71%Communication

68%Self-belief

64%Ambition

61%Time management

0% 100%60%20% 40% 80%
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Job satisfaction
Our alumni are much more likely than their 
non-programme peers to feel that they are 
significantly or somewhat ahead of their peers. 
Meanwhile, the control group are more likely 
to feel they are on par or significantly behind 
their peers.

Workplace confidence
Of particular note is the impact of our 
programme when it comes to changing 
perspectives and attitudes towards work. When 
looking at our alumni in employment, we find 
that they are more confident in their career 
and their future prospects, as well as see being 
challenged as vital to their job satisfaction. 

In terms of career trajectory and job 
satisfaction, our alumni feel ahead of 

their peers and the control group were 
more likely to feel behind.

Our alumni are more confident in the 
workplace, see challenge as vital to their 
job satisfaction, and have the ambition 

to do more. 

Alumni Control

38%

55%

11%

17%

Ahead of
their peers

Behind  
their peers

50%

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

Percentages of alumni and control group 
who perceived themselves to be ahead or 
behind their peers in terms of their career

I like to be 
challenged 
in my work 

92%

84%

72%

65%

86%

66%

86%

72%

Having a 
career is 

important to 
my sense of 

identity 

I have the 
ability to 

reach a higher 
position in my 
line of work

I have the 
ambition to 

reach a higher 
position in my 
line of work or 
organisation

Alumni Control
Percentage of alumnia and control group 
responding to a series of questions 
regarding their workplace and attitudes.

100%

60%

70%

80%

90%
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Increased academic and career attainment

Conclusions
As the data shows, our alumni make progress in 
their academic attainment and career prospects, 
as well as showing higher levels of aspiration 
in life. Significantly, we see that many who 
took part in our programme have moved from 
a position of vulnerability in terms of academic 
success to a place of stability and success. 
Furthermore, they have been able to develop 
core job skills before starting their first career, 
enabling them to be immediately successful in 
the world of work. This puts them on to a path 
to further success, where they have enhanced 
job stability and higher levels of expectation and 
aspiration. 

Because of the impact that paid internships 
had on this growth in academic and career 
attainment, we are calling for employers to 
invest further in young people by expanding 
their paid internship provision for young 
people. To make this easier for employers in 
England we would like to see the unlocking 
of the apprenticeship levy to give employers 
the flexibility to use it for pre-apprenticeship 
workplace activities such as paid internships. 

As our research shows, not only will this equip 
young people with the core workplace skills 
they need in the workplace, with 63% reporting 
an increase in time management skills and 59% 
in planning and organising skills, but it will help 
boost social mobility and level up areas across 
the UK.
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Case study

Daniel Clarke, a 2006 
Career Ready alumnus
from East London who 
now works for Amazon
I grew up in a big family, living in Stratford in East 
London with my parents and six older siblings. I 
had a good family life, but Stratford was a ‘difficult’ 
area back then, not like it is now. I went to a 
school that had a poor reputation, but it was the 
most convenient option, especially as my parents 
were working.

Education was never my strong point. When I was 
in Year 5, I realised that all the other kids could 
read an entire book while I was struggling to read 
at all. I started to feel isolated and somewhat 
jealous of them. Back then, no one talked about 
dyslexia or mental health, and I didn’t feel able to 
talk to my parents about my difficulties at school 
as all my siblings had done well at school and 
gone to university. I didn’t get much support at 
school so I just gave up on learning. This led to me 
getting mixed up with the wrong crowd, skipping 
lessons and ending up in detention. I ended up 
with only one GCSE. 

Failing my GCSEs gave me a new-found focus and, 
with a bit of luck, I got into college to do GNVQ 
Business Studies where I heard about Career 
Ready. The internship aspect really stood out to 
me – it seemed a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity.

My first year of college was all about taking 
classes and studying independently, while 
the second year was spent preparing for my 
internship, buying a suit, and then applying for 

five companies I wanted to do an internship with. 
I was so proud when I was successful in getting 
one with Citi. It gave me a new-found sense of 
self-belief and I was also shocked by the amount 
of support I received without judgment.

When someone supports you and they don’t know 
you - they just believe in you because you’re a 
young person who’s trying to do better, it’s just 
such an amazing feeling.

After I completed the programme and left 
college, I went on to study BA Business 
Management at university, leaving with a 
first-class degree. I now work as a Recruitment 
Manager for Amazon. My responsibilities 
include stakeholder management, forecasting 
and making decisions regarding hiring.  For the 
next few years, I see myself continuing working 
at Amazon. However, in the longer term, my goal 
is to go into charity work, so I can give back 
and support young people who find themselves 
in similar situations I was in fourteen years ago.

When someone supports you and they 
don't know you - they just believe in 
you because you're a young person 
who's trying to do better, it's just such 
an amazing feeling.
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Enhanced local social mobility

The experience of a paid internship is found to 
be the foundation of many of the wider impacts 
the programme has: being the spark behind 
increased academic attainment, providing 
greater insights into the world of work, and 
rooting young people in their local communities. 

The research also found a further power of our 
programme: enabling our alumni to remain close 
to where they grew up and their existing family 
and friendship networks, with 43% of alumni 

Crucially, we found that our programme, specifically a paid internship and mentor, 
helps boost young people’s local social capital and social mobility. Such support 
changes young lives by widening their perspectives and providing a long-term 
network, without taking them far from where they currently live. 

The power of internships: stronger, local roots
having never moved, compared to 39% of non-
programme peers. Where they do, it is most likely 
to be for education – moving to university in 
another area.

In addition, alumni are just as likely as their peers 
to move from rural and suburban area to more 
urban ones. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NWUQFIBw2hA&list=PLaN0HbuMYQN5xyn5ShXtDAbaun9eP5mwU&index=2
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Enhanced local 
social capital
‘It’s not what you know, but who you know’, as 
the saying goes. While we may not want it to 
be true, it is a fact of life that the people we 
know affect our career prospects. This is not 
just about pure nepotism. There is a positive 
element to having a wider social network: other 
people provide advice, they tell us about their 
experience and give us ideas that we have 
not had before. Furthermore, good leaders will 
stretch and challenge their colleagues. 

It is positive to see that our alumni, compared 
to their non-programme peers, are significantly 
more likely to say they have a close group of 
friends and family they can rely on, that they 
have close relationships with colleagues and 
have a good network of people who could help 
them in finding a job in the future. They also are 
significantly more likely to say that they regularly 
meet new people either through work, friends 
or clubs and societies. This indicates that our 
programme is effective in helping young people 
build a strong network, encompassing family and 
friends as well as the professional connections 
they develop through mentoring and internships. 
This suggests that the increased levels of 
confidence alumni develop results in the ability 
and willingness to meet new people regardless of 
where they live or work. 

Many of the interview participants, both alumni 
and from businesses, spoke of the very limited 
exposure young people had to anything outside 
of school or family and social life. For them, the 
“professional” work environment was entirely alien.

Before I joined Career Ready, I 
didn't know about the career 
opportunities in this area. Without 
Career Ready I would have most 
definitely moved away from home 
and worked somewhere else. This  is 
not something I wanted to do, I just 
thought it was the choice I had.

Emily Clarke, alumna in Tees Valley
Now working at PD Ports

The positive impact of our programme 
on students’ ability to build their 

personal and professional networks and 
access career opportunities.

Percentage of alumni who agreed 
with a series of statements about their 
professional network. 

Alumni

The internship greatly improved 
my knowledge of the workplace

It helped me meet people who 
could help me  with career 
opportunities in the future

74%

72%

63%

58%

56%

52%

I wouldn't have the potential 
career opportunities 

that I have now

I wouldn't have the network 
that I have now

It helped opened up networks and 
connections  in order for me to 

have a career in my local area 

It helped opened up networks and 
connections  in order for me to 

have a career outside my local area 



24

Enhanced local social mobility

However, upon entering the workplace as an 
intern, young people make deep and lasting 
relationships. We know from our interviews with 
both alumni and businesses that people make a 
real effort to get to know interns, whether they 
are officially mentors or not. We heard stories 
of employees at different levels making sure to 
introduce themselves, making tea, helping them 
with their work, and feel welcome. The working 
environment quickly became less alien and more 
familiar. Interns were able to see that the people 
they were sat with were “people just like me”, 
perhaps from different backgrounds, but people 
that they could get to know.

Our alumni feel more confident about the network of people, both personal and professional, 
they have around them and how that network can support them, as well as having the 

confidence to grow their network further.

Alumni Control

80%

40%

60%

20%

I have a close group of 
friends and family I can 

rely on

59%

42%

80%

69% 69%

51%

64%

54%

I have close 
relationships with 

colleagues

I have a good network of 
people who could help 
me with finding a job

I regularly meet new people, 
either through work, friends 

or clubs/ societies

My mentor was able to quickly bring 
me out of my shell. As well as helping 
me to develop new skills and build 
my CV, he helped me to discover the 
option of degree apprenticeships. 
This made such a difference to my 
career choice as I love working with 
and learning from other people. 

Lucy Corcoran, alumna from
Greater Manchester. Now a Digital 
Marketing Apprentice at Manchester 
Metropolitan University 
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The importance of 
mentoring: future 
social capital 
An important element in the building of strong 
social capital is the role of the student’s mentor. 
Not only are they crucial during the programme 
itself but we heard stories from alumni of long-term 
friendships being forged. Indeed, several years after 
leaving the programme mentors and mentees 
are still in touch and mentors were continuing to 
provide help and advice. 

In the survey data we saw that around a quarter 
(24%) of alumni had been in touch with their 
mentor in the last 6 months, not far behind 
a third (36%) who had been in touch with 
other alumni. These ongoing relationships are 
primarily driven by the alumni themselves but it 
is testimony to the value that these relationships 
become and the type of people who volunteer as 
mentors that all parties are so willing to continue 
these relationships. 

I consider my mentor a lifelong friend. 
She really did give me encouragement 
and support I have tapped into along 
my education journey.

Ibinabo David-West, alumna from 
Glasgow. Now a law student at 
Strathclyde University

Our alumni feel they have a network of 
people around them that is more than 
twice the size of that reported by the 

control group.

Comparison of the average sizes of 
networks of people reported by alumni 
and the control group.

74%

72%

63%

Alumni
network

x2

Control group
network

Alumni Control
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Conclusion 

Enabling participants to be geographically rooted 
and providing a supportive network shows we are 
having a positive impact on local communities. 
By connecting young people with local 
employers and volunteers we are not furthering 
the decline of young talent in local areas or 
taking them away from existing relationships. In 
contrast, it is providing them with a much wider 
and deeper social network which benefits them 
for the long term and helps them continue to 
thrive as individuals. 

It is critical that we ensure that internship 
opportunities are expanded and used as a tool to 
boost localised social mobility. SMEs can be key 
drivers of this, especially in coastal and market 
towns where they are the backbone of the local 
economy, yet they are often unable to provide 
paid opportunities due to limited resources. 

One solution is to enhance the power of LEP 
Networks to give SMEs the financial support 
they need to provide paid opportunities for 
young people. A further creative initiative is 
Internship Investment Partnerships which would 
see two businesses split the cost of the paid 
internship, with the young person spending time 
between the two organisations over a four-week 
period. This model has been successfully used 
by Career Ready in Scotland for several years, 
aided by Developing the Young Workforce youth 
employment strategy and other bodies.

Enhanced local social mobility
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Case study

Lucy Drummond, a 
2017 Career Ready 
alumna from Belfast 
who will soon be 
joining the Citi 
Graduate Scheme
At the age of seven, I was diagnosed as dyslexic, 
dyspraxic and dyscalculic which I guess is a little 
different to most people’s experience of growing 
up. I really struggled at secondary school and 
wasn’t sure what my options were going to be 
when I left. It wasn’t my school’s fault, I just don’t 
think they understood how they could support me. 

When I started at Belfast Metropolitan College, 
I had no idea what I could achieve. My GCSE 
results hadn’t been great and it really affected 
by confidence and made me question my 
future. I didn’t think university was an option 
and I certainly didn’t think I’d ever work in a big 
company. Career Ready changed all of that. 

A lecturer at college introduced me to the 
Career Ready programme and the internship 
opportunity really stood out to me. Business 
was never a route I intended to go down, but I 
wanted that real-world experience and thought 
it might help me decide what I wanted to do in 
the future.

Then there was the internship at Citi which 
was incredible. It was my first time earning real 
money in a real role, to be working in such a big 
company at that age felt crazy.

And it makes you understand your college 
classes a lot more as you actually have wider 
knowledge and skills. 

The whole experience transformed my 
confidence. It taught me to believe in myself 
and push myself to do things I thought I couldn’t 
achieve. Now I can talk in front of anyone and 
that has been so useful at university.

I’m at university in Derry and in my placement 
year I was brought back to Citi for a six-week 
placement as a Securities Analyst. I’m now in the 
final year and I’ve just secured a place on the Citi 
graduate scheme for when I finish. It’s all bit of 
a dream when I think back to where I was a few 
years ago.

The Career Ready programme went 
way above anything I had expected. I 
did a lot of workshops, team building 
with the other students, industry talks, 
things you just don’t get in school. 
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Wellbeing through workplace experiences

We aim to impact students in a holistic way 
through an internship, mentor, masterclasses, 
and workplace visits, ensuring meaningful 
engagement between students and employers. 
This research shows that we are achieving this 
goal with 87% of alumni saying that we have first 
and foremost had a positive impact on their life 
in general, as well as their career pathway (85%).

Our research found that we give alumni the 
confidence and tools to go their own way in 
life. For instance, 90% say the programme 

As has already been shown, active employer engagement has a significant 
impact on the educational attainment and future earnings8 of young people, but 
exposure to these opportunities can also have a more personal impact on their 
lives, especially with their confidence and aspirations.

Confidence to find the right path

The positive impact of the 
Career Ready programme

Alumni

Your life

Career
Pathway

87%

85%

56%Grades

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7iUbooxvp70&list=PLaN0HbuMYQN5xyn5ShXtDAbaun9eP5mwU&index=17


29

has positively impacted their development 
of employability skills, as well as levels of 
confidence (87%) and ambition (84%).

This holistic personal development has also led 
to good self-management skills (82%) among 
alumni, giving them greater agency and tools 
to forge their own path in life as well as make 
effective career decisions (82%).

It's taught me to be more assured 
of myself and not to look for 
reassurance from other people.  
If I do a task, I've got the self-
confidence to see it through and 
believe what I've done is right.

Ryan McCafferty, alumnus from 
Glasgow. Now working for Leidos
in Glasgow

Increased self-esteem
Our findings also show that employer 
engagement and a network of support leads 
to alumni seeing themselves as more hard-
working, determined, and ambitious. When asked 
to compare themselves before and after the 
programme, they show a two-sided development 
in their views towards themselves: an increase 
in the use of positive descriptors, as well as a 
decrease in the use of negative descriptors.

The positive impact of our programme 
on skills growth, positive attitudes and 

career confidence. 

Alumni

Our programme transforms how our 
alumni see themselves and perceive 

their own strengths and weaknesses.

Before the 
programme

After the 
programme

The Career Ready programme 
helped me developed key 
employability skills

The Career Ready programme 
increased my levels of 
confidence

The Career Ready programme 
increased my levels of ambition

The Career Ready programme 
supported me in making 
effective career decisions

The Career Ready programme 
gave me good self-
management skills

82%

82%

84%

87%

90%

31% 62%Hard-working

18% 44%Determined

23% 40%Ambitious

8% 21%Confident

3% 29%Confused

35%18%Anxious
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Stronger personal 
relationships
 
Delving deeper into life satisfaction, many 
research studies have shown that strong 
interpersonal relationships are associated 
with greater happiness. This is not limited to 
romantic relationships, as close friendships and 
social connections with family and members of 
community can also have a positive impact9.

Our research has shown that while alumni are 
supported by friends and family to a greater 
extent than their non-programme peers, they are 
more likely to have a continuously growing circle 

Higher life satisfaction
It is very reassuring that our research found that 
alumni of our programme are more satisfied with 
life than their non-programme peers, particularly 
when it comes to having all the things they 
consider to be important in life and having 
excellent life conditions.

Alumni are also somewhat more likely to be 
satisfied with life in general and be impacted 
by satisfaction with work. This is unsurprising, 
considering alumni are more likely to go into 
higher education than their non-programme 
peers, and existing literature shows there is a clear 
correlation between education and happiness.

Wellbeing through workplace experiences

General satisfaction with life
Average score:
Alumni: 24.8
Control: 23.7

My satisfaction with 
work has an impact 

on how satisfied I am 
with life

82%

I have the things I 
consider important 

with my life

The conditions of my 
life are excellent

I am satisfied with 
my life

If I could live my life 
over, I would change 

almost nothing

75%

82%

72%

61%

49%

58%

52%

40%

43%

Community and interpersonal 
relationships

I have a close group of 
friends and family I can 

rely on

80%

46%

50%

59%

42%

69%

69%

51%

64%

54%

I have close relationships 
with colleagues

I have a good network of 
people who could help me 

with finding a job

I regularly meet new 
people, either through 

work,   friends or clubs/ 
societies

I have remained closer to 
friends from back home 
that have stayed in the 

same area than those who 
have moved away

Alumni Control Alumni Control
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of friends: 59% of alumni say they regularly meet 
new people either through work, friends or clubs/
societies, compared to only 42% of their non-
programme peers. 

This is also mirrored in workplace relationships, 
where rapport is also found among colleagues. 
Seven in ten (69%) of Career Ready alumni 
have close relationships with their colleagues, 
compared to 51% of their non-programme peers. 
Furthermore, alumni feel they have a good 
network of people who may be able to help 
them find a job in the future, likely due to the 
relationship they forge on the programme as well 
as in the jobs they secure afterwards.
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Wellbeing through workplace experiences

Conclusion 

We are especially proud to see that our programme 
has a wider impact than enhanced attainment and 
a boost in social mobility. It brings about personal 
improvements in the wellbeing of young people. 
Alumni have a more positive outlook on life, a 
higher life satisfaction, and a more positive view of 
themselves, caused by their enhanced growth of 
skills, opportunities, and workplace experience. 

These benefits, especially when coupled with the 
socio-economic improvements they cause, truly 
highlight why we need to expand the engagement 
and support which young people receive from 
employers and volunteers in their local community. 
That’s why it is imperative that employers ensure 
that they have a mentoring outreach programme 
for people outside and within their organisation. 

First, we recommend that every employer provides 
mentoring to students at schools and colleges in 
their local area. As our research shows, mentoring 
helps open up young people’s skills, confidence, 
and future career opportunities, with 64% of our 
alumni saying they have a network who can help 
them find a job in the future.  Second, it is crucial 
that mentoring and social mobility champions are 
embedded within the workplace. The challenge of 
social mobility is not solved as soon as someone 
secures their role within a company, as an 
individual’s background is often a limiting factor on 
their workplace progression. 

Doing this will not only create more successful 
young people, it will ensure happier young people 
who have a positive view of themselves and the 
world around them. There is no stronger reason 
for supporting young people than that – join us in 
making this possible.  
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Ryan Thorne, a 2016 
alumnus from Glasgow, 
who now is a postgraduate 
student at the University 
of St Andrews  and was 
awarded an international 
scholarship at Emory 
University in Atlanta, US. 
At school I lacked self-belief and I was not sure if 
I had the potential to succeed – but I was always 
committed to my education: I received seven SQA 
Highers which allowed me to study at degree 
level, and I was also a finalist in the 2016 Young 
Scot Awards for Educational Excellence. Coming 
through school, into higher education and beyond, 
was difficult because I lacked networks outside of 
my neighbourhood. This limited my ability to look 
beyond my immediate set of circumstances. 

I decided to join Career Ready in my penultimate 
year of school. In retrospect, this is the number 
one decision I am thankful for in life. Without 
Career Ready, I am not sure that I would ever 
have fully been able to progress onto university 
as smoothly as I did. Without a doubt, I am most 
grateful for the chance to work with my mentor, 
his wisdom motivated me towards my personal 
goals. Having a mentor was a golden opportunity, 
I am so thankful for the positive impact Andie 
had on me. The programme challenged me from 
day one and raised my aspirations. There was 
something exciting about meeting new people 

and, through them, I was able to collect early 
experiences and lessons about the world of work. 
These have been lasting and have served me well 
throughout university. My internship at Morgan 
Stanley helped me mature and allowed me to look 
for new opportunities. I also learned more about 
personal responsibility, a skill that allowed me take 
ownership and become Career Ready.
Before joining the programme, I had never 
really encountered new environments and 
naturally felt a little displaced in the office. 
Career Ready helped unlock my confidence; 
to overcome personal barriers; and to become 
more sociable. When I first met with my mentor, 
I was apprehensive, but I quickly moved past this 
and we went on to enjoy a close relationship. I 
also enjoyed the opportunity to work with other 
interns since it allowed me to challenge my own 
views and opened me up to new perspectives.

Career Ready has helped me navigate those big 
transition periods in life that are often surrounded 
with uncertainly. I have recently returned to 
the University of St Andrews as a postgraduate 
student to read for an MLitt in International 
Business, after obtaining my undergraduate 
degree in Geography and Management earlier this 
year. I have also recently gained an international 
scholarship at Emory University in Atlanta, U.S. in 
August 2021. Looking beyond my studies. I want 
to pursue a career in the financial sector. 

Case study
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Case studies

Angel Maynard, 
Alumna from Manchester

Daniel Clarke, 
Alumnus from London

Danielle Halford,
Alumna from Cardiff 

Dilon Beqa,
Alumnus from London

Ellen Powles,
Alumna from Colchester

Ryan McCafferty,
Alumnus from Glasgow

Ryan Thorne,
Alumnus from Glasgow

Victoria Ayodeji, alumna 
from London

Ibinabo David-West,
Alumna from Glasgow

Lucy Corcoran,
Alumna from Manchester

Lucy Drummond, alumna 
from Belfast

Hollie Sword,
Alumna from Edinburgh

Nicki Williams, St. James 
Place Wealth Management 

Sandy MacDonald, Standard 
Life Aberdeen

Emily Clarke,
Alumna from Tees Valley

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_o9ShfryPMg&list=PLaN0HbuMYQN5xyn5ShXtDAbaun9eP5mwU&index=3
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=26CX9W1VN8U&list=PLaN0HbuMYQN5xyn5ShXtDAbaun9eP5mwU&index=7
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KGBU6Du7j04&list=PLaN0HbuMYQN5xyn5ShXtDAbaun9eP5mwU&index=1
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qdhEfAPSMoY&list=PLaN0HbuMYQN5xyn5ShXtDAbaun9eP5mwU&index=13
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hIZh4vuJ1V0&list=PLaN0HbuMYQN5xyn5ShXtDAbaun9eP5mwU&index=5
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Qs8ZgtKx_KU&list=PLaN0HbuMYQN5xyn5ShXtDAbaun9eP5mwU&index=9
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NWUQFIBw2hA&list=PLaN0HbuMYQN5xyn5ShXtDAbaun9eP5mwU&index=2
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JuSLVNLUV5w&list=PLaN0HbuMYQN5xyn5ShXtDAbaun9eP5mwU&index=8
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7iUbooxvp70&list=PLaN0HbuMYQN5xyn5ShXtDAbaun9eP5mwU&index=17
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1Vf4anKmNkA&list=PLaN0HbuMYQN5xyn5ShXtDAbaun9eP5mwU&index=6
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fl7PINKdLDA&list=PLaN0HbuMYQN5xyn5ShXtDAbaun9eP5mwU&index=11
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iKERQuyJF0g&list=PLaN0HbuMYQN5xyn5ShXtDAbaun9eP5mwU&index=12
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-UqtV0CBYoM&list=PLaN0HbuMYQN5xyn5ShXtDAbaun9eP5mwU&index=10
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iqFkAlIwLks&list=PLaN0HbuMYQN5xyn5ShXtDAbaun9eP5mwU&index=15
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8O5hNHuZ1LU&list=PLaN0HbuMYQN5xyn5ShXtDAbaun9eP5mwU&index=14
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Appendix
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About Career Ready

Social mobility has long been a structural 
problem in the UK, with the life opportunities and 
outcomes for far too many young people being 
determined by background, not potential. We aim 
to fix this by acting as a link between employers 
and schools and colleges, and supporting young 
people who, research shows, face the barriers in 
education and employment which cause their 
talents to often go undiscovered and unfulfilled.

Through our network of employers, volunteers, 
schools, and colleges, we provide young people 
with a structured, Career Ready programme built 
around rich, authentic experiences of the world 
of work. Students on our programme receive 
a paid four-week internship, the support of a 
mentor, masterclasses on the skills for career 
success, and workplace visits. 

Central to our Career Ready programme is 
providing young people with opportunities 
to experience the workplace, through a paid 
internship of 140 hours, in a location close to 
where they are growing up. The design of our 
internships is based on evidence by the National 
Academy Foundation in the United States, which 
found that a 140 hour internship empowers 
young people by enabling them to work as part of 
a team, complete a project and build confidence 
in the workplace. 

Alongside their paid internship, students also 
receive the support of a mentor over the 12-18 
month period when they are on the programme. 
Together, student and mentor meet on a periodic 
basis to talk about the student’s life goals, 

education journey, and reflect on their progress 
mapped against our Skills for Career Success 
learning outcomes. In addition, students also 
take part in a series of masterclasses on the skills 
needed for career success, along with visits to 
a range of different workplaces.  The success of 
this programme has been the catalyst of much 
change over the last 18 years. We have grown 
across the UK, working from Essex to Elgin, and 
launched a range of new programmes which have 
seen us support over 150,000 young people. 

In England we have launched our Career Starter 
programme, an in-school programme delivered 
across year groups 7-13, mapped to the Gatsby 
Benchmarks for Good Careers Guidance. As 
well as our Career Builder programme which 
provides young people with mentoring, skills 
masterclasses, and industry insights. 
We are proud of everything we and all our 
students have achieved in these years, but we 
are especially delighted that our core programme 
remains consistently impactful: with thousands 
of young people every year experiencing a 
paid internship, mentoring relationship, skills 
masterclasses, and workplace visits.  

To mark what is the 18th year of our core 
programme, we have worked closely with 
Opinium, thanks to the support of Citi Group and 
the Citi Foundation, to evidence the impact this 
activity has made to young lives over the years, 
capture the progress made by our alumni, and 
discover how we can best support even more 
young people - now and in the future.

We were founded in 2002 by leading business figures with a mission: to boost 
social mobility by empowering young people and giving them a network of 
workplace opportunities and support.  
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About our research

The control survey of 500 people, who were 
demographically matched to the alumni but did 
not take part in the programme, was conducted 
in two halves: first in January 2020 for half of 
the sample, and then in March-April 2020 for 
the second half. The control sample was closely 
monitored and later weighted on age, gender, 
ethnicity, region (London vs. Non-London, 
Scotland vs. Rest of the UK), area (urban/
suburban/rural) and eligibility for free school 
meals to match the alumni as closely as possible.

Finally, the third stage of the research programme 
involved telephone interviews with 10 alumni 
(30-45 minutes) and 5 business representatives. 
These interviews were qualitative in nature, 
following a semi-structured interview approach. 
Participants were asked detailed questions about 
their experience of the programme and their 
thoughts on the impact it has had on their career 
or their business.

If you would like to know more about the 
methodology of our research or the breakdown 
of the survey subjects then please contact us at 
info@careerready.org.uk 

Opinium took a multi-stage and multi-
methodology approach, using a combination 
of desk research, an online quantitative survey 
and semi-structured telephone interviews. This 
approach was chosen to set the research in 
context, provide robust measures to evaluate 
performance and provide a depth of insight 
to illustrate key features of participation and 
develop case studies.

During the first stage, Opinium carried out 
a review of existing research and academic 
literature to set the context for the research 
in the wider field of career development. For 
the desk research, Opinium identified relevant 
data sources and analysed them to see what 
information existed on career development. 
Information collected here was also used to 
provide a wider context.

In the second stage, Opinium ran an online 
quantitative survey using a test and control 
approach – comparing the success and 
satisfaction, among other measures, with a 
sample of very similar people who were not 
on the programme. The alumni survey was 
conducted with 411 Career Ready alumni aged 
18-35 across the United Kingdom over a period of 
6 months from November 2019 to April 2020. The 
demographic breakdown of our alumni for this 
research was as follows:

• 61% female, 38% male 
• 70% white, 30% non-white
• 31% eligible for free school meals

We worked closely with Opinium over a six-month period to capture the 
impact our work has made to the lives of our young people, funded by Citi 
Group, a long-term supporter of our work. 
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Our relationship with Citi

Over the life of the partnership, Citi has 
supported Career Ready in Belfast, Edinburgh, 
Glasgow, London and the Republic of Ireland 
through the provision of mentors, paid 
internships, masterclass presenters, local advisory 
board members, and long-standing financial 
support via the Citi Foundation. Citi Foundation 
are the funders of this research. 

Our partnership is sustained by the Citi 
Foundation’s Pathways to Progress initiative 
which works to tackle UN Sustainable 
Development Goal 8 - Decent Work and 
Economic Growth. Pathways to Progress focuses 
support on young people, helping them to build 
an entrepreneurial mindset, acquire leadership, 
financial and workplace skills, and address the 

Career Ready & Citi started a partnership in 2002 which has since gone on to 
transform the lives of thousands of young people across the UK.  

It's really important to us that 
we make a positive impact in the 
communities where we operate as a 
business. Career Ready really enables 
us to do that and it's leading to real 
jobs for young people.
Rachael Barber, Head of Community 
Development EMEA, Citi

issues of youth unemployment. We were named 
National Corporate Partnership with a Financial 
Institution at the 2020 Charity Times Awards. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cVWy7LECU7Q&list=PLaN0HbuMYQN5xyn5ShXtDAbaun9eP5mwU&index=16
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