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Investing in the
Covid Generation



2
2

Summary

In December 2021, we commissioned Opinium to survey a representative 
sample of 2,000 adults across the UK on their thoughts about social 
mobility, the future of work for young people, and how to improve 
workplace access for young people post-Covid. 

We found that only three in 10 adults in the UK are optimistic about the future of work for young 
people and almost seven out of 10 think that investing in youth should be an important part of the 
UK’s post-Covid recovery.

Only 33% of people think that the future of work is 
positive for young people in the UK 

54% believe that employers should offer more routes 
into work which do not require a university degree, such 
as apprenticeships and school leaver schemes   

69% of people think that investing in young people 
should be an important part of the UK’s post-
Covid recovery

69% think that employers have a responsibility to 
support young people’s skills development   

45% believe that paid internships are one of the 
most important steps employers can take to boost
social mobility 
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About this report

Career Ready is a UK-wide 
charity whose mission is to 
improve the social mobility of 
young people through a range 
of employability programmes 
which give them the skills, 
confidence, and networks 
needed to enjoy success in 
education and employment.

‘Levelling up’, ‘building back better’, and ‘post-Covid 
recovery’ have become everyday terms, and it’s 
not hard to see why: the pandemic has had a 
detrimental impact on almost every area of our 
lives and has widened existing inequalities.

Young people – particularly those from lower 
income backgrounds – have always faced hurdles, 
but Covid-19 has presented both significant 
new challenges and an increased urgency in 
overcoming them.

Between March 2020 and January 2021, an 
additional 420,000 young people became eligible 
for Free School Meals, taking the total to 1.74 
million pupils1. In 2021, the A-Level attainment gap 
between students on Free School Meals and their 
peers widened2 . During the pandemic, almost half 
of students said that they were less likely to find a 
graduate job due to Covid, and 61% of employers 
cancelled work experience placements3 — and 
these figures do not even begin to touch on social 
and mental health challenges. 

It would be difficult to overestimate the impact of 
the pandemic on young people and what it means 
for their futures. We have an entire generation 
of young people – the Covid Generation – who 

will require targeted, sustained interventions to 
succeed in education and employment.  

Covid has hit young people hard and 
without proper investment we risk 
a generation of lost talent in the 
workforce, especially young people 
from less advantaged backgrounds. 
It’s vital that government, businesses, 
and educators work in partnership 
to invest in the Covid Generation 
and give them the workplace skills, 
experience, and opportunities needed 
for future success. 

Research and our experience show 
that paid internships are rocket fuel 
for social mobility and an effective 
way for employers to future-proof 
their business. We’d urge employers 
of all sizes and sectors to open their 
doors to young people and give future 
talent the opportunity to succeed.

- Tokunbo Ajasa-Oluwa, CEO of Career Ready

In light of the challenges facing young people, in 
December 2021 we commissioned Opinium to 
survey a representative sample of 2,000 adults 
across the UK on their thoughts about social 
mobility, the future of work for young people, and 
how to improve workplace access.

This research has several interesting findings for 
all those seeking to support young people, provide 
fairer access to the workplace, and boost the skills 
of the future workforce.

1 Schools, pupils and their characteristics (2020-21) Department for Education
2 Analysis of results: A levels and GCSEs, summer 2021, Ofqual
3 Covid-19 Impacts: Access to the Workplace, The Sutton Trust

https://explore-education-statistics.service.gov.uk/find-statistics/school-pupils-and-their-characteristics
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/analysis-of-results-a-levels-and-gcses-summer-2021
https://www.suttontrust.com/wp-content/uploads/2020/07/Access-to-the-Workplace-Impact-Brief.pdf
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In-depth findings 

1. Investing in the 
Covid Generation is 
seen as a priority 

2. The role of 
employers
Popular opinion is that the government 
should take responsibility for levelling 
up4. Whilst it is essential that government 
leads the way by devising and funding 
effective policies, initiatives are most likely 
to succeed when multiple stakeholders 
work together towards a common 
goal. That’s why Career Ready works in 
partnership with employers, schools, and 
colleges to deliver programmes which 
are aligned to the government’s statutory 
careers guidance.

Interactions with employers can have 
a transformational effect on a young 
person’s knowledge, motivation, and 
academic attainment5, whilst allowing 
employers to help develop their future 
workforce and access local talent from a 
range of backgrounds. 

Again, this is not just a ‘nice to have’: 
69% of those polled said that employers 
have a responsibility to support young 
people’s skills development. This becomes 
increasingly important as the UK fails to 
plug skills gaps, particularly in the digital 
and green sectors. 

69% of people think 
that investing in 

young people should be an 
important part of the UK’s 
post-Covid recovery.

This is not just about what is ‘right’ or 
‘fair’; as the workers and leaders of 
the future, it is vital we support young 
people to develop the skills, knowledge, 
confidence, and resilience to thrive. 
Unfortunately, but unsurprisingly, just 33% 
of respondents (of all ages) felt the future 
of work was positive for young people.
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3. Interventions that 
work
When asked about the most important 
things employers should do to boost 
social mobility, the top responses were 
offering more routes into work which 
do not require a university degree, such 
as apprenticeships and school leaver 
schemes (54%), and providing paid 
internships (45%).

It is interesting to note that unpaid work 
experience was bottom of the list (14%), 
reflecting a level of understanding that 
young people – particularly those from 
lower socio-economic backgrounds – 
often cannot afford to undertake unpaid 
work experience, and this perpetuates 
unequal access to the labour market. 

4 How government can drive social mobility in the UK, PWC
5 Motivated to achieve: How encounters with the world of work can change attitudes and improve academic achievement, Education and Employers
6 Career Ready at 18 Career Ready

2019 research from Career 
Ready and Opinium, along 
with a multitude of case 
studies from students, 
employers, volunteer 
mentors, and schools, tells 
us that internships are 
one of the most important 
interventions employers can 
offer young people, with 
63% of alumni saying they 
would not have the careers 
they now have without their 
Career Ready internship6 .

Offer more routes into work which 
do not require a university degree

Provide paid internships

Review recruitment and 
promotion criteria to ensure they 

are as inclusive as possible

Offer mentoring

Provide more diverse role models
across sectors

Monitor the social mobility and 
diversity characteristics of staff

Provide unpaid work experience

54%

45%

33%

29%

20%

18%

14%

60%30%0%

https://www.pwc.co.uk/industries/government-public-sector/insights/the-future-of-government/how-government-can-drive-social-mobility-in-the-uk.html
https://www.educationandemployers.org/research/motivated-to-achieve/
https://careerready.org.uk/career-ready-at-18/
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Our recommendations 

Based on our experience and wider research, we have three core 
recommendations, each one aimed at boosting social mobility, 
levelling up the skills of young people, and ensuring that employers 
have access to future talent.

1. Employers investing 
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.

As our research shows, not only will 
this equip young people with the 
core workplace skills they need in the 
workplace, with 97% of Career Ready 
students saying their internship helped 
them develop useful career skills, but it 
will help boost social mobility and level up 
areas across the UK.

2. SMEs as a gateway 
to boosting local 
opportunities for 
young people 
We need to boost the capacity of SMEs 
to provide paid internships in coastal 
and market towns, where they 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 the Developing the Young 
Workforce youth employment strategy 
and other bodies.
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3. Widening 
recruitment pathways 
Employers should take positive action 
to ensure vacancies and promotions are 
equally accessible to all those with the 
right aptitude and experience, regardless 
of background. This could include 
offering more routes in which do not 
require a degree, such as apprenticeships 
and school leaver schemes; reviewing 
recruitment and promotion criteria to 
ensure they do not unnecessarily favour 
certain groups (for example, those likely 
to have attended private schools); and 
using blind recruitment processes such 
as hiding applicants’ names, educational 
institutions, or other personal details.



About Career Ready
Career Ready is a national charity at the heart of a network 
of employers and educators who all believe that every young 
person, regardless of background, deserves the opportunity 
to kickstart a rewarding future. Career Ready works with 
employers to provide young people with a paid internship, 
mentor, workplace visits, and the skills for career success.

About Opinium
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.
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info@careerready.org.uk
www.careerready.org.uk

@CareerReadyUK

Registered Charity Number: 109289 | Registered Charity Number Scotland: SC043678
Career Ready, 25 Canada Square, Canary Wharf, London, E14 5LB

https://twitter.com/CareerReadyUK?ref_src=twsrc%5Egoogle%7Ctwcamp%5Eserp%7Ctwgr%5Eauthor
https://www.linkedin.com/school/careerreadyuk/
https://www.instagram.com/careerreadyuk/?hl=en
https://www.facebook.com/CareerReadyUK/

