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1. Foreword 
 
The opportunity to be able to reach your full potential, regardless of your background, is fundamental 
in creating a progressive and stable society. There have been huge advances in social mobility in the 
last seventy years, partly driven by changes in the education system. However, social mobility in the 
UK is lagging behind that of other developed countries and much more needs to be done to offer 
people equal life chances.    
  
The education system is a key enabler in improving social mobility and has been the subject of major 
reforms by this Government and previous ones. For example, in the world of higher education, 
university tuition fees have increased significantly in recent years, and a parallel drive to markedly 
increase the volume of graduates has meant some degrees may no longer hold quite the same value 
in the labour market as they once did. Choosing to study for a degree now requires much thought 
about employment possibilities, the financial investment needed and the likely return thereafter.  
 
At the same time, the wider educational landscape has also been the subject of reform and there is 
now a strong focus on apprenticeships and the opportunity they provide in giving people work 
experience and a qualification at the same time. The apprenticeship route has many obvious benefits 
for the individual – people gain the right skills for the labour market, earn a wage and save money on 
tuition fees. 
 
There has also been a shift in how employers think about skills and what they require. Employers 
recognise they not only require technical abilities but also the softer skills necessary to operate in the 
work environment, including time management, team work and communication skills.  
 
However, apprenticeships and vocational education still tend to be seen as less important than higher 
education. Parity of esteem has yet to be fully achieved, which is frustrating given that the different 
routes simply provide optional pathways for individuals to acquire the skills necessary to achieve their 
potential. We are all individuals and we learn in different ways: some people thrive in an academic 
setting, whereas others retain information better by applying it practically. One size doesn’t fit all.  
 
If social mobility is going to be realised, then we need to change mind sets and work together to 
achieve it. It’s the destination that counts and not the route to getting there.  
  
 
Mark Farrar 
AAT Chief Executive 
June 2016 
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2. About AAT 
 
AAT is the UK’s leading qualification and professional body for vocational accountants. Our courses 
provide the vital skills and knowledge needed for long-term employment and our awards account for 
around 90% of all vocational qualifications in accounting. We are passionate about supporting our 
members through approved training providers and we offer an extensive branch network where 
members can access support and training to ensure they are highly desirable within the UK labour 
market. 
 
 

3. Executive summary 
 
The UK has one of the poorest rates of social mobility in the developed world, where too often the 
best opportunities in life are only within reach of the most privileged.

1
 It is unacceptable that the socio-

economic and educational background of a candidate for a job can have more influence over the 
recruitment decision than their true talent and aptitude. Yet this predisposition remains prevalent 
across workplaces in the UK. 
 
The reasons for low levels of social mobility are extremely complex and difficult to discern; equally so 
are the solutions to address it. There is at least some consensus that meaningful employment, gained 
from high quality education and training, can play a key role in helping lift people out of poverty. This 
is crucial for young people who are leaving school and considering their next steps into the world of 
work.  
 
Vocational education has historically been seen as the ‘poorer cousin’ of higher education in terms of 
professional employment prospects. However, high quality vocational training, including 
apprenticeships, which gives young people specific workplace skills, has increasingly become more 
attractive to businesses to meet their resourcing needs. Looking to the future, a large number of jobs 
will be created in sectors that tend to rely on vocational education and qualifications, such as skilled 
trades.

2
    

  
AAT, as a leading qualifications body in the accounting sector, is very passionate about the enormous 
potential vocational education can offer to talented young people, regardless of their socio-economic 
circumstances. Vocational training is gradually getting the recognition from the Government it 
deserves, especially apprenticeships, in terms of a viable alternative to higher education for 
employment opportunities. Yet despite both Government and employers recognising the importance 
of this training, the perception of vocational qualifications among the general public is markedly 
different between young people and adults.  
  
AAT commissioned a poll from ComRes on the public’s attitudes and awareness of vocational 
qualifications. The poll found that there was a sharp generational divide.

3
 54% of young people aged 

18-24 believed that a university degree gives people the best chance of gaining employment, 
compared to 31% of adults aged 45-54.

4
 The same poll found that approximately 86% of all adults 

believed that the Government should do more to increase recognition of vocational qualifications 
amongst employers and that business should promote access to careers via vocational training.

5
  

 
Additionally, in the context of writing this report, AAT hosted an expert led panel event in February 
2016 to create a roadmap for supporting social mobility through vocational education. The event took 
place in City of Westminster College, with speakers including Lord Holmes of Richmond MBE; 

                                                      
1
 UK, Deloitte Social Mobility, Deloitte, http://www2.deloitte.com/uk/en/pages/about-deloitte-uk/articles/social-

mobility.html, accessed April 2016. 

2 Clifton, Johnathan, Winning The Global Race? Jobs, Skills And The Importance Of Vocational Education, Institute 

for Public Policy Research, http://www.ippr.org/files/publications/pdf/winning-global-

race_June2014.pdf?noredirect=1, accessed April 2016. 
3
 Association of Accounting Technicians Vocational Qualifications Report, April 2016.  

4
 Ibid 

5
 Ibid 

http://www2.deloitte.com/uk/en/pages/about-deloitte-uk/articles/social-mobility.html
http://www2.deloitte.com/uk/en/pages/about-deloitte-uk/articles/social-mobility.html
http://www.ippr.org/files/publications/pdf/winning-global-race_June2014.pdf?noredirect=1
http://www.ippr.org/files/publications/pdf/winning-global-race_June2014.pdf?noredirect=1
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Michael Martins, Economic Analyst at the Institute of Directors; Natalie Perera, Executive Director at 
CentreForum, Michael Walby, Director of Professional Qualification Training at KPMG and Mark 
Farrar, Chief Executive of AAT. The discussions at the panel event also informed the thinking behind 
the report.  
 
This report looks at how the Government and employers can address social mobility challenges and 
makes recommendations for both parties to tackle misconceptions about the career potential of 
vocational training, as well as how to better promote it to achieve a more equal parity with higher 
education.  
 
Only a third of 18-24 year olds believe vocational qualifications offer people the best chance of 
gaining employment, compared to over half of 45-54 year olds. AAT/ComRes Poll, 2016.  

 
4. Recommendations 
 
This report investigates how recruitment and vocational education impact on social mobility and 
makes the following recommendations to the Government and industry: 
 
Recognising talent 
 
1. The Government should work with employers to end recruitment specifications that exclude those 

from non-higher education backgrounds. 
2. Employers should give as equal consideration to high quality vocational attainment as they do to 

higher education to broaden the pool of talent.  
3. Employers should adopt “blind interviews” where the school and/or university of the candidate are 

only revealed to the recruiter once they have offered them the job when relevant. 
4. The Government should consider establishing a Social Mobility Employer accreditation to 

encourage employers to adopt recruitment measures that enhance social mobility. 
 
The role of careers advice 
 
5. The Careers and Enterprise Company (CEC), Enterprise Adviser (EA) Network and the 

forthcoming Careers Advice Strategy must all have at their core a goal to improve social mobility. 
6. The Government should consider creating an integrated portal which brings together UCAS, 

National Apprenticeship Service (NAS) and other non-academic websites under one managed 
service to ensure equal coverage of all routes to employment. 

7. The CEC’s mentoring fund must focus on mentors who have a strong understanding and, ideally, 
experience of vocational education. 

 
Digital as an agent of social change 
 
8. The Government should redouble its efforts to increase online learning, following up on its 

commitment to ensuring a minimum of 10% online content for publicly funded further education 
(FE) and skills courses. 

9. Greater recognition for online courses must be achieved in the private sector workforce through 
high quality accreditation. 

 
The value of soft skills 
 
10. Industry leaders in soft skills should work together to generate guidance on best practice teaching 

of soft skills.  
11. The Government should seek to work with the CEC and Ofqual to ensure that the value of soft 

skills is recognised in qualification development throughout the entire educational system. 
 
Small and medium-sized enterprises 

 
12. A system of voluntary brokerage from a range of organisations such as Professional Bodies; 

Chambers of Commerce; FE colleges; Local Enterprise Partnerships, as well as the CEC should 
be established by the Government. 
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13. The Government should encourage vocational education providers to incorporate greater 
entrepreneurial skills within their qualifications. 

 
Apprenticeships and beyond 
 
14. The Institute for Apprenticeships’ (IfA) remit in regulating the quality of apprenticeships must 

include consideration of whether they are making a positive impact to social mobility. 
15. Local and combined authorities as well as Local Enterprise Partnerships (LEPs) need to be 

educated on the social mobility potential of vocational education as skills funding is progressively 
devolved to them (e.g. Skills Funding Agency (SFA) local roundtables or guidance from the 
Government). 

16. The Sainsbury Panel must think creatively and consider vocational routes to employment beyond 
the apprenticeship model which nonetheless reach the same destinations. 

 
5. Defining social mobility 

 
“Talent is everywhere, opportunity is not.” Lord Holmes, Member of the Lords Select 
Committee on Social Mobility 
 
In the context of this report, social mobility can be considered as the likelihood an individual has to 
move up in the world, irrespective of their background. According to the House of Lords Social 
Mobility Committee, “it is about the movement of a person from one social class to another.”

6
 The 

Government is committed to a ‘relative’ definition of social mobility, which means that they want to 
ensure that the opportunity to move up through society is equal for everyone.  
 
Furthermore, the Government is in the process of developing a new national standard set of socio-
economic measures, which will be used to measure and so manage social mobility amongst 
employers. Whilst the measures are yet to be finalised, the Cabinet Office has suggested that draft 
measures could include what postcode an individual lived in at the age of 14; whether they received 
free school meals; and their parents’ professions.

7
 

 
6. Recognising talent 
 
“Young people show their potential at different times in different environments and in different 
ways.” Michael Walby, KPMG 
 
An employer recognising the true talent of a good candidate is as critical to social mobility as young 
people understanding the value of vocational education routes to employment. In the ComRes poll 
commissioned by AAT, 86% of respondents said that the Government should do more to increase 
recognition of vocational qualifications among employers and 87% thought business should similarly 
do more.

8
 This makes a clear case for the Government and employers to be more flexible in how they 

define talent and avoid associating all talent with traditional routes to the workplace, such as graduate 
programmes.  
 
Traditionally, employers have relied on the most basic forms of evaluating an individual’s talent such 
as the university or school they attended or the amount of UCAS points they have gained. While 
these can be worthwhile measures, this narrow assessment and cultural bias can immediately 
marginalise those from lower socio-economic backgrounds and arguably do not accurately evaluate 
the true talent of the applicant. Consequently, the employer misses out on a large pool of talented 
individuals who may ultimately be the better candidate for the job.  

                                                      
6 
Select Committee on Social Mobility, House of Lords, 

http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/ld201516/ldselect/ldsocmob/120/120.pdf, accessed April 2016. 
7
 Cabinet Office, New Measures Announced to Improve Social Mobility in the Workplace,  

https://www.gov.uk/government/news/new-measures-announced-to-improve-social-mobility-in-the-workplace, 

accessed April 2016. 
8
 Association of Accounting Technicians Vocational Qualifications Report, April 2016. 

http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/ld201516/ldselect/ldsocmob/120/120.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/new-measures-announced-to-improve-social-mobility-in-the-workplace
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This problem has already been recognised by some major employers who have actively sought to 
make the recruitment process fairer to individuals from disadvantaged backgrounds. One leading 
example is Deloitte’s decision to move to more contextualised recruitment using standardised data on 
the economic background and personal circumstances of applicants to provide their recruiter with 
better context in which their academic achievements have been gained.

9
 Deloitte has also introduced 

blind interviews, where the school and/or university of the candidate is not revealed to the recruiter 
until after they have offered them the job. This blind approach should be encouraged to ensure bias, 
conscious or not, is minimised when considering a candidate’s talent. 
 
Defining talent beyond institutional levels of attainment is undeniably difficult and not necessarily 
translatable across all sectors. Yet the scope of what sort of attainment should be evaluated could be 
considerably widened and less reliant on traditional routes of education, such as degrees. Again, we 
are seeing several companies adopt this approach, with companies such as PwC and KPMG 
scrapping their policies to use UCAS tariffs as entry criteria for their graduate schemes. This attitude 
should be encouraged across all employers but also expanded to give equal weight to worthy 
vocational qualifications and skills, including apprenticeships, when considering a candidate’s talent.  
 
The business case for parity between these educational routes has gained more evidence in recent 
years. Research from the Centre for Economics and Business Research (Cebr) predicts that from 
2012-2022 apprenticeships will contribute £3.4 billion to the UK economy in net productivity gains.

10
 

Moreover, research from the Department for Business, Innovation and Skills has found that Level 3 
apprenticeships or vocational qualifications can increase wages by up to 20% and employability by up 
to 14%.

11
  

 
Internationally, Belgium, Finland and Austria have all been successful at creating a broad definition of 
talent and have developed respected vocational programmes. In the Netherlands, more than half of 
pupils take a vocational route, acquiring competency in specialised sectors through a combination of 
theory and work experience.

12
 Employers recognising vocational attainment when evaluating talent 

would also complement the Government’s current policy for more parity between higher and 
vocational education. For example, the Government will soon introduce legislation to require schools 
to give equal airtime to non-academic routes for pupils post-16 as they do with higher education.

13
 As 

announced by the Secretary of State for Education, Nicky Morgan MP, this new law is designed to 
tackle the ‘outdated snobbery’ of technical and professional education (TPE).  
 
While this report does not support similar legislation imposed on employers, the Government could do 
more to encourage employers to voluntarily adopt a similar attitude. This could include the creation of 
a Social Mobility Employer accreditation, certified by the Government and awarded to any employer 
which meets certain conditions on recognising talent beyond traditional academic routes. This 
benchmark could also require employers to conduct ‘blind’ interviews”, as well as demonstrating their 
consideration of the socio-economic backgrounds of candidates when evaluating their suitability for 
the role. 
 
Ultimately, these measures would not only help employers to access a wider pool of talent and 
increase social mobility but also to address the perception of young people that higher education is 
the only or better route to employment.  

                                                      
9 Igoe, James, Deloitte, http://www2.deloitte.com/uk/en/pages/press-releases/articles/largest-british-business-to-

adopt-contextualised-recruitment.html, accessed April 2016. 
10

 Centre for Economics and Business Research, Productivity Matters: The Impact of Apprenticeships on The UK 

Economy http://traineeships.apprenticeships.org.uk/~/media/Documents/Productivity-Matters-Report-FINAL-

March-2013.ashx, accessed April 2016. 
11

 Department for Business, Innovation and Skills, BIS Research Paper Number 53, Returns to Intermediate and 

Low Level Vocational Qualifications, 

https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/32354/11-1282-returns-

intermediate-and-low-level-vocational-qualifications.pdf, accessed April 2016. 
12

 Expatica, Dutch vocational education in a nutshell, http://www.expatica.com/nl/education/Study-in-the-

Netherlands-Dutch-vocational-education_103020.html, accessed April 2016. 
13

 Department for Education, New Law Will End 'Outdated Snobbery' Towards Apprenticeships, 

https://www.gov.uk/government/news/new-law-will-end-outdated-snobbery-towards-apprenticeships, accessed 

April 2016. 

http://www2.deloitte.com/uk/en/pages/press-releases/articles/largest-british-business-to-adopt-contextualised-recruitment.html
http://www2.deloitte.com/uk/en/pages/press-releases/articles/largest-british-business-to-adopt-contextualised-recruitment.html
http://traineeships.apprenticeships.org.uk/~/media/Documents/Productivity-Matters-Report-FINAL-March-2013.ashx
http://traineeships.apprenticeships.org.uk/~/media/Documents/Productivity-Matters-Report-FINAL-March-2013.ashx
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/32354/11-1282-returns-intermediate-and-low-level-vocational-qualifications.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/32354/11-1282-returns-intermediate-and-low-level-vocational-qualifications.pdf
http://www.expatica.com/nl/education/Study-in-the-Netherlands-Dutch-vocational-education_103020.html
http://www.expatica.com/nl/education/Study-in-the-Netherlands-Dutch-vocational-education_103020.html
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/new-law-will-end-outdated-snobbery-towards-apprenticeships
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Recommendations: 
 
1. The Government should work with employers to end recruitment specifications that exclude those 

from non-higher education backgrounds. 
2. Employers should give equal consideration to high quality vocational attainment as they do to 

higher education to broaden the pool of talent.  
3. Employers should adopt ‘blind’ interviews where the school and/or university of the candidate is 

only revealed to the recruiter once they have offered them the job. 
4. The Government should consider establishing a Social Mobility Employer accreditation to 

encourage employers to adopt recruitment measures that enhance social mobility. 

 
7. The role of careers advice 

 
“An effective careers advice service seems to have been abandoned and young people are 
currently at a disadvantage.” Natalie Perera, CentreForum   
 
The quality of careers advice in schools must shoulder some of the blame for the generation divide in 
opinions between vocational education and higher education, as found in the ComRes/AAT poll. An 
effective approach to careers advice needs to see employers, schools, education providers and local 
government coming together to clearly showcase to young people the diverse routes to employment 
that are available.  
 
However, AAT polling reveals that careers guidance is lacking information on non-graduate routes to 
the workplace. 84% of young people said that they would like, or would have liked, more advice from 
their school or college on their future options.

14
 While 70% said they would like, or would have liked, 

guidance from teachers, 61% also said direct advice from industries they aspire to work in would also 
be helpful. 
 
As the foundation of learning and skills development, schools should be the loudest advocates of the 
varied routes to employment for young people. In recognition of this, the Government plans to launch 
a new strategy for careers advice later this year “to ensure every young person has access to top 
quality careers advice”.

15
 The Government’s new strategy will look to build on the work by the CEC, a 

newly established employer-led organisation tasked with fostering greater collaboration between 
schools and colleges, employers, and careers and enterprise organisations. 
 
The CEC has already begun allocating funding for local initiatives to achieve this ambition as well as 
setting up the EA Network; a network of volunteer Enterprise Advisers drawn from businesses to work 
directly with the school’s leadership team on their employer engagement plans. The strategy, CEC 
and the EA Network all present significant opportunities to bolster awareness of vocational education 
opportunities and must all have a core element of their work focus on improving social mobility. 
 
As explained in the previous chapter, the Government has already announced plans to give equal 
airtime to higher education and post-16 non-academic opportunities. Currently, the proposed 
legislation would see apprenticeship providers and staff from colleges visit schools as part of careers 
advice to talk about the opportunities through apprenticeships and other TPE routes. Yet this work 
needs to go further to enhance the visibility of these alternatives in similar ways to higher education.  
 
As an example, the Government could explore the possibility of integrating advertising higher and 
vocational education opportunities into one online portal. The UCAS website does include some 
information on apprenticeships and other non-academic qualifications, yet signposts the reader to 
separate websites. By having a one-stop-shop portal for young people to explore all opportunities 
available to them, this would ensure the visibility and promotion of every route to employment were 

                                                      
14

 UK College of Business and Computing, Youth Receive Poor Career Advice, http://www.ukcbc.ac.uk/youth-

receive-poor-career-advice/, accessed April 2016. 
15

 Department for Business, Innovation and Skills, English Apprenticeships: Our 2020 Vision, 

https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/484209/BIS-15-651-english-

apprenticeships-our-2020-vision-executive-summary.pdf, accessed April 2016. 

http://www.ukcbc.ac.uk/youth-receive-poor-career-advice/
http://www.ukcbc.ac.uk/youth-receive-poor-career-advice/
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/484209/BIS-15-651-english-apprenticeships-our-2020-vision-executive-summary.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/484209/BIS-15-651-english-apprenticeships-our-2020-vision-executive-summary.pdf
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treated the same across the academic and vocational spectrum. The application processes would still 
vary but crucially the portal would be maintained under the same central service.  
 
Another critical aspect of careers advice in respect to social mobility is having strong role models and 
leaders to inspire young people, particularly from lower socio-economic backgrounds. As such, it was 
encouraging to see the Chancellor’s 2016 Budget allocate £14 million over the Spending Review 
period to deliver a mentoring scheme for disadvantaged young teenagers.

16
 The fund, which will be 

managed by the CEC, will look to build capacity in the mentoring system and expand proven 
mentoring programmes across the country. It is critical that these mentors not only have a strong 
understanding of the individual’s circumstances but also a strong ground in vocational education.   
 
Talented young people who may not possess the skills to succeed in academic subjects need to be 
motivated and encouraged to explore alternative but equally viable vocational qualifications. As is the 
case with mentors from similar backgrounds, this is best served when the mentors have experiences 
they can share; be it working as an apprentice or taking a qualification part-time. Consequently, AAT 
would argue the CEC should use the fund to increase the number of mentors with experience in 
vocational education to inspire young people about their career ambitions and, crucially, how to get 
there through non-academic routes. 
 
“If you don’t see anyone in high positions that look like you, you cannot see yourself there.” 
Lord Holmes 
 

Recommendations: 
 
5. The CEC, EA Network and the forthcoming Careers Advice Strategy must all have at their core a 

goal to improve social mobility. 
6. The Government should consider creating an integrated portal which brings together UCAS, NAS 

and other non-academic websites under one managed service to ensure equal coverage of all 
routes to employment. 

7. The CEC’s mentoring fund must focus on mentors who have a strong understanding and, ideally, 
experience of vocational education. 

 

8. Digital as an agent of social change  
 
“Digital and social mobility are inextricably connected, if we want to understand social 
mobility then we need to understand digital.” Lord Holmes 
 
The role of digital can act as a unique enabler of social mobility. The digital agenda can play an 
important role in allowing those who are left out from traditional education to access skills and 
qualifications, narrowing the gap in attainment between those from disadvantaged backgrounds and 
their more affluent peers. Key to this, from a vocational education perspective, is ensuring that all 
people have access to respected high quality courses online regardless of socio-economic 
background.  
 
In 2013, a Government technology taskforce, Further Education Technology Action Group (FELTAG), 
was set up by the former Minister for Skills and current Cabinet Office Minister Matt Hancock MP to 
make practical recommendations aimed at ensuring the effective application of digital technology in 
learning, teaching and assessment in FE and skills. FELTAG’s subsequent report was supportive of 
online courses and made a number of recommendations regarding online learning such as 
encouraging awarding bodies to increase the amount of e-assessment across FE, including for 
apprenticeship qualifications developed with industry partners.

17
 

 

                                                      
16

HM Treasury, Budget 2016, 

https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/508193/HMT_Budget_2016_Web

_Accessible.pdf, accessed April 2016. 
17

 Further Education Learning Technology Action Group, Paths Forward to a Digital Future for Further Education 

and Skills, http://feltag.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2012/01/FELTAG-REPORT-FINAL.pdf, accessed April 2016. 

https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/508193/HMT_Budget_2016_Web_Accessible.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/508193/HMT_Budget_2016_Web_Accessible.pdf
http://feltag.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2012/01/FELTAG-REPORT-FINAL.pdf
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The Department for Business, Innovation and Skills’ response was strongly in favour of the proposal 
to increase high quality online learning programmes and urged providers to take this recommendation 
forward, with Hancock adding that online learning helps those who are most disengaged.

18
 

Additionally, it stated that in 2014/15, the SFA would be supporting online-only trailblazers as part of a 
nationwide shift towards an aspirational target to have a minimum of 10% online content for publicly-
funded FE and skills courses  as recommended by the report.

19
   

   
However, since the publication of the Coalition Government’s response, the proposal has seemingly 
stalled with little evidence of any progress. With Hancock in his current Cabinet Office role at the helm 
of what the Chancellor has hailed the “digital revolution”, as well as the impending publication of the 
Innovation Plan and Digital Strategy, it is now a good time to revisit digital learning and the role it has 
to play in enabling social mobility within vocational education.  
    
Furthermore, despite the Open University first using an internet-based conferencing system as a 
learning tool in the late 1980s, there remains a bias amongst some employers against the value of 
online courses. This perception, and with it low participation, must be overcome to realise the power 
of online learning as an agent of social mobility. It is therefore incumbent upon employers to be 
flexible and to understand the value and importance of incorporating digital learning into their thinking. 
 

Recommendations: 
 
8. The Government should redouble its efforts to increase online learning following up on its 

commitment to ensuring a minimum of 10% online content for publicly funded FE and skills 
courses. 

9. Greater recognition for online courses must be achieved in the private sector workforce through a 
high quality accreditation. 

 
9. The value of soft skills 
 
By definition soft skills are the attributes individuals must hold in order to succeed in the workplace. 
They include effective communication, good timekeeping, negotiation, self-organisation, presentation, 
decision-making, planning and team working. Due to the ever-increasing role of digital, the 
management of one’s online profile (such as email and social media) should also be considered 
within this definition.  
 
According to research commissioned by McDonald’s, 97% of UK employers said they believe that soft 
skills are important to their business success, while over half said such skills are more important than 
traditional academic results.

20
 However, a 2014 report by the British Chamber of Commerce (BCC), 

which surveyed over 3,000 firms, found that 57% of respondents thought young people lacked basic 
soft skills, which they defined as communication and team working.

21
  

 
The integral nature of soft skills to both the individual and the business as a whole is therefore 
receiving growing attention. Indeed, McDonald’s spent last year championing the utility of soft skills, 
drawing upon voices from business and education to generate new ideas on how to ensure that the 
softer skills of their employees and potential employees are fully developed.

22
 As part of this, 

McDonald’s conducted a public consultation and set out a number of key recommendations. They 
included embedding soft skills into curricular and extra-curricular activities and strengthening links 

                                                      
18

 Cooney, Rebecca, Tech Group Urges Minister for Online Content Quota, FE Week, 

http://feweek.co.uk/2014/02/28/tech-group-urges-minister-for-online-content-quota/, accessed April 2016. 
19

 https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/320242/bis-14-841-

government-response-to-recommendations-from-the-FELTAG-action-plan.pdf (p16) 
20

 McDonalds, Backing Soft Skills: A Plan for Recognising, Developing and Measuring Soft Skills at Every Stage of 
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between business, education and the youth sector in order to drive careers education for young 
people. They also called upon the Government to ensure a more joined up approach between 
departments on the issue.

23
  

 
Furthermore, Barclays have created LifeSkills, a free curriculum-linked programme, developed with 
teachers to help improve the skills and employability of young people in the UK.  A number of the 
curricula within the LifeSkills programme offer a combination of both people skills and work skills, 
which are both deemed necessary for success.  
 
Though there is an imperative to ensure that soft skills permeate through all educational settings, 
vocational training provides a particularly strong learning environment. An Organisation for Economic 
Co-operation and Development (OECD) review of vocational education and training said that soft 
skills “are more effectively learnt in workplaces than in classrooms and simulated work 
environments”.

24
  

 
As a provider of vocational accounting courses, AAT recognises the importance of soft skills. A focal 
point of all AAT courses is that they are designed with the understanding that gaining a qualification is 
a means to getting a job. We believe all courses should be aligned to employer needs so that those 
pursuing vocational routes are given the skills they need to excel in the workplace. With the employer 
appetite indicated above, it is therefore important that the Government supports the development of 
soft skills as a core faculty of educational attainment and ensures they are a key consideration for 
bodies designing and offering vocational education courses. As part of this, leading employers – like 
McDonald’s and Barclays – should continue to play a central role in ensuring these skills are properly 
defined and taught.  

 

Recommendations: 
 

10. Industry leaders in soft skills should worth together to generate guidance on best practice 
teaching of these skills.  

11. The Government should seek to work with the CEC and Ofqual to ensure that the value of 
soft skills is recognised in qualification development throughout the entire educational system. 

 
10. Small and medium-sized enterprises 
 
Small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) have had a prominent place within Government policy 
since the very early stages of the Coalition Government. This is understandable when considering 
that 60% of private sector employment in the UK comes from SMEs (employers with 10 to 249 staff), 
according to the Federation of Small Businesses (FSB).

25
  However, despite their presence in the UK 

labour market, the lack of focus on their role to help improve social mobility is notable. Indeed, the 
FSB has also found that over half of all small firms have never engaged with a school or college 
despite over 90% of them thinking it is important.

26
 

 
While the Government has implemented a number of policies designed to help SMEs, the size of 
these businesses often precludes them from making changes that improve social mobility. Finite 
resources often mean that such businesses cannot invest heavily in lengthy recruitment processes or 
engage in a thorough training process once the recruit joins the business. Similarly, recruiting from 
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routes which are unfamiliar to them may in some cases represent a risk to SME employers that they 
are unwilling or unable to take. Indeed, speaking recently to the House of Lords Committee on social 
mobility, the Forum of Private Business said, “not enough is being done to support them in recruiting 
the right people and in particular de-risking the recruitment process so that micro businesses…can be 
confident to recruit potentially high risk employees (young people, or the long-term unemployed.)”

27
 

 
These constraints often mean that smaller businesses are predisposed to using more informal 
recruitment processes, which present a barrier to social mobility. These informal routes to 
employment, such as word of mouth, are often more efficient for employers who do not have the time 
or money to engage in a drawn out process based on interview, assessment or otherwise. Using this 
sort of recruitment process means that applicants’ existing social networks have an acute impact on 
their success. For those who do not have expansive networks it can often mean that their route to the 
workplace becomes all the more difficult. This issue was again picked up by the recent House of 
Lords Social Mobility Committee report. The Committee noted, “A way will need to be found to help 
SMEs to appreciate the potential value of recruiting young people from a wider pool of talent than 
those who have recognisable qualifications, or who have been personally recommended to them.”

28
 

 
Taken as a whole, the recruitment behaviours of 60% of private sector employers significantly prohibit 
the chances of many young people getting a vital leg up around the country. 
 
In a paper released by the Social Mobility and Child Poverty Commission under the Coalition 
Government in 2013, a number of recommendations were made regarding the role that SMEs can 
play in increasing social mobility. While the recommendations were, in the large part, focused 
exclusively on the generation of apprentices, the report included recommendations on the role that 
organisations such as Youth Transition Partnerships can play in helping broker relationships during 
the early days when a young person starts at a business.

29
 

 
The importance of brokering relationships was echoed by Ofsted recently, who stated that such a 
system would “enable a far greater proportion of SMEs to be involved in providing work experience 
and apprenticeships.” There are a number of bodies that can play a significant role in this, including 
Professional Bodies, Chambers of Commerce, FE colleges, Local Enterprise Partnerships and the 
CEC.  
 
Vocational education can, to a large degree, help in this process of facilitating greater links between 
employers and potential employees. However, it can also foster growth in the number of SMEs and 
encourage entrepreneurship if the qualifications are of high quality and designed with this in mind. For 
example, the AAT Accounting Qualification can help the learner start earning straight away or set up 
their own practice. This not only provides opportunities for improved social mobility, such as 
aspirations to set up your own business, but also ingrain within small businesses the value of 
vocational education.     
 
The challenges referred to above underline the fact that SMEs will need a bigger helping hand when 
implementing practices to increase social mobility. Intervention will enable SMEs to not only take 
advantage of a better skilled workforce but will ensure that people are given better career progression 
opportunities. 

 
Recommendations: 
 

12. A system of voluntary brokerage from a range of organisations such as Professional Bodies, 
Chambers of Commerce, Further Education colleges; Local Enterprise Partnerships, and the 
CEC, should be established by the Government. 

13. The Government should encourage vocational education providers to incorporate greater   
entrepreneurial skills within their qualifications. 
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11. Apprenticeships and beyond 

  
“A third of members of the IoD’s members prefer apprentices in comparison to graduates and 
want to see demand for vocational studies.” Michael Martins 
 
Without question the biggest success story in the vocational education sector is the rise in 
apprenticeships in the UK. With £1 of government investment delivering £28 of benefit to the 
economy, apprenticeships offer significant value for money. AAT research has found that every time 
an organisation takes on an apprentice it receives, on average, a bottom-line boost of around £2,000, 
once wage and training costs have been factored in.

30
  In addition, the increasing number of higher 

apprenticeships – up by 115% from the previous year – shows encouraging progress towards 
developing apprenticeship qualifications to a standard which represents a viable alternative to a 
degree.

31
 However, as noted in previous chapters, this must equally be acknowledged by employers 

through the recruitment process.  
 
Apprenticeships have an important part to play in improving social mobility and this should not be lost 
as the Government continues with its reform programme. The Government’s Enterprise Act 2016 
establishes a new employer-led body; the Institute for Apprenticeships (IfA), which from April 2017 will 
regulate the quality of apprenticeships and give employers control and decision-making 
responsibilities over content and quality of apprenticeship standards.

32
 It is critical that this 

responsibility includes consideration of how the standards can help advance social mobility.  
 
The target to create three million new apprenticeship starts by 2020 has been set by the Government 
as a key indicator of its track record in office – effectively 20% uplift in the number of starts delivered 
in 2014/15. As would therefore be expected, the majority of focus, funding, and promotion on skills 
has been geared towards meeting the target. However, this does risk overshadowing other 
qualifications and positioning apprenticeships as the only avenue for vocational education to young 
people. 
 
The Government’s intention to devolve all FE funding decisions to local and combined authorities as 
well as LEPs could further exacerbate this risk and fragment the current national priorities surrounding 
social mobility.

33
 In principle, AAT is not against devolution of funding decisions which will enable 

better focus on local economy priorities and prompt more employment opportunities locally. But it is 
critical that the local bodies in charge of the funding are educated about how skills procurement can 
best help social mobility and they prioritise funding accordingly. This could be provided by the 
Government, whether through guidance or local roundtables hosted by the SFA. 
 
Another aspect of the Government’s reforms beyond apprenticeships is the ongoing work to reform 
TPE routes to employment, which aim to simplify the system to provide the skills “most needed for the 
21

st
-century economy.”

34
 This work, led by the Government and an independent panel led by Lord   

Sainsbury will create up to 20 specific new professional and technical routes leading up to 
employment or degree-level study for new entrants to the job market as well as upskilling the current 
workforce. AAT strongly endorses and welcomes this move to reduce complexity in the system and 
offer young people clear, unambiguous alternative routes to employment. While these reforms are 
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closely linked with the Government’s three million apprenticeship target, it is again important to note 
this will not be the silver bullet for all young people to enter employment. 
 
As an example, AAT offer qualifications in accounting and bookkeeping which are designed to be 
flexible around the demands of the learner and are based on practical, real-world accounting 
knowledge. These courses cover accounting skills for finance roles from entry level accounts 
administrators up to senior fund accountants. These sorts of courses equip individuals with the work-
based skills they need to succeed in the workplace, but which may be detrimentally affected by the 
near unilateral focus on apprenticeships. It is therefore critical that the Sainsbury Panel, when 
designing these new routes, think beyond apprenticeship models and take into account courses which 
offer the same destination as an apprenticeship (a qualification and possible job) but arrive there 
through different means, for example with more focused work-based learning.     
 
Recommendations: 
 

14. The IfA’s remit in regulating the quality of apprenticeships must include consideration of 
whether they are making a positive impact to social mobility. 

15. Local and combined authorities as well as LEPs need to be educated on the social mobility 
potential of vocational education as skills funding is progressively devolved to them (e.g. SFA 
local roundtables or guidance from the Government). 

16. The Sainsbury Panel must think creatively and consider vocational routes to employment 
beyond the apprenticeship model which nonetheless reach the same destination. 

 
 

12. Conclusion  
 
We live in a society where people can, and do, move up and down the class and income scales, but 
there is still much more than can be done to facilitate social mobility through the acquisition of skills 
and access to the labour market. The UK economy is growing but it is leaving more disadvantaged 
young people behind.  
 
This report has demonstrated the numerous virtues of how vocational education can promote social 
mobility proving that higher education is not the only route to success. Becoming increasingly 
attractive to businesses, the role of vocational education should be accompanied by a multi-
stakeholder promotion of its key place in preparing people for the world of work.  Equally, Government 
policy should endeavour to shift perceptions of young people, to ensure that policies underline and 
demonstrate to the younger generation the virtues of vocational education.  
 
Throughout this report, AAT has made recommendations touching upon the recognition of talent, 
improving careers advice, digital as an enabler, increasing soft skills, the role of SMEs and embracing 
apprenticeships. As an organisation passionate about the enormous potential vocational education 
can offer to talented young people, AAT hopes that all relevant stakeholders will take these 
recommendations on board.  
 
It is imperative that all individuals can take advantage of the opportunities on offer through increased 
employment and business growth. True social mobility can only be achieved when the Government, 
industry and potential brokering bodies, such as LEPs and FE colleges work together to achieve it.  
Ultimately, young people’s potential and skills need to be developed and honed so they can find 
stable employment that allows them to live fulfilling lives. Achieving this will make our country more 
productive and flexible to the needs of an ever changing world economy.  
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