Careers After Covid
Tackling the future career fear in
secondary school students.

Foreward by
Lord Iain McNicol.
Over the past fifteen months we have all experienced the devastating impact of COVID-19 across the
UK, and indeed the World.
Every part of society has been impacted requiring us all to adjust to lockdown, furlough,
redundancy, working from home and being together in small social groups like never before.
Positively, families have formed new bonds and recognised that adversity can bring opportunity
and new ways of working.
One group that has been impacted more than any other is young people. I was delighted that DEV
CLEVER (the parent company of Launch your Career) of which I am Chair of their Business Advisory
and Intelligence Group, commissioned this research on ‘Careers After Covid’ to help promote
understanding of the critical need for careers guidance and personalised career-led learning.
The research and its findings are fascinating and form a valuable contribution to how we respond to
this post pandemic world. I write this foreword on the morning the first quarter economic results are
announced. Whilst there are predictions of a strong economic ‘bounce back’ during 2021, many of our
young people will soon be entering the world of work for the first time. They do so after enduring a
series of interruptions to their education making it more essential than ever that they have access to a
careers system that offers them effective guidance and powerful insights and choices. With over 70%
of secondary pupils in the survey saying they don’t know what career to pursue and over 75% of them
worried about making the right career choice, the data paints a stark picture.
Whilst over 50% of students in the survey have received some personalised careers advice, there
remains a significant minority number that feel they haven’t. If we bring this together with a third of all
parents not feeling they are equipped to provide careers support to their children, it means that we all
need to do more.
The proposed White Paper suggesting mandatory careers education from Year 7 is a welcome
development. This, together with the maturing Gatsby Benchmarks and strengthening of the Lord
Baker Clause signal progress. However, Gatsby itself is not enough – too often compliance with
Gatsby does not reconcile with strong academic performance, often due to wide socio-economic
factors in communities.
Funding is key to all of this. At a School and Trust level, Careers and Destination needs to form an
equal benchmark of performance with academic results. Until we achieve this, Careers will ironically
never be a strategic function for a School or Trust, nor will it receive or devote enough funding to
support a comprehensive careers eco system.
This is where Launch Your Career can support. A unique, technological offer incorporating exciting
VR technology and immersive curriculum led content makes Career education exciting and inclusive
throughout a student’s career from Year 7 – 13 and beyond.
I am pleased to support, on behalf of the Business Advisory and Intelligence Group of DEV CLEVER and
Launch Your Career, this valuable research report.
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Introduction.
Secondary school students have been hit hard by the pandemic. They have endured disruption to their
education, uncertainty over exams and now their decisions about careers are being affected too.
Many young people are unsure about what they want to do for a career and which steps they need to
take to get there. As the generation entering an economy which according to Forbes could be suffering
the worst slump in 300 years, and having seen whole industry sectors having to close down due to
Covid, it’s hardly surprising young people are questioning what their future holds.
Just when good quality careers advice is most needed, schools are finding it hardest to offer
guidance and support.
The pressures of the pandemic mean schools are having to focus on curriculum delivery and
assessment without exams. It’s also been much harder to expose students to opportunities through
careers fairs, work experience and industry representatives speaking in schools.
Without exposure to the workplace students will find it more difficult to make big decisions about their
future, while employers miss out on the chance to inspire young people to join their organisations.
This report examines research into the attitudes of young people, their parents and teachers
concerning careers in the shadow of the pandemic, and explores a positive vision for careers education
in a post Covid world.

Methodology.
Between 25th February and 2nd March 2021, we carried out interviews across all
regions of the UK with:

1,002 secondary school students
1,002 parents of secondary school students
500 secondary school teachers
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1. The career fear.
It’s not uncommon for young people to be unsure of what to do for a career, but the past year has made
students even more uncertain about the world of work.
70% of secondary school students in the survey say they don’t know what they want to do for a career.
That’s not because they are not concerned about it. In fact, 78% of students are worried about making
the right career choice, with over a quarter (28%) saying they worry a lot.

Changing priorities
To make careers decisions even harder, over half (54%) of secondary school students say the pandemic
has changed their career ideas.
David Chapman, vice principal of Aston University Engineering Academy (AUEA), is witnessing this shift
in perception among his students. “After a year of seeing business failing, people being furloughed and
parents losing jobs, young people are more unsure than ever about their own career opportunities.”

The challenge for schools
With students facing new fears about their future, there’s a new urgency for schools to keep careers education
high on the agenda, as Clare Carpenter, director of Key Stage 4 at Tamworth Enterprise College explains.
“Students are worried about how the pandemic might limit their career options. They see from the news
that a lot of people are out of work at the moment and that worries them.
“It’s our job to flip that on its head and raise aspirations which have been dashed during lockdown. We have
to show students all the exciting opportunities that do exist and to give them a wider range of experiences
so they work harder towards a career.”

Role models in the time of coronavirus.
The pandemic has even influenced students in the well-known
people they look up to. Whereas before, influencers and
footballers were often cited as the role models of choice, the
pandemic appears to have shifted those views. 41% of students
say they most admire the career of Captain Sir Tom Moore, RAF
pilot who raised £33 million for the NHS, and 32% most admire
Sarah Gilbert, lead professor behind the Oxford coronavirus vaccine.
Which of the following, if any, well known person’s			
career do you most admire?
Captain Sir Tom Moore

41%

Professor Sarah Gilbert

32%

Raheem Sterling - Manchester City
and England footballer

17%

Boris Johnson - UK Prime Minister

13%

Molly Mae Hague - Love Islander,
influencer, TV personality

8%

Tommy Fury - Love Islander,
influencer, boxer

6%
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70%
of students do not know or
are unsure about what to
do for a career.

78%
of students are worried
about making the right
career choice.

54%
of students say the
pandemic has changed
their ideas about a career.

2. Experiencing the world of work.
Covid restrictions have reduced the opportunity for young people to get a taste of the workplace.
Schools have been unable to invite speakers from industry to come in and give talks, and students have
not been able to participate in work experience placements.
With opportunities for work experience thin on the ground, nine in ten teachers (87%) and two thirds		
of parents (67%) are worried about the impact having less exposure to the world of work will have		
on young people.
More than a quarter (28%) of the students surveyed had no experience of the world of work whatsoever,
not even listening to a visiting speaker in school.

Work experience during the pandemic.
David Chapman from Aston University Engineering
Academy which specialises in teaching technical,
scientific and business subjects to students aged
13 to 19, feels young people are missing out on the
benefits of traditional work experience, but gaining
new exposure through remote opportunities.
“You can’t replace the human interaction, the
smell, sounds and sights of being in the workplace,
especially when it is engineering related which is our
school’s focus.
“However, one positive aspect about the current
situation is that a lot of companies are going out of
their way to provide virtual work experience. Students
here can now access opportunities somewhere else in
the world which wouldn’t have happened previously.
We have students getting experience at engineering,
architecture and aerospace companies.
“It’s particularly valuable in areas like medicine, for
instance, where you can’t have students on the ward
or in the operating theatre shadowing a doctor, but
you can enable them to see medical care taking place
through video technology.”
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A dwindling talent pool
The lack of opportunity for work experience placements is having an impact on employers too. According
to the Sutton Trust, three in five employers which offer work experience and internships have had to
cancel placements due to the pandemic.
When an organisation invites students to sample life as part of their team, it has the potential to engage
those young people with the idea of a career with them, and can inspire its future talent. The coronavirus
crisis has reduced the possibility for that all-important contact, and employers and the economy at large
could suffer as a result.
Dan Heffernan, careers and young people lead at D2N2, the local enterprise partnership (LEP) for
Derbyshire and Nottinghamshire, highlights the need to make young people aware of the full range of
opportunities open to them.
“There are high levels of unemployment among 16 to 25-year-olds, but at the same time there are around
63,000 vacancies with employers in our area. A lot of these vacancies are with organisations which are
not so well known or in the public spotlight, and students may not know that these roles even exist.
“It’s important to make young people aware of the opportunities open to them in order to ensure that
they develop the necessary skills which are so desperately needed to bridge the skills gap that currently
exists up and down the country.”

28%

of students have not had any practical
experience of the working world.
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3. Is careers advice doing its job?
Careers education has understandably taken a back seat over the past year as schools tackle more
immediate challenges such as setting up remote learning, delivering the curriculum and managing
assessment without national exams.
While careers advisors have gone the extra mile to support students over the past year, Covid restrictions
have prevented many of the in-person interactions which make careers education so engaging.
Nearly half (48%) of teachers say their school’s ability to give careers advice to students has worsened
since the pandemic. Nearly a fifth (19%) of students say they have not received any careers advice since
the lockdown began, and a further 16% have been unsatisfied with the advice they have received since
March 2020.

Know yourself
Where careers guidance has been given, it has been too generic. Nearly half (47%) of students say the
careers advice they have received has not been personalised to them. The major drawback here is that
students aren’t being encouraged to consider which careers they would be most suited to.
“A lot of students don’t know which career is for them,” says David Chapman of AUEA. “However, in our
experience, using a tool which enables a young person to gain a deeper understanding of their own
personal strengths is very powerful.
“This insight gives a student a line of enquiry to start researching the sort of careers they would find most
suitable and fulfilling, and this makes a young person feel more positive and helps them develop aspirations.”

19%
of students have not
received any careers advice
since the first lockdown.

47%
say the careers advice they
have received has not been
personalised to them.

Giving students the hope they so desperately need.
Tamworth Enterprise College, which serves students aged 11 to 16, is taking a focused approach to
delivering careers education during the pandemic, as Clare Carpenter explains:
“When our Year 11 students saw their GCSE exams cancelled, it became hard for them to visualise a goal
to aim for. We very deliberately put careers advice right at the top of the school’s priorities in order to
motivate Year 11s to keep working through to the end of their time at school.
“To do this, we ran drop-in sessions during lockdown for every student who had not secured a post 16
placement, and we spent one-to-one time with them looking at opportunities and helping them fill in
application forms.
“This approach gave our students the hope and inspiration they needed to keep going. We’re confident
nearly everyone now has a place for September.”
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So where are young people looking for careers inspiration?
Lockdown has seen parents stepping into the role of teachers, and this may have meant parents
becoming more involved than usual in advising their children on education and career pathways.
Equally, many young people have been closer to their parents’ working lives than ever before with people
working at home where possible during the pandemic, giving students further insight into what their
parents do for a living – and whether that’s the kind of living they would like too.
Friends of family are also a key influence, as young people seek to explore which careers appeal to them most.

How inspiring has the careers advice you have
received from the following sources been?
(% very inspiring/inspiring)
Parents

80%

Friends of family

62%

Teachers at school

59%

School careers adviser

45%

But parents feel they may not have access to the best skills and information to help their child. The data
showed that 92% of parents surveyed have discussed potential career options with their child, however, a
third (33%) do not feel equipped to give careers advice.
David Chapman from AUEA believes schools should develop strong links with parents for a joined-up
approach to careers advice. “It’s important to engage parents as this helps to expose students to more
opportunities. We send out newsletters, update our careers webpage and will be holding careers events
for parents to attend with their child.”

92%

33%

of parents have discussed
potential career options
with their child.

of parents do not
feel equipped to give
careers advice.

Involving the whole community
Schools have a rich source of careers advice they can tap into by involving parents as well as the wider
community. “We carried out a survey among parents to find out if they could help us introduce students
to careers opportunities,” says Clare Carpenter. “As a result we have some parents lined up to talk to
students during our career focus week to be held in the summer term.
“Another great approach is to get former students involved. Some of our alumni came in to talk about
the apprenticeships they were doing with Rolls Royce. It gave our students the chance to hear about the
paths taken by young people who are just like them. The sessions went down a treat.”
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What do young people want from		
careers advice?
The young people themselves feel there is room for
improvement in the careers advice they receive.
Nearly half (48%) of students want to see which careers
would suit their interest and personality. They are looking
for advice which is tailored to them, and not a blanket
careers session designed for the whole class.

From the students’ viewpoint.
How do you think careers guidance
could be improved?

Being able to see which careers suit my interests and personality

48%

Being able to see what skills I would need for the career

46%

Being able to know which skills employers will be looking for when I leave school

41%

Being able to see other related career paths that require similar skills

38%

Being able to explore different career options in my own time

34%

Being able to use exciting technology to explore career options

34%

Being able to see how much I will earn in a chosen career

33%

“For our school, careers advice is about providing
opportunities and allowing students to develop an
understanding of what careers exist, which roles would
suit them and how young people can be something they
want to be. We want to give them knowledge about
careers they didn’t know existed, so they are inspired to
find out more,” says David Chapman of Aston University
Engineering Academy.
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4. Careers guidance fit for the future.
Careers education is on a positive journey and providers are taking great strides towards transforming
the guidance they offer to students.
Initiatives such as the Careers and Enterprise Company careers hubs which bring schools and colleges
together with local enterprise partnerships are opening up genuine opportunities for young people in
their areas. 45% of mainstream schools and colleges are now part of a careers hub and this trend is set to
increase with a view to supporting the Covid recovery.
An integrated approach is key to delivering better careers guidance and also enabling employers to find
the people they need, according to Dan Heffernan from D2N2. “Through the Careers and Enterprise
Company’s national network, we work with cornerstone employers who give both strategic and
operational support to schools and colleges along with a network of enterprise advisors from the
business community.
“The careers initiatives which take place through these partnerships such as networking events, open
doors programmes and interview practice really engage young people. Equally, it’s a skills pipeline
incentive, as any organisation’s survival depends on investing in the next generation.”
The increased emphasis on careers guidance is also instrumental in boosting social mobility and helping
young people aspire to a positive future whatever their background or economic circumstances. It’s
important that schools and colleges promote this message in their careers education.

The eight Gatsby benchmarks of
good career guidance.
The Gatsby Charitable Foundation commissioned
a review of the UK’s career guidance and
published a set of eight benchmarks for schools.
Many organisations including the Careers and
Enterprise Company, Teach First and the Sutton
Trust use the benchmarks in their work.

1

A stable careers programme

2

Learning from career and		
labour market information

3

Addressing the needs of each pupil

4

Linking curriculum learning to careers

5

Encounters with employers and employees

6

Experiences of workplaces

7

Encounters with further and higher education

8

Personal guidance
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New approaches for			
a changing world
This transformation needs to keep pace with
the rapidly changing employment landscape.
It is often said that today’s generation of
school students will be doing jobs which
don’t exist yet and that’s why careers
education needs to evolve to help young
people understand where their strengths
lie so they can make best use of them for
their future. No student should train to be a
carpenter, beautician or accountant simply
because that’s what their mate at the desk
next to them is doing.
The emphasis now needs to be on helping
young people navigate a complex world of
new job roles, evolving careers and flexible
patterns of working.
However too many young people lack
awareness of the careers which could be
open to them, and the pathways they need
to take to get there. Making career education
more relevant, personalised and hands-on
has become a key priority and over 80%
of schools and colleges are now using the
Gatsby Benchmarks to develop and improve
their careers programmes.

Our research on students’ requirements from careers advice closely mirrors
the aims of the Gatsby benchmarks.

Students want:

The Gatsby benchmarks advocate:

• Personalised advice.
• Knowledge of which skills are needed in a career.
• Insight into what employers are looking for.

• Personal guidance.
• Curriculum links.
• Exposure to employers.

“The Gatsby benchmarks have helped me massively in planning a careers programme by giving me a
set of criteria to work towards.” Clare Carpenter, Tamworth Enterprise College.

So much more than a ten-minute chat.
The time has come to bring careers education in from the cold. Clare Carpenter illustrates the
role careers education is taking at Tamworth Enterprise College.
“Careers education is far too important to be an add-on, a box ticked or a ten-minute
appointment tacked onto the school day. That approach is negligent and our young people
deserve so much more. Careers education should be embedded across the curriculum so
there is inspiration from every corner. Every member of school staff has to be involved in
careers, it’s a huge team effort.
“We have a careers leader in each department who is responsible for sharing information and
showing students the opportunities that exist in all their subject areas. If a student is good at
art, the art staff will talk about career possibilities in that field.
“It’s about making sure everybody has the opportunity to be inspired by something.”

Skilling the nation.
Transforming careers education not only opens young people’s eyes to the opportunities around
them, it has wider benefits for the economy, society and the nation.
As the country recovers from the coronavirus pandemic and builds global relationships following
its exit from the European Union, attention is turning towards the skills gap. There’s a growing
recognition of gaps in areas such as technology, engineering and health and social care which is
sharpening the focus on further and technical education.
The government white paper Skills for Jobs: Lifelong Learning for Opportunity and Growth outlines
its Lifetime Skills Guarantee which allows everyone to access the education and training they need
throughout their lives. To achieve this, it aims to improve training, develop apprenticeships and put
employers at the heart of post-16 skills.
“Connecting young people to their future careers becomes an even higher priority during an economic
crisis, as younger workers are at a much higher risk of becoming casualties of recession,” says Dan
Heffernan from D2N2.
“Education and industry therefore need to work together as we look to weather the economic storm
caused by the pandemic, and commit to level the playing field for school students of all backgrounds
across the entire country.”
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The first step is to make young people aware of
these opportunities.
The government white paper aims to do this by
strengthening the ‘Baker Clause’ introduced by
former education secretary Kenneth Baker which
stipulates that all local authority maintained
schools and academies must give education
and training providers the opportunity to talk to
pupils in years 8 to 13 about approved technical
qualifications and apprenticeships.
This, along with the planned Ofsted review of
careers guidance in schools and colleges will
increase the scrutiny on careers education and
help to accelerate the shift towards a greater
focus on skills. It’s a key step towards recognising
the pivotal role careers guidance has to play
in helping young people take advantage of the
opportunities available to them at different stages
of their education.
David Chapman, vice principal of Aston University
Engineering Academy says, “Careers advice must
provide students with the big picture – the jobs
available, the qualifications needed, the salary
expectations and the different pathways to get there.
“Students need to gain that understanding of
what it is they need for the next step towards their
dream so they can investigate it, be resilient and
not give up.”
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“

We want careers education and
guidance to be embedded in the
life of every school and college.
To cement this, we will work
with the education sector and
business to develop a shared
approach to careers education
that will support young people
to understand the modern
workplace and develop the
career management skills and
attributes they need to compete
in today’s labour market.

“

New Opportunities.

Department for Education,
January 2021

Lighting the spark
Employers also play a key role in getting information about careers across to students. The students
in the schools and colleges that businesses visit could be their future employees, and these young
people need to know what a career in that organisation would mean for them.
But this can only happen if students know about the opportunities that exist.
Understandably, young people tend to be influenced by the familiar, and could be looking to the
jobs held by family members or friends and acquaintances when thinking about careers. As a result,
many young people may not have considered certain industries or sectors before, and without
exposure to them through employer outreach, students could remain unaware of career or training
pathways which might suit them well.
Dan Heffernan from D2N2 feels that employer outreach is vital to building this awareness. “In our
region there are areas with high levels of disadvantage where businesses are sparse and it could be a
two-hour bus journey to the nearest city.
“The pandemic has made it much more difficult for careers practitioners to sufficiently engage with
students, due to the amount of time they have had out of school. It’s important, therefore, that
we use every possible mechanism of re-engaging students that is open to us. Ensuring that even
students in the most rural locations are given up-to-date, reliable information so they can make
informed decisions about their futures.
“This is where technology can help, as it allows us to bring a little slice of industry into their
classrooms and helps to break down any geographical boundaries or other barriers that would
otherwise restrict engagement,” says Dan.
By visiting schools either in person or remotely, and engaging with students, employers have a
golden opportunity to raise awareness about their businesses, and create excitement around the
careers they offer.
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5. Advice for schools.
There’s no doubt the pandemic has made it more challenging for schools to provide careers advice.
However, there are steps schools can take to make careers education an integral part of school life, so
as the world opens up and opportunities evolve, young people have a career path to aim for and the
motivation to achieve.

• Tailor lesson content to careers. Two thirds (66%) of teachers say students are more
engaged with lessons if they understand how they relate to potential careers. Help students see
learning as a route to their future.

• Appeal to Generation Z through technology. 34% of students say being able to use

exciting technology to explore career options would improve careers guidance. Technology enthuses
young people and helps to bridge the gap while students are unable to get exposure with the world of
work. Furthermore, three quarters of teachers (76%) say students are more engaged with learning in
lessons when technology is used.

• Involve parents. 92% of parents have discussed potential career options with their child, and

are keen to help, so invite them to school careers events, whether online or in person. Provide them
with the resources to open a dialogue on careers with their child.

• Involve former students. When students hear the experiences of young people who used to
attend their school and who come from their own background and community, they are more likely
to aspire to those career paths themselves.

• Engage with external organisations. There are many organisations which can provide

schools with support, advice and resources such as the Careers and Enterprise Company, The Career
Development Institute and the Careers Research and Advisory Centre (CRAC).

• Build relationships with a local enterprise partnership (LEP). LEPS work

alongside local authorities and education providers to ensure local people are equipped with the
skills needed in the region and to provide careers advice to young people.

• Explore social media. Career leaders’ forums, Facebook groups and LinkedIn discussions

provide a great platform for support. Webinars from organisations such as Youth Employment UK,
Amazing Apprenticeships and the Association of Colleges are very useful too.

34%
of students say being
able to use exciting
technology to explore
career options would
improve careers guidance.
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6. Advice for parents.
Parents are a huge influence on young people when it comes to careers but many parents do not feel
equipped to give careers advice. Parents and young people can benefit by exploring information sources
together to find out about career and training options.

• Identify opportunities to build new skills. Work experience placements may be thin

on the ground due to the pandemic, but there are other ways to help children develop skills such as
collaboration and leadership. Encourage your child to get involved in sports clubs, scouts and guides
or volunteering in the community.

• Know your child’s strengths. Careers fall into the category of hands, head and heart. Try

asking your child if they would prefer working with their hands in a skilled role, using their head in an
intellectually challenging job or putting their heart into a career where empathy is key.*

• Explore resources which can help. The National Careers Service has a wealth of

information on courses, skills and careers, while UCAS Careers is a great source of facts and figures
about different job roles.

• Engage with your child’s school or college. School have more tools and resources
than ever to help their students understand which career options might suit them best. Find out
whether you can access these to look into with your child.

73%
of parents said they
would feel more
comfortable advising
their child on careers
if they understood
what jobs would suit
their child’s skills
and personality.

* The Launch Your Career website offers a free personality test which students can use to explore career
options that might suit them.
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7. Conclusion.
Covid-19 has shaken up the labour market and planted new anxieties in the minds of young people on the
brink of choosing a career. In a world where CEOs are working from home, the travel industry has been
grounded and our heroes work for the NHS, teenagers are rethinking their future pathways.
When something as fundamental to a secondary school student’s life as GCSEs can be cancelled in
the blink of an eye, it must leave them feeling that nothing in life is certain – and it’s hard to make life
decisions on such shifting sands.
Good careers guidance has never been so vital for a generation facing career fear.
However, there are new opportunities on the horizon, bolstered by the government’s commitment
to upskill the nation and the vision of employers, colleges and schools working together towards the
common goal of building the future workforce.
Employers are being encouraged to increase student exposure to their organisations and sectors through
outreach, involvement with LEPs and work experience placements both virtual and in-person.
New resources to help young people discover where their skills and talents lie are helping to ensure
students set their sights on the career that’s right for them. While developments in technology are giving
students a taste of what a job involves, and will continue to do so when the doors to the factory, office
and workshop reopen for work experience placements.
It’s not possible to undo the damage of the pandemic, but if young people have parents, schools and
employers on their side, helping them understand how they can turn their strengths and interests into
skills for the world of work, the future looks bright.
This insight will motivate students to aim for their best fit career, and engage them with the education
and training to get them there.

Launch Your Career
Launch Your Career is an online and virtual reality experience
for young people which provides careers guidance based on a
student’s personality. Students use the tool to find out what
makes them tick – whether they are an introvert or extrovert,
whether they like to plan or are more of a seat of your pants
type – and then unlocks their spirit animal based on their
answers which highlights suitable careers.
Built on engagement, gamification and fun, Launch Your Career
immerses young people in their career journey. With a VR
headset, students are absorbed in a quest to find out about
the jobs that interest them, and what they need to do to secure
them. It’s the perfect tool to revitalise careers advice.
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Want to know more?
For more information about how Launch Your Career
can help schools inspire young people’s career
choices, please visit

launchyourcareer.com

If you are an employer looking to inspire the
workforce of the future and support economic
recovery, please get in touch to see how you can help.
launchyourcareer.com/en_UK/contact-us/

