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Social Mobility in the Workforce



The benefits of a strong workplace Equality, 

Diversity & Inclusion (ED&I) programme 

are legion, ranging from a broader talent 

pool and improved employee experience and 

performance, to better decision-making and 

stronger business results.

It’s not hard to see why. People are the greatest 

asset of any organisation, and while diversity is 

about bringing more voices to the table (across race, 

sexual orientation, age, religious beliefs and more), 

inclusion is important in making sure they stay.

Businesses across the UK are making ED&I a 
priority and progress is being made, supported by 

the 2010 Equality Act. However, there are diversity 
issues that fall outside the remit of the law. Social 

mobility, for example, is an important facet of ED&I, 
but can be a blind spot for organisations.
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The UK’s Social Mobility 
Commission defines 
social mobility as “the 
link between a person’s 
occupation or income and 
the occupation or income 
of their parents.

What is social mobility 
and why improve it?

Where there is a strong link, there is a 
lower level of social mobility. Where there 

is a weak link, there is a higher level of 
social mobility.” In essence, it’s about a 

person’s chances of movement, either up 

or down, in terms of their circumstances 

in comparison to those of their parents. 

“Social mobility has become the term we 

use to describe awareness and action on 

socio-economic disadvantage,” explains 
Sarah Atkinson, CEO of the Social 

Mobility Foundation.

It is a feature of every developed 

economy in the world. The 2020 

Global Social Mobility Index from the 

World Economic Forum concluded 

that the majority of the 82 economies 

benchmarked (the UK is ranked 21st) are 
“failing to provide the conditions in which 

their citizens can thrive,” meaning that 

“an individual’s opportunities in life remain 

tethered to their socio-economic status at 
birth, entrenching historical inequalities.”

Improving social mobility is about tackling 
these inequalities and removing barriers 

to allow people to succeed. According 

to Joanne Conway, Head of Diversity, 
Equity & Inclusiveness at EY UK, “there 

are training tools but it ultimately it comes 

down to behaviour – constantly looking at 
how decisions are made and also looking 
at the data.”

Data shows that employees from lower 
socio-economic backgrounds perform 
at least as well as their more advantaged 

peers, if not better. Mixed teams are more 

creative and resourceful than narrow 

teams. Greater socio-economic diversity 
offers competitive advantage
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Leaders need  
to lead the way
“It is fundamental that any action to improve social 
mobility comes from the top,” said Justin Rix, Partner 
at Grant Thornton UK LLP.

“It’s not just about saying the right words. 

Leaders have to take accountability that 
things will change, and that they are 

committed to delivering it. That’s where it 

starts.”

Jasmine Song, Head of Inclusion at SHL, 

agreed: “It’s like with D&I more generally 
– many businesses view it as something 

to help them function better, or become 

more profitable. And while that is one 
lens, it’s also about transforming peoples’ 

lives through employment, and helping 

them flourish into their best selves.”

In addition to driving change at an 

organisational level, engaged leadership 

can indeed enact significant change on 
an individual level. The sharing of stories 

and, in the process, normalising the social 

mobility conversation is a powerful tool. 

Organisations should consider establishing 

platforms to foster involvement with 

social mobility efforts, and encouraging 
participation from those who feel 

comfortable sharing their experiences.

It’s also important that organisations invest 

in leadership development so that leaders, 

from the CEO to line managers and 

mentors, have the tools and skills required 
to support the team appropriately.
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What data to collect 
and why

Using data, you can map socio-economic 
background objectively. Everyone has a 
socioeconomic background, meaning that 
you can measure it and define it. This data 
maps clearly against opportunities that people 

will have in their education and careers, so 

you know where a person is on that scale. 

However, there is a subjective measure to 
take into account as well, and that’s social 
class. It brings in things around identity, 

accent, culture and place, which are emotive. 

If you’re having a conversation about creating 

an inclusive environment in terms of social 

mobility, you have to be open to this part of 

the conversation as well.”

Armed with the right data you can effectively 
target, implement and track social mobility 
change in your organisation, and measure 

the success of your policies. You can 

also evaluate your efforts against national 
benchmarks, and those for your industry.

Data is another powerful tool to help you understand your 
organisation and implement a diversity strategy.

“Everyone has a socio-

economic background, 

meaning that you can 

measure it and define it. 

This data maps clearly 

against opportunities that 

people will have in their 

education and careers, so 

you know where a person 

is on that scale. ”

Social Mobility in the Workforce – An Employer’s Guide
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Measuring your socio-economic diversity is critical 
to driving success. The Social Mobility Commission’s 
Employers’ toolkit sets out its recommended questions 
to ask and why, how to analyse and interpret results, 
and comparing results with benchmarking data.

Measuring socio-
economic background

The Sutton Trust provides the following explainer which you 

may wish to include with these questions:

Our organisation is committed to ensuring everyone has the 

opportunity to succeed, regardless of their background. Research 
shows that someone’s socio-economic background (the social and 
economic circumstances a person grew up in, including the social 

class and financial resources of their family, and the type of school they 
attended) can sometimes disadvantage them in the workplace. We 
want to understand more about this issue in our workforce, so that we 
can remove any barriers, open up opportunities within our organisation 

and ensure we are making full use of the talent available.

The toolkit recommends asking questions – 
respectfully and confidentially – about three key 
areas to get the information you need from your 

current and new employees: parental occupation; 

the type of school they attended; and free school 

meal eligibility (crucially the eligibility for it, not 

whether or not the scheme was used).

If you’re only asking one question when you 
collect data, Sarah Atkinson recommends 
asking the parental occupation question 
(Question 1 on the next page). Based on this 

advice, this is the question that we at BIE 

ask all shortlisted candidates to complete 
on our ED&I Diversity Monitoring Form.

https://socialmobility.independent-commission.uk/resources/socio-economic-diversity-and-inclusion-employers-toolkit/
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Recommended 
questions

What was the occupation of your main household 
earner when you were aged about 14?

1

 ◆ Modern professional and traditional 

professional occupations such as 

teacher, nurse, physiotherapist, 

social worker, musician, police 
officer (sergeant or above), software 
designer, accountant, solicitor, 

medical practitioner, scientist, civil/

mechanical engineer.

 ◆ Senior, middle or junior managers 

or administrators such as finance 
manager, chief executive, large 

business owner, office manager, retail 
manager, bank manager, restaurant 
manager, warehouse manager.

 ◆ Clerical and intermediate 

occupations such as secretary, 

personal assistant, call centre agent, 

clerical worker, nursery nurse.

 ◆ Technical and craft occupations such 

as motor mechanic, plumber, printer, 

electrician, gardener, train driver. 

 ◆ Routine, semi-routine manual and 
service occupations such as postal 

worker, machine operative, security 
guard, caretaker, farm worker, 
catering assistant, sales assistant, 

HGV driver, cleaner, porter, packer, 
labourer, waiter/waitress, bar staff.

 ◆ Long-term unemployed (claimed 
Jobseeker’s Allowance or earlier 
unemployment benefit for more 
than a year).

 ◆ Small business owners who 

employed fewer than 20 people 

such as corner shop owners, small 

plumbing companies, retail shop 

owner, single restaurant or cafe 

owner, taxi owner, garage owner.

 ◆ Other such as retired, this question 

does not apply to me, I don’t know.

 ◆ I prefer not to say.

Social Mobility in the Workforce – An Employer’s Guide
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Why ask?

This is the best measure we have to assess 

someone’s socio-economic background. 
Not only that, but it’s easy to understand, it 

gets the highest response rates in testing, 

and it’s applicable to those of all ages and 

from all countries.

How to analyse?

Report socio-economic background in 
three groups, following this guide:

Professional backgrounds – modern 

professional and traditional occupations; 

senior or junior managers or administrators.

Intermediate backgrounds – clerical and 

intermediate occupations; small business 

owners.

Working class backgrounds – technical 

and craft occupations; long-term 
unemployed; routine, semi-routine manual 
and service occupations.

Exclude or report separately – other; I 

prefer not to say.

Percentage of 
workforce by the 

main wage earner

Working class or ‘lower’ socio-economic backgrounds

Professional or ‘higher’ socio-economic backgrounds

Intermediate background

39%

37%

24%

How to interpret?

Review the proportion of applicants 
and staff members from each 
socioeconomic background – is there 
equal or close to equal representation 

from each group? If not, which is the 

dominant socio-economic group? 

You can compare your results to the 

national benchmark below which sets 
out what percentages of each of the 

socio-economic background categories 
(professional, intermediate and working 
class background) are found in the 
working population (age 16+). 



  

Which type of school did you attend for the 
most time between the ages of 11 and 16?

2

You can compare your results to the UK national benchmark:  
7.5% attended independent schools.

If you finished school after 1980, were 
you eligible for free school meals at 
any point during your school years?

3

You can compare your results to the UK national benchmark:  
15% of pupils at state-funded schools are eligible for free school meals. 

If you have a graduate scheme, ask this 
additional question to your graduate hires only: 
Did either of your parents attend university by 
the time you were 18?

4

You can compare your results to the UK national benchmark:  
49% of graduates are first in family to attend university.
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Any journey to improve social mobility 
involves the examination of any possible 
bias, unconscious or otherwise.

Be honest and 
confront bias

You might, for example, consider your internship 

programme to be inclusive, but if it’s unpaid and 

in a major metropolitan centre, like London, you 
are most likely excluding applicants from a low 
socio-economic background.

According to the Sutton Trust, a leading 

organisation in the social mobility space, 70% 

of internships are unpaid, thereby “locking out 
young people who cannot afford to work for free.”

“There are specific barriers that people from 
low socio-economic backgrounds experience 
– some hard and some soft – and experience 

consistently. We have to make sure our focus 
is on changing the barriers in their way, not 

changing the people who are going to come 

through them,” explains Sarah Atkinson.

It is also important to change systems 

and processes to create equity within an 

organisation. According to Joanne Conway, 

when a person starts in a junior position it is 

often about the technical skills and the knowing 
‘how’, which is more evenly distributed. As they 
move up through the organisation, it is knowing 
the ‘who’ and knowing the ‘why’. But if there 
are not processes in place that lead to equitable 

outcomes, if they don’t have access to 

nontechnical information through their network, 
it can place the employee at a disadvantage.

“We have to make sure our 

focus is on changing the 

barriers in their way, not 

changing the people who are 

going to come through them.”

Sarah Atkinson
CEO, Social Mobility Foundation

https://www.suttontrust.com/wp-content/uploads/2020/07/Social-Mobility-Toolkit-18-10-21-update.pdf
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Inclusive hiring practices

Removing qualification barriers is key as 
qualifications can often exclude disadvantaged 
applicants who may not have had the best 

opportunities but who can thrive in your organisation. 

Justin Rix’s company, Grant Thornton, for example, 
removed the academic entry requirements for 

its entry-level schemes – thereby removing a 
hiring practice that might discriminate against 

disadvantaged applicants who might not have had 

the opportunity to attend university. 

“We’ve got nothing against grads applying, but we 

want to make sure we’re open to a much broader 
range of people,” he explained. “We wanted to level 

the playing field in terms of where people start from, 
and it’s worked. We went from 90% graduates and 
10% school leavers split, to more like 50/50.”

Improving social mobility involves opening up your 
company to the best people, regardless of their 
background.

Jasmine Song also recommends that 

you “look for potential, not polish when 
hiring. And evaluate achievements in 

the context they were achieved. Not all 

achievements are equal, even if they 

might look that way from the outside.” 
Looking at skills, rather than just 
qualifications, for example, could help 
you identify promising candidates who 

might look less qualified on paper.

“Looking at skills, rather 

than just qualifications, 

for example, could help 

you identify promising 

candidates who might look 

less qualified on paper.”

Jasmine Song
Head of Inclusion, SHL

Social Mobility in the Workforce – An Employer’s Guide



 ◆ Use inclusive language and ensure messages 

in marketing materials and have wide appeal. 
For example, ‘we’re looking for potential 
rather than experience’.

 ◆ Advertise for skills and not qualifications, 
which can create barriers for applicants.

 ◆ Be clear about the application process and 

what is assessed at each stage.

 ◆ Advertise definitions of competences sought, 
and the characteristics of those who progress 

in the organisation.

 ◆ Create inclusive online environments that give 

applicants detail on application processes 

and hiring approaches to support ED&I.

 ◆ Include role models from a variety of 

backgrounds.

 ◆ Recruit from schools, further education 
colleges and universities that have diversity in 

their student bodies.

The Social Mobility Commission recommends ensuring 

hiring practices are accessible and equitable to all applicants 

by taking the following steps, some of which are more 

appropriate to school and education leavers, while others 

remain relevant for people at all levels.

 ◆ Design engagement activities that 
connect directly with a school, 

college or university’s curriculum so 

that opt-in does not depend wholly 
on students’ existing interests.

 ◆ Choose which student societies and/

or community groups to sponsor with 

careful regard to the demographics 

that this may reach.

 ◆ Be transparent about eligibility 

criteria and the broad achievements 

of successful applicants for similar 

roles (for example, typical A level or 

technical qualification grades).

 ◆ Work with external organisations, 
careers services, specific faculties 
and other experts to design events, 

programmes and digital activities that 

engage under-represented groups.
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Create a culture where 
everyone succeeds

Employee data can help identify if there are levels 

within your organisation that people from lower 

socio-economic backgrounds do not reach. 
Regular performance reviews and discussions 
about career progression, as well as opportunities 

for further training, can also help with this.

As Justin Rix explained: “It’s one thing to get a 
more diverse range of people into your business, 

another thing to make them feel welcome and 
keep them in the business. You have to make 
sure your business is somewhere they want to 

be, and can be themselves.”

Taking action on social mobility doesn’t have to 
involve a massive budget and a grand plan from 

the outset – improvement begins with a few small 

steps, and you can take it from there.

As the Social Mobility 
Commission stresses: 
“socio-economic 
inclusion is not just 
about who gets in, it’s 
also about who gets on.” 
Be sure to examine your 
requirements for career 
progression, as well as 
recruitment.

Social Mobility in the Workforce – An Employer’s Guide



Further guidance 
and information

 ◆ Social Mobility Commission: Socio-economic diversity and 
inclusion: employer’s toolkit

 ◆ Social Mobility Commission: State of the nation 2021 

(social mobility and the pandemic)

 ◆ Social Mobility Foundation: Social Mobility Employer Index

 ◆ Making the Leap: UK Social Mobility Awards

 ◆ The Sutton Trust: Social mobility in the workplace: an 
employer’s guide

 ◆ World Economic Forum: Global Social Mobility Index 2020
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and transformation expertise, across five broad market functions 
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