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Our project 
In May 2021 we set out to explore the impact the COVID pandemic has had on inequalities 
in the UK. Our motivation was a concern that unless more is done to counteract widening 
inequalities gap, then the good work of recent decades towards equality of opportunity will be 
squandered. We held six sessions with 13 panel members and four evidence sessions between 
May and October 2021. We took the questions being raised to the 12th annual Festival of 
Education in July. 

This year, much ink has been spilled over the decisions made by central government during the 
pandemic, sadly at the expense of one of the most remarkable features of the crisis: the way 
the country came together to counter the threat. It is in this spirit that we should remember the 
pandemic, and in this spirit that we should seek to move forward. This is not about ‘top down’ 
policies from central government: every company, college, and community should be asked, 
and seek to answer, the question: what more can we do, together? In a small way, we hope this 
work contributes to that vital conversation.  

The 16 actions we offer up as a result of this work are based on the expertise and vast 
experience of 13 panel members and expert witnesses, desk research, and independent 
landmark polling. But from the very beginning we wanted to hear from individuals, bringing 
their testimonies to the fore, contextualising them amid the swathes of data which continues 
to flow from every corner of the country. We wanted the final report to read differently, 
reflecting the unprecedented times it records. Facts and figures are essential for such a project, 
but behind every one is an individual – nameless faces whose stories are so often stifled by 
statistics. 

We are extremely thankful to everyone who contributed to this work and offered their thoughts 
and their vast expertise. We are immensely grateful to the many interviewees we spoke to 
about their experiences of the pandemic and whose testimony is woven throughout. 
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Our Actions for 
Bridging the Widening 
Inequalities Gap
After considering the powerful testimony we heard in our six sessions, factoring in the 
experiences of Kirsty, Charlotte, Femi – and utilising the polling we conducted of two 
thousand others – our panel was able to offer a list of actions which could be implemented by 
government, business, and local leaders across the country now to alleviate some of the worst 
impacts of the pandemic.  

Whilst some of these steps are specifically targeted at one of the three specific groups focused 
on in this report – young people, women, or minority groups – the majority are actions that will 
assist all three. As such, it is logical to break these down by the stage of intervention – whether 
at the learning or employment phase – rather than by age, gender, or ethnicity. In a third 
section, we posit suggestions on how we can make better decisions when deciding upon, and 
implementing, such steps – including what data we acquire and how we can better facilitate 
‘investment’ from those targeted groups. 

1.  Actions in Education and Learning 

2.  Actions at the Employment Stage 

3.  Actions Relating to Methodology, Data, and Application 
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1. Actions in Education and Learning 

1.1 Develop a high-level targeted mentoring 
scheme. 

Well supported jobs/careers advice and preparation for employment can significantly boost 
life chances among those from disadvantaged groups. While most schools, colleges, and other 
providers already run coaching and mentoring programmes, more must be done in light of the 
time learners have lost with such vital services. 

A mentor scheme should be put into place – supported by central Government and driven by 
the National Careers Service and the Careers and Enterprise Company – connecting learners 
with mentors who can offer advice, grow their confidence, and widen their networks. Working 
alongside schools and colleges, mentors should be drawn from the local community and could 
be a mix of college staff, higher level learners, and other individuals – those in retirement but 
able and willing to take on such a role, for example. Similar, smaller schemes have successfully 
driven up retention, achievement, confidence building, and networking skills in learners. 

1.2 Build on the increased interest in new careers 
to fill the widest gaps in subject selection and 
attainment through targeted investment. 

There are numerous examples of significant gaps in subject selection and attainment based 
on gender and ethnicity which will have significant ramifications for individuals long-term. 
One crucial example is the drop in girls taking STEM (science, technology, engineering and 
mathematics) subjects at the age of 13, which has profound implications for the number of 
women who enter these growing industries between the ages of 18 and 24. A survey of 11-19 
year-olds by Engineering UK found that for some young people, particularly young women, the 
pandemic has raised the importance of having a job that will enable them to make a positive 
societal contribution, resulting in their becoming more interested in a career in STEM.  

Mentoring (1.1) and better careers advice (1.4 and 1.5) will help with this, but more should 
be done to take advantage of the increased interest to bridge these gaps, such as expanding 
the CareerTech Challenge – a £5.5 million innovation programme led by Nesta and Nesta 
Challenges in partnership with the Department for Education. 
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1.3 Continue to promote the vocational route as a 
valuable option and boost access to business and 
enterprise activities for learners. 

For many, the perception of the vocational route is that it is less ‘valuable’ than the academic 
one, no matter what the individual’s aspirations. Long before the onset of COVID-19, the value 
of the vocational route was gaining more recognition and the pandemic only served to heighten 
this. We saw positive innovations in the development of accessible and flexible options, and 
a heightened appreciation of the value of vocational education as a means for individuals to 
access greater opportunities. 

However, more can be done to promote the value of the vocational route and to showcase 
the progression pathways it can lead to. Targeted campaigns should be run involving social 
media influencers, role models, and prominent figures working in vocational industries. Local 
businesses and consortiums (LEPs, chambers, trade and sector bodies; the FSB and the CBI) 
should be empowered to support communities by providing work-related and enterprise 
activities. Finally, there is a danger that the Level 3 reforms could negatively affect well-
established progression routes into employment and graduate employment – any change 
needs to be carefully managed to ensure no learners are disadvantaged. 

1.4 Build a joined-up system of jobs and careers 
information, advice, and guidance for young people 
and employers, both locally and nationally. 

We know that young people will bear the brunt of the economic impacts of COVID-19 yet 
too many remain poorly informed about the world of work and especially those sectors that 
are likely to define the jobs and careers of the future. Recent improvements to the quality of 
careers advice such as the establishment of the National Careers Service and the Careers and 
Enterprise Company need to be built upon to ensure careers education is a priority for schools, 
colleges and providers, delivered by professionals. 

An official, comprehensive web portal that people can use to help them navigate the world of 
work, apprenticeships, and traineeships – and to discover external resources and organisations 
– is essential. The portal should be driven by data on what the local economy and wider country 
requires. In time, educational institutions such as schools, colleges, providers, and universities 
should not be seen as the only “official” gatekeepers of knowledge about jobs, careers, and 
employment. Wherever people are accessing the system, they need to be signposted to 
information – in other words, a “No Wrong Door” approach – a wider referral network – that can 
help them for as long as they need it, tracking their progress. 
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1.5 Design an official online platform where people 
can more easily identify their skills and ‘match’ with 
employers. 

The pandemic accelerated existing trends in the future of work – an increased move to remote 
work, a growth in e-commerce, and faster shifts to automation. More workers than previously 
estimated will need to switch occupations. Individuals need to be supported in this new 
world to recognise the skills they have, and more easily identify the ones they need to switch 
occupation. 

In conjunction with 1.4 and following the examples set by Unifrog and others, an online service 
should be developed where people can more easily identify their skills and establish which 
ones they might want to work to acquire, modelled on the ‘gamification’ of learning seen by 
software such as Duolingo. In turn this could be used to ‘match’ employers with those looking 
for work, mirroring popular dating apps. Long-term, we should strive for a system where people 
are able to switch jobs and careers more easily, recognising their transferable skills and being 
signposted as to how and where to upscale for the jobs of the future. 

1.6 Bridge the digital divide and promote online 
learning. 

A major barrier to those already facing greater disadvantage during lockdown and the ensuing 
period of blended learning was poor or no access to a computer, digital device, or the internet. 
In a world where access to online learning has now become a necessity, it is time to view access 
to the internet for learners in the same way we view access to books/libraries and electricity. 

Learners of all ages need to be supported to buy a computer device of some kind, and where 
necessary with the relevant software installed, given they are essential now to learning 
effectively and developing digital literacy. Those who cannot afford a digital device at all, or 
internet access at home, should be supported to do so using pupil premium funding or an 
equivalent. 

We should also promote the recording of lectures and lessons before the initiative/capability to 
do so is lost in schools/college/universities. Learners with learning difficulties, poor English, or 
who suffer from periodic bouts of illness (including COVID) should be able view lessons again at 
their own pace, especially if they are still expected to self-isolate for long periods. 
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2. Actions at the Employment Stage 

2.1 Halt the attrition of women from the workplace, 
at the same time as supporting women’s recovery, 
re-entry, and onward progression in work. 

Government at the highest level, in conjunction with business, needs to invest and take swift 
action to stop the number of women permanently leaving the workplace. Some of the hardest 
hit sectors – including hospitality, travel, retail, healthcare, and cleaning – are sectors that 
predominantly employ women. Women experienced inequalities in pay and promotion prior to 
the pandemic, have been overrepresented in furlough and redundancies in the last 18 months, 
and have often taken the brunt of home-schooling, childcare and domestic responsibilities in 
the home.  

A short, medium and long-term plan is needed with supporting policies, programmes, and 
funds to re-build and boost women’s contribution to the workplace and ensure working 
parents can jointly and equally participate in the caring and education responsibilities of the 
next generation. A hybrid model will almost certainly see more women choosing to work 
more at home, (which many women will prefer) but it must not be allowed to create a two-tier 
workplace where – once again – women are held back. 

2.2 Create a more flexible and affordable childcare 
system. 

With the reduction in childcare support during the pandemic, analysis shows that women have, 
on average, been carrying out two-thirds more childcare than men during the pandemic. Many 
women left employment or greatly reduced their hours to care for children, setting trends that 
are likely to continue unless urgent action is taken. The current model was already not fit for 
purpose in a 7-days-a-week economy – it was too inflexible and too expensive. 

In a world where a hybrid working model is likely to become more common, the current system 
– offering only 5 days 7am-6pm cover – is too restrictive and will indirectly lead to childcare 
costs spiralling for millions who will be expected to work a less regimented rota. We might 
want to consider a system whereby, if you work, your childcare needs are funded through the 
taxes you pay. Similarly, more should be done to support unpaid carers of elderly relatives and 
others: they are largely forgotten yet saved the state £530 million every day of the crisis. 
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2.3 Consider – and incentivise where appropriate – 
the benefits of hybrid working.  

If employers want a diverse, successful workforce reflecting the society we live in, a permanent 
shift to some sort of hybrid model in certain industries will need to be part of the conversation. 
Another obvious benefit of more flexibility during the pandemic was that caring responsibilities 
could be more easily shared. 

Whilst more research needs to be done in this area, employers should be encouraged to 
consider the clear benefits of home working for millions, especially to carers (the majority 
of whom are women) and people with special educational needs and disabilities (many of 
whom were previously locked out of the workforce entirely). At the same time, there must be 
recognition of some of the negatives of more home working (on career progression, mental 
health etc.), and an awareness of how they can be alleviated – though a hybrid model would 
likely assuage some of the most severe consequences experienced during the lockdowns. 

2.4 Ensure business leaders offer support to their 
most vulnerable employees. 

UK business has a key role and responsibility to support the recovery from the pandemic, 
ensuring it happens swiftly, evenly and comprehensively across the workforce. 

In the near term, business leaders need to identify vulnerable groups in their employee-
base whose financial health and physical and mental wellbeing have been most impacted 
by the pandemic, ensuring they are offered the support they need to regain – as a minimum 
– a pre-pandemic level of wellbeing and financial health/stability. Business leaders need to 
equip themselves with new leadership capabilities, not least a more human-centric approach 
to employees. They will need to assess how existing policies and work practices have 
disadvantaged certain groups of employees, and ensure by embedding hybrid, technology-
enabled ways of working employees retain a level of flexibility, autonomy, and choice in how 
they work without creating two-tier working and further disadvantage.  

2.5 Do more to encourage people from minority 
groups, or who are disadvantaged, to access 
apprenticeships and support schemes. 

Apprenticeship numbers have fallen considerably since 2016/17. They saw some growth in 
2018/19 but fell again in 2019/20 and continue to do so post-pandemic. This may be due to a 
lack of awareness about what they offer, though other factors also play a role. 
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Recent employer incentive schemes have resulted in some success in addressing falling 
numbers, however government might want to consider increased incentives for employers who 
take on Level 2 and Level 3 apprentices, especially from the cohorts impacted by the pandemic. 
In addition, there should be more research into how the way that benefits are calculated might 
indirectly be deterring young people from applying for apprenticeships. An apprenticeship 
is counted as household income meaning a family can lose Child Benefit as well as wider 
Universal Credit, which may not be an attractive option for young people in unstable times. 

Whilst furlough take-up has been high across all groups, evidence shows that there is 
considerably lower take-up of other support schemes among those from ethnic minority and 
disadvantaged groups. This is likely due to a lack of awareness, and more should be done to 
promote them by targeted campaigns through the relevant channels. 

2.6 Give local leaders more say over the allocation of 
funding to target employment strategies by locality 
and national need, fostering dialogue between local 
and national organisations. 

In too many parts of the UK there are knowledge gaps about the skills needs of businesses/
industries in the communities in which they are located. The pandemic – forcing individuals and 
industries to look closer to home for employment/recruitment – offers an opportunity to bridge 
these gaps. 

Further to the educational dialogue above (1.4 and 1.5), more should be done to formally 
bring together national organisations (for example, the Education Training Foundation, 
the Association of Colleges, and Awarding Organisations) and local bodies/businesses (for 
example, Local Enterprise Partnerships, and small and mid-size enterprises) to encourage the 
recruiting of local people in industries where there is a national need (like in hospitality, care, 
and industry). These organisations enable things to happen. The new Local Skills Improvement 
Plans will support this work by helping to align the courses on offer to local employers’ needs 
but often national funding rules do not allow for the flexibility needed to develop solutions to 
meet local skills and labour market needs, and local leaders should be given more say in how 
funding should be used to support initiatives to improve local business development and talent 
retention. Unified action rather than uniform action – promoting equal outcomes for people 
living in underinvested places and not just national strategies improving places generally – 
should be the way forward in the post-Brexit, post-pandemic landscape.  
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3. Actions Relating to Methodology, 
Data, and Application 

3.1 Ensure the codesign of actions with the 
beneficiaries of those actions. 

By actively seeking out individuals belonging to groups who were the focus of this report, our 
insights into the impact of the pandemic were greatly enhanced. 

In the same way, responses need to be more directly informed by those who will experience 
the proposed changes brought forward by government, business, and other bodies. We need 
to be more intentional – more democratic – as a society about listening to and hearing people’s 
experiences and involving them in the solutions to achieve results that work. 

3.2 Conduct further research into the long-term 
financial impact of the pandemic on women and 
minority groups. 

Whilst data has been compiled on the economic implications of the pandemic for young people 
(see ‘The Economic Costs of a Failure to Act’ in the first chapter) there is far less available on the 
profound costs for women and individuals from minority groups. 

Were such information currently available, it would likely underline the urgency to act – what 
gets measured tends to be what gets acted upon. 

3.3 Collect more nuanced data on minority groups 
in the UK.  

We need to facilitate a more honest debate about how and why certain groups (commonly 
defined by their ethnicity) have better economic and educational outcomes. To do so, such 
broad terms such as ‘BAME’ should be faded out and replaced by more specific data sets which 
reveal the true complexity of the impact of one’s ethnicity in the UK. 
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3.4 Bring together national and local authorities 
to provide future-focused data on needs and 
opportunities within the economy. 

Not enough data is collected or made available as to the needs of the economy on both 
national and local scales. Were such information available, it would likely galvanise many bodies 
into action and hugely strengthen the information, advice, and guidance and skills matching 
support outlined in 1.4 and 1.5, and local decision making proposed in 2.6.



B0802  |  Version 1.0  |  B&A Images © Shutterstock - retrorocket


