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The perspectives and skills of the 
next generation are a 

competitive advantage and 
critical to sustainable growth
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Early Career Investment 
Levels Under Pressure

Anne-Marie Campion
Insights Manager, ISE



Commitment to 
EC hiring

Trends, benchmarks and insights



Graduate vacancies



School/college leaver vacancies



▪ 91% of employers recruited graduates, 
vs 66% for SCLs

▪ The ratio of graduate to SCL vacancies 
has shifted:

▪ 2023/24 : 3.4:1

▪ 2024/25 : 2.9:1

▪ For those that hire both, the ratio of 
graduates to SCLs has also shifted 
(chart):

▪ 2023/24 : 2.3:1

▪ 2024/25 : 1.8:1

▪ 2025/26 (projected) : 1.6:1

Graduates or school/college leavers? 
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▪ 54% of employers kept their budget stable this 
year, but 21% of employers have reduced 
their budget

▪ The typical (median) cost per hire — covering 
graduates, school and college leavers, interns, 
and placement students —fell to £1,961, down 
from £2,158 last year.

Budgets are under pressure



Retention rates for early career remain strong



The Early Advantage: graduate 
and apprentice business impact

Simon Martin
CEO, GTI



“People & Culture is the new R&D”

“Strategic advisers to C-Suite ”



“My main challenge is not pipelines or 
selection…its proving ROI in our programmes”



40+ responses – Early Careers ROI Survey

7 industries represented 70% large employers (>1,000)



Do you measure ROI? 

24% Don’t Measure

76% Measure



How do you measure ROI?

1  Retention
2 Performance, Progression, Impact
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Retention
(ISE 2025)



Challenges in demonstrating ROI 
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Short tenure /
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Data availability

Measurement and data availability 



What would increase ROI the most?
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GenZ, GenA impact
Assessment in hiring
L&D post hire
Measurement of impact
Internal progression



Making the case – 
engaging “up the line”

Download whitepaper



Leaders are reducing costs, 
hoping AI will backfill but…

95% of generative AI pilots deliver zero return on investment

40% of organisations have deployed AI tools

Only 5% integrated them into workflows at scale



AI natives will 
support  the pace of 
change

• No status quo to protect
• Energised to be seen as a solution
• High learning agility

“A high proportion of AI natives will confide in 
and delegate of their lives to AI”



Reverse 
mentoring





AI & I: The Student Voice

70% 74%

31%
13%

79%

research CV & Cover letters application form prompts for tests & interviews interview prep

Research CV & 
cover letter

Application 
form

Prompts for 
online tests & 

interviews

Interview 
preparation

But 19% admit to lying
And 21% would do





Application 
form

Proctoring

Online 
Tests Interview Assessment 

Centre



Skills self reflection
“Critical thinking” 
Excel!



Retention 67%
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Retention

What school leaver students 
want post-hire
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“Micro-Feedback” Moments 



Measurement of performance

Type Activity Manager

Learning velocity Skills self-reflection Manager validates

Contribution check-in
“How did your work this quarter 
contribute to the company’s 
mission or values?” 

Managers validates with 
examples

Innovation log Process tweak, automation, or 
idea that saved time/money

Department leader shares with 
team

Stakeholder Experience “How have you found working 
with…” Manager groups into themes 





Identifying someone’s skills

A users 
Technical 

skills

e.g. emails, 
documents, 
chats, meetings

39,000 skills





Fast Track vs. Roll Off

Career chatbot 



How do we know it’s working? 
Measuring Early Careers campaigns

Ollie Joseph
Senior Consultant & Early Careers Strategist, 
Thirtythree
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Disruptive Talent Pathways: 
Rethinking Routes into Work

Emma O’Dell
Skills and Capability Planning Director, BPP



A world of disruption.

Jobs and skills are 

changing

Demands of the next 

generation are changing

Government skills policy 

and funding is changing

Educators need to 

change 

New emerging talent 

pathways required

Work-readiness skills Employability outcomesEmployer needs focussed

ROI

Learners Government Employers Educators

Post 16 Strategy

Traditional pathways are no longer fit the future. 



Government.
They want more young people into jobs through a variety of funded pathways. 

c950,000 (16–24s) NEETs and 

rising: 18s (c110,000) 

demographic bulge and 19-25s 

on welfare (post covid)

New ambition: 67% into HE or 

apprenticeships by age 25
Focus on level 4/5 skills

Programmes for young people 

who don’t follow traditional 

university route 

Offer extended, interrupted or 

nonlinear education pathways 

Work-readiness skills Employability outcomesEmployer needs focussed



Employers.
Have an opportunity to recruit more school leavers who are work ready.

School leaver hiring growing 

year on year and gen Z 

making more applications

School leaver pipeline avoids 

employers ‘sleepwalking into a 

leadership vacuum’

Hire young people with an 

emphasis on skills rather than 

overreliance on academics 

Target or develop school 

leavers that have or build 

workplace readiness skills and 

work experience

Work-readiness skills Employability outcomesEmployer needs focussed



Gen Z.
Want employer focussed programmes that provide transferrable skills and nonlinear career pathways.

Gen Z are disrupting and 

reshaping the workplace

Looking for programmes that 

are skills-based, pragmatic, 

hands-on

Want pathways that provide 

higher future employability 

outcomes 

Seeking opportunities for 

mentorship, progression 

pathways and fungibility

Work-readiness skills Employability outcomesEmployer needs focussed



Educators.
Can lead the change by co-designing ‘School Leaver Plus’ programmes with employers, for Gen Z, 

that can be funded by government.

Graduates

School Leavers

School Leavers Plus

Apprentices



CertHEs and HTQs.

Feature CertHE HTQ

Qualification Level Level 4 Level 4 or 5 

Duration 1 year full-time 1–2 years full-time 

Focus Academic foundation in a subject
Practical, technical skills for specific 

careers

Awarded By
Universities and higher education 

institutions

Colleges, universities, and approved 

training providers

Purpose
Entry-level academic qualification or 

degree pathway

Career-focused qualification aligned with 

employer needs

Progression Further academic study Employment or further technical study

Funding 
Lifelong Learning Entitlement 

January 2027

Lifelong Learning Entitlement 

Potential to also be covered by Growth 

and Skills Levy (approved programmes)

January 2027 

Two flexible funded routes to build skills and careers.



Pathways.

Level 4 Level 5 Level 6

CertHE Diploma Degree 

CertHE Apprenticeship

CertHE HTQ* Degree

Option 1

Option 2

Option 3

LLE

Growth and Skills Levy*

HE Cert can be completed prior to joining an employer; work ready pipeline direct into role, on to a school leaver 

programme or apprenticeship. 

Or employers can recruit a cohort of school leavers on to an HE cert programme, and progress them to level 5 or 

level 6 qualifications or on to a level 5 apprenticeship. 

They provide flexibility for learners and certainty for employers.

*No formal announcement on whether Growth and Skills Levy with fund HTQs yet but currently under review



BPP CertHE in Business.
Programme builds adaptive, workplace ready early career professionals over 10-months. 

External Forces

Workplace Readiness 

Skills 

(Human Skills) 

Emerging Skills 

(Digital Workplace 

Fundamentals)

Personal Leadership

Skills 

(Personal Development 

and Career Planning) 

1-2-1 Coaching Sessions / Structured Interactive Learning / Weekly Guided Self-Study / 

Workplace Application

Adapative, Workplace Ready Professionals

Business 

Essentials

Digital 

Marketing
Big Data and 

AI 
Healthcare///

Work-readiness skills Employability outcomesEmployer needs focussed



Employers have the opportunity to invest in new pathways to ensure access to diverse, skilled 
talent, reduced recruitment costs, and long-term workforce agility.

ROI.

For Learners

Transferable skills across sectors and develop 

adaptability. 

Employment-ready with practical, industry-aligned 

capabilities. 

Future-focused learning with clear progression 

routes for higher qualifications and career mobility

For Educators

Career-relevant education aligned with employer 

and national priorities. 

Improved learner outcomes and progression 

through innovative curriculum design. 

Partnerships to enhance employability and 

institutional reputation.

For Employers

Employment-ready talent and upskill existing 

workforce.

Visible pathways for talent attraction, retention, and 

leadership development.

Improves productivity and competitiveness through 

targeted skills investment

For Government

Increased education participation and reduced 

welfare dependency among young people.

Skills shortages addressed and aligned to national 

priorities and industrial strategy. 

Regional growth and critical industry talent base 

through targeted education.



Employer panel

Stephen Isherwood
Joint CEO, ISE



Marie Caliskan
Head of Talent 
Programmes
Tesco

Employer panel

Toni McKay-Lewis
Head of Talent 
Acquisition
Tesco

Joan Moore
Global Early Careers 
Director
Sage



Thank you
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