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Designing Early Careers 
for Skills, ROI and Work 
Readiness

Emma O’Dell
Skills & Capability 
Director, BPP



How the evidence was built.

500 employers surveyed across medium and large, multi-sector organisations, 
including CHROs, HR Directors, and Early Careers leaders

90+ sources across 2024-2026

sources form Jan-Jun this year30+

Our evidence base combines employer insight with a wide-ranging review of external sources to 
provide a balanced, multi-perspective view of early careers trends. 

key policy anchor: the Milburn Review on youth inactivity 
and system reform1

Survey still live – 
interim stats only*. 

Report released 
8th July.

*Findings are provisional and subject to change.  Figures presented are accurate as of 9th June 2026.



Most organisations would say both. But how you resource it, where it sits, and what you 
measure tells you which one it actually is.

Is early careers a hiring process or a skills 
pipeline? 

25% is how much Graduate vacancies at the UK’s 
top 100 employers have fallen since 2022*

68% of employers expect early careers hiring 
volumes to increase over the next 2 to 3 years

53% rate “need to develop new or emerging skills” 
as the single strongest drivers of change to 
their early careers strategy

* BPP Research and Analysis



For decades, early careers worked on a simple premise: give junior hires the lower-level work 
and they learn by doing it. That premise is under pressure.

Where is the learning scaffold going?

73% of employers agree AI is changing the skills 
required for entry-level roles, pushing them 
toward higher-value work

64% agree AI is reducing the routine, lower-risk 
work through which early career hires 
traditionally build skills

47% say they have not yet changed their early 
careers approach in response to AI, but expect 
to in the next 1 to 2 years

* BPP Research and Analysis



The readiness gap employers keep reporting is real. But our research suggests it is being 
misread and the misreading is expensive.

Are your line managers equipped for the cohort 
they are now receiving?

19% of 16–17-year-olds are in paid work today, 
down from 35% in 2006*

32% of employers rate candidate readiness as a 
major or critical barrier to early career hiring

62% say limited line manager capacity to support 
early career hires is a moderate or greater 
barrier to their programmes working

15%

34%

36%

13%

2%

Very well prepared

 Moderately well prepared

Somewhat prepared

Not well prepared

 Not at all prepared

Only 15% of employers rate new entrants as very well prepared to 
perform their immediate role when they start employment with 
your organisation. 

* BPP Research and Analysis



The cost of early careers hiring has gone up. The instinctive response is to pull back. The data 
suggests that is the wrong call.

Is the cost pressure you are experiencing a reason 
to reduce early career hires? 

29% of employers rate increasing employment 
costs as a major or critical barrier to early 
career hiring

30% agree that justifying the long-term ROI of 
early careers hiring is a major or critical 
barrier to early career hiring

71% 
* BPP Research and Analysis

say early careers investment has broadly 
met or exceeded expectations over the 
past 3 years



The organisations in our survey are, on the whole, 
managing well. They are growing their early 
careers activity, redesigning roles, investing in 
support. But they are doing so in a labour market 
that is structurally thinning around them 

– BPP

Published late May 2026, the government’s independent review into youth economic inactivity shows over 1 
million young people aged 16 to 24 currently not in education, employment or training.

The Milburn Review: Not just a policy concern. It is 
a pipeline concern.
 

16% youth unemployment since mid-2022, up from 
9.2%

35% decline in apprenticeship starts for 16 to 
24-year-olds since the Levy was introduced; 
Level 2 starts are down 68%

84% of NEET young people say they want to find a 
job, education or training – this is not a 
motivation problem

30% of NEET young people have good GCSEs or 
above, and 15% have a degree – yet the 
system is not absorbing them



The labour market is structurally changing. The open 
market for early career talent is thinning. This is not 
a temporary dip.

140 applications per graduate vacancy – the 
highest on record since 1991 – yet 
employer confidence in the quality of the 
pipeline has fallen sharply 
BPP Research and Analysis

57%

1 in 9

of employers expect apprenticeship 
investment to increase relative to 
graduate schemes over the next three 
years 
BPP Survey

UK workers are now young people, down 
from roughly 1 in 7 since 2000, even as 
overall employment grew by 7 million 
The Milburn Review

The organisations in our survey are, on the whole, 
managing well. They are growing their early 
careers activity, redesigning roles, investing in 
support. But they are doing so in a labour market 
that is structurally thinning around them 

– BPP

If the skills your organisation 
needs in five years are not 
coming through your current 
early careers pipeline, where 
will they come from?



Contact us

UK Head Office
BPP, Aldine Place, 142-144 Uxbridge Road, London, W12 8AW

Hong Kong
Level 54 Hopewell Centre, 183 Queens Road East, Hong Kong

Malaysia
Unit 30-01, Level 30, Tower A, Vertical Business Suite, Avenue 3, Bangsar South, 

No.8 Jalan Kerinchi, 59200 Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia

Singapore
80 Robinson Road #02-00, Singapore 068898

Emma O’Dell,
Skills & Capability Director, BPP



Changes in 
students' skills

Sarah Roché
Cibyl & Advisory 
Practice Lead, GTI



Our talent intelligence and advisory function. The largest longitudinal early careers dataset in the UK, and the research other providers cite.

100,000
students surveyed every year

300M+
structured data points

6+ years
of longitudinal history

2,200+
UK institutions

Research
The largest longitudinal early careers 

dataset in the UK, and the flagship studies 
others cite.

Cibyl AI
AI built on our data: live insight, plus 

candidate tools like career advice and 
interview practice.

Advisory
Benchmarking, EVP and board-level 

analysis. The expertise to turn data into 
decisions.

FLAGSHIP R ESEARCH Cibyl Graduate Insights  •  Student Mental Health Study  •  Levelling the Playing Field in Law  •  Cibyl AI & I



Work un-readiness: real, or a story we tell? 
Graduate hiring fell and applications per vacancy have soared, so the employer 
concern is real. 
But does the skills evidence support a readiness collapse? We tested it two ways.

LENS1

Self-perception of skills and readiness, 
tracked over time, the longest run we hold 
(2019 to 2026).

LENS 2

Independent, demonstrated capability from SHL’s 
Global Skills Assessment, 177,430 participants.

L E N S  1

What students say

perception, over time

L E N S  2

What assessments 
measure

demonstration



Students feel confident in their skills

8.8%

9.7%

13.2%

15.0%

17.0%

31.4%

34.3%

34.9%

36.8%

37.8%

45.1%

47.8%

50.0%

50.3%

58.5%

Commercial awareness

Negotiation skills

Entrepreneurship

Data science / analysis

Tech skills (AI, cloud, coding)

Initiative / self-drive

Leadership

Organisation

Creativity

Resilience

Attention to detail

Communication

Teamwork

Critical thinking

Problem-solving

Students describe themselves as adaptable and collaborative before they describe 
themselves as technical or commercial, and that view is stable over time. 

Cibyl Graduate Research UK Survey, 2026, weighted  ·  52k+ responses  ·  top five self-ranked skills

Organisation -2.5pp

Leadership +2.0pp

Attention to detail -1.7pp

Entrepreneurship +1.5pp

Communication -1.3pp

Commercial awareness +1.3pp

Critical thinking +1.2pp

Creativity -1.1pp

Initiative / self-drive -1.1pp

Teamwork -1.0pp

Negotiation skills +0.9pp

Tech skills (AI, cloud, coding) +0.7pp

Problem-solving -0.5pp

Resilience +0.5pp

Data science / analysis +0.3pp



They feel more ready for work, not less.

67.6%
agree their course gives the 

skills the market needs (2026)

+4.5pp since 2019

17.4% disagree in 2026

Cibyl Graduate Research UK Survey, 2019 to 2026, weighted  ·  523k+ responses  ·  course gives skills necessary for the labour market

40%

50%

60%

70%

80%

2019 2020 2021 2022 2023 2024 2025 2026

Engineering & Technology Business & Management Law

Social Sciences History / philosophy / religion

But it varies by course.



UK graduate talent outperforms the global cohort.

SHL Global Skills Assessment - 177,430 participants

27.5%

25.2%

25.6%

25.5%

24.9%

23.8%

24.2%

23.4%

21.8%

23.7%

20.9%

40.7%

41.7%

41.0%

38.7%

39.2%

39.8%

37.8%

38.2%

39.6%

37.4%

37.4%

31.9%

33.2%

33.4%

35.8%

35.9%

36.4%

38.0%

38.4%

38.5%

38.8%

41.6%

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

Works to high quality standards

Takes responsibility

Uses time efficiently

Fosters team cohesion

Maintains good working relationships

Copes with setbacks and criticism

Analyses information

Learns quickly

Strives to achieve

Generates new ideas

Adapts to change

Skill gap (%) Average (%) Strength (%)



LENS 2 ·  OVER 
TIME

Over time, most skills hold. One does not. 
Most are stable or rebuilding. Critical thinking is the exception.

Source: SHL Graduate Skills, UK & Ireland, March 2026 · Graduate 8.0 JFA · % of graduates in the high score band (top 30%), 2021 to 2025

Interpersonal

Maintains relationships 30%  →  35% ↑ +5pp

Fosters team cohesion 30%  →  32% ↑ +2pp

Takes responsibility 37%  →  35% ↓ -2pp

Critical thinking W A T C H

Analyses information 42%  →  35% ↓ -7pp

Learns quickly 38%  →  36% ↓ -2pp

Generates new ideas 36%  →  34% ↓ -2pp

Resilience

Copes with setbacks 31%  →  37% ↑ +6pp

Adapts to change 41%  →  39% ↓ -2pp

Excellence

Works to high standards 32%  →  34% ↑ +2pp

Uses time efficiently 36%  →  33% ↓ -3pp

Strives to achieve 37%  →  36% ↓ -1pp



Is the problem 
that we view 
skills 
differently? 

Does ‘good communication’ differ by generation? 



Only 21% report having completed an internship, down from 35.1% in 2022

Cibyl Graduate Research UK Survey, 2022 to 2025, weighted  ·  523k+ responses  ·  reported internship incidence by sector

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

2022 2023 2024 2025

Part-time job

Voluntary / charity

Internship

None of the above

The gap is 
not skills. 

It’s 
experience.
 

Graduates are leaving university with less actual work 
experience than previous cohorts. 



One size does not fit

By sector
Training need runs from 65% in Technology to 74% 
in Business.

By group
Wellbeing support is wanted by 49% of non-binary 
and 38% of women graduates, against 28% of men.

By discipline
Engineering over-indexes on relocation support 
(35%).

Use a short intake diagnostic to route 
support, not one induction for all.

The first weeks:

54.6%
want weekly contact before they even start

A pre-joining package

1 Weekly personalised email cadence

2 Manager and team introductions

3 A cohort WhatsApp or community

4 An induction day or office visit

5 Work-readiness training before day one

Employed graduates rate induction days (79%), welcome 
packs (78%) and work-readiness training (77%) the most 
useful.

Before day one:



Gen Z’s are used to ‘micro-feedback’ and 
recognition. 

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 



SO WHAT IS REALLY GOING ON?

The skills are there. But there is work to do.

1 The skills are there
Self-perception is stable, readiness is up since 2019, 
and independent assessment rates graduates above 
the global average.

2 The gap is applied experience
Real work experience has thinned. Internships are 
down a third since 2022.

3 It’s a productivity opportunity
Job-ready is not productivity-ready. The transition 
from offer to the first 90 days is the lever you control. 

4
So the task is prepare, measure and 
feedback
The skills exist; what needs work is how we surface, 
translate and evidence them, and how we use 
feedback to accelerate their performance. 



Closing the Gap 
Between Talent 
and Opportunity

Cherise Basslian
Director of Careers and Student 

Enterprise, University of East London
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Employer identified skills gaps

what-employers-want---september-2025.pdf

28%

31%

37%

45%

55%

Customer Engagement

Team Working

Commercial Awareness

Time Management

Communication

Top 5 Skills Gaps

47%

49%

54%

68%

74%

Cross-Disciplinary
Collaboration

Working in hybrid
environments

Cultural & Diversity
Awareness

Emotional Intelligence

AI Literacy

Top 5 Future Skills
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what-employers-want---september-2025.pdf

29%

14%

18%

39%

No implementation

Limited roles

Parital implementation

Organisation wide
practice

Skills Based Hiring

28%

32%

43%

57%

Cost/Time reduction

Staff turnover reduction

EDI Goals

Talent Shortage

Top Reasons

23%

27%

32%

34%

49%

Leadership Resistance

Lack of expertise/tools

Candidate expectations

Fair Assessment

Accurate Assessment

Top Concerns

8%

41%
39%

10%

2%

Graduate Preparedness

Strongly agree Agree Neutral Disagree Strongly disagree
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Workplace Skills in the Classroom

1

Pre-class
prep

Study assigned
materials individually

before class

2

Individual
test (IRAT)

Short quiz checks
comprehension

before group work

3

Team
test (TRAT)

Same quiz as team
— debate builds

consensus

4

Application
activity

Real-world tasks,
simultaneous
answer reveal



Practice Based Centres

STEAM
SUPPORT 
CENTRE

LEGAL 
ADVICE 
CENTRE

TAX AND
ACCOUNTANCY

CLINIC

HEALTH 
ADVICE 

HUB

BUSINESS
ADVICE 
CENTRE

HEALTH 
ADVICE 

HUB

CHARITY 
SOFA

UEL connects academia, industry, and community through real-world, supervised student work that builds career readiness, 

addresses local challenges, and transforms experiential learning into lasting impact. Spanning law, finance, business, technology, 

health, and the charitable sector, our student-led, expert-supervised services position UEL as a multi-service civic hub for East London.



Skills self reflection 



Cappfinity Skills Discovery 

Pre- Reading: 
• Students watch a video on 

strengths and complete 
Cappfinity Skills Discovery.

Lecture 1:
• Interactive activity on 

discovering strengths.
• Students Discuss their 

Assessment in Groups 

Seminar 1: 
• Students to write a speculative 

cover letter, with a focus on 
their strengths.

Workshop 1 – Discovering Strengths



• Second fastest rising university in the 
sector for graduate employability

• Achieved an 11% increase from previous 
year in graduate outcomes

• The percentage of students who felt 
"Very/Extremely prepared” to transition 
into a graduate career increased from 51% 
(Pre) to 71% (Post) 

• Students’ overall satisfaction with skills & 
employability module is 89%



‘We have wide brand awareness through a careers website while investing heavily in more targeted strategic university 
partnerships’

‘We absolutely focus on skills and consider contextual information, but strong academics have helped us to target a pool of 
candidates that we know we want to engage with’
‘Clarity on differentiation is important too. We need to educate students about the importance of being clear about the value they bring to a 

role – not just listing everything they've done. When they're able to showcase their unique combination of strengths and 
focus on key skills and relevant experiences, it really helps them to stand out’

‘University careers teams play a really important role in creating safe spaces where students can learn practical 
frameworks for AI assisted applications that authentically reflect the candidate. Employers also need to be clear 
about what’s required. “It’s important to get guidance out there as much as possible. We've done quite a lot of careers 
fairs and recruiter insight sessions, so that everyone can have access to the same information,” 

The application explosion: key insights for employers | ISE

https://ise.org.uk/knowledge/insights/552/the_application_explosion_key_insights_for_employers


Can universities support with the 
application explosion?
• Turn universities into professional environments that mimic the workplace

• Authentic assessment and experiential learning to give students simulated work experience from day 1

• Hiring employers to teach on courses

• Badging technical and behavioural skills for job matching, becoming trusted recruitment partners

• Digital front door for employers to access HE in a seamless manner, support for local SMEs

• The university is the biggest local employer, hire graduates, learn from them and let them shape the 
workplace, mentor other students and become role models 



Enabling Gen Z in work and study

Digital FirstSocial Impact

Work/Life 
Balance

Flexible

Continuous 
Learning

Mental Health & 
Wellbeing



Great Expectations…

• Universities are expected to teach and assess behavioural skills 
alongside technical skills – become trusted recruitment partners

• Employers should manage expectations around articulation of skills to 
ensure they don’t miss out on talent

• Students should manage their expectations of the workplace and take 
ownership of their skills and professional development

• Employers and universities need to meet the expectations of Gen Z in 
terms of flexibility, work/life balance and continuous learning



Pre-skilling and post-
hire L&D techniques 
and tools

Sean Miranda
Technical Client 
Manager, GTI



Sean to add video



Mental health 
support pre and 
post hire

Dan Doherty
Head of Marketing, 
GTI



Student 
Mental Health 
Insights 2025
A call to improve and sustain students’ 
and graduates’ mental health



Key areas that impact student mental health
1. Transitions & preparedness

2. Community, belonging & social connection

3. Student life: financial, exam, & career stress

4. Nutrition, diet & healthy eating

5. Digital wellbeing & social media

6. Barriers to access support at university & in 
employment



Community, belonging & social connection
• Big influencers of mental wellbeing

• No friends, low quality friendships, or unsocial = low 
MH

• 3 in 5 think help to make friends would’ve made 
starting university easier

• 50% of respondents with low MH don’t feel connected 
to their fellow students (vs 26% average)

23%

18%

43%

15%

44%

19%

32%

Total

Friends

No friends

Satisfied friendships

Dissatisfied friendships

Extra-curriculars

No extra-curriculars

Low Mental Health



Digital wellbeing & social media
• Resource for wellbeing help but also 

echo-chamber 

• 2-4 hrs daily on social media (medium)

• Students with low MH spent more time of 
social media

• 53% students with low MH increasingly 
prioritise social media over other life 
activities

25%

22%

Total

Low MH

In the last 12 months, have you given increasing 
priority to social media use over other life interests 

and daily activities?

41% agree

53% agree

33% disagree

26% disagree



Shame & stigma remain primary barriers

30%

23%

20%

19%

15%

15%

14%

13%

11%

22%

17%

4%

49%

46%

38%

32%

26%

22%

23%

24%

17%

8%

7%

5%

Not knowing what to say, how to express what’s happening

Feeling that there’s nothing anyone could do to help you

Feeling ashamed/ embarrassed to that you have a MH challenge

Not trusting that your concerns would be handled in the right way

Worrying that it might affect your academic success/progress

Not knowing where to go for help/advice

Concerns about confidentiality

Worrying that you’d be seen as weak

Difficulty securing an appointment

None of the above

Not applicable/ don’t know

Other

Total

Low MH

Is there anything that prevented you from using your university’s mental health services?



Barriers to support: in employment

• 25% graduates don’t think their 
employer provides good MH 
support

• Graduates with low MH are more 
likely to think their employers’ 
support is not good enough (33% 
vs 25% total)

• Only 11% have spoken to their 
employer about their mental 
health difficulties

64%

44%

36%

28%

26%

12%

9%

8%

6%

3%

General wellbeing benefits

Healthy working practices

Counselling service

Mental health discussed in 121’s

Mental health training for staff

Counselling service (telephone)

Celebrating MH awareness days

Webinars on MH & wellbeing

Employees sharing their MH stories

Other

What mental health support would you 
like your employer to provide?



Pulse survey insights



Student Mental Heath 
• Over the last five years, 

student mental health has 
shown a notable decline, with 
over 70% indicating it has 
worsened.

• Whereas employers has seen 
an improvement over the past 
3 years

4%

4%

4%

13%

74%

15%

23%

4%

27%

31%

No change

Improved

Prefer not to say

Don't know

Declined

Early Careers Employers

Educators



Organisational/Institutional support 

0%

0%

4%

22%

74%

0%

4%

4%

24%

68%

Not very well

Not at all well

Don't know

Very Well

Fairly well

Early Careers Employers
Educators



Organisational/Institutional support – Student view

4%

12%

17%

25%

43%

8%

17%

10%

31%

35%

Not at all well

Not very well

Very well

Don’t know

Fairly well

Early Careers Employers
Educators



Barriers and Limitations

16%

5%

21%

26%

47%

47%

63%

9%

23%

32%

27%

14%

36%

18%

Other

No barriers

Lack of trained staff

Stigma around mental health

Low student engagement

Lack of time/ resources

Limited funding

Early Careers Employers

Educators



Whitepaper recommendations



Recommendations
2. Easier access and 

communications
1. Strengthening 

transitions  

• Pre-arrival preparation 
modules. 

• Structured “meet people 
fast” programmes

• Financial guidance 
sessions during 
onboarding and induction

• One-stop digital hubs

• “No wrong door” policy

• Plain language and 
youth-friendly design.

3. Early identification 
training

• Staff trained to notice 
behavioural markers

• Staff confident to have 
conversations

• Staff fully aware on 
how/where to signpost



UK Student 
Mental Health 
Report & 
Whitepaper

‘Research to 
Reality’ webinar -
7th July 10am

Progress made on the 6 topics 

Accenture, Tfl, London South Bank 
University, University of Bristol

Research to 
Reality | GTI

Partner on next 
year’s research…

roko.kostan@groupgti.com 



Employer panel

Richard Freeborn
Group Head of Talent 
Acquisition, Howden

Hannah Twelvetrees
Senior Next Generation 
Partner, CBRE



Measuring technical skills ‘live’
39,000 skills



Register for October


	Simon
	Slide 1
	Slide 2
	Slide 3
	Slide 4
	Slide 5
	Slide 6
	Slide 7
	Slide 8
	Slide 9
	Slide 10
	Slide 11
	Slide 12
	Slide 13
	Slide 14
	Slide 15
	Slide 16
	Slide 17
	Slide 18
	Slide 19

	Emma
	Slide 20
	Slide 21
	Slide 22
	Slide 23
	Slide 24
	Slide 25
	Slide 26
	Slide 27
	Slide 28: End slide

	Sarah
	Slide 29
	Slide 30
	Slide 31
	Slide 32
	Slide 33
	Slide 34
	Slide 35
	Slide 36
	Slide 37
	Slide 38
	Slide 39
	Slide 40

	Cherise
	Slide 41
	Slide 42
	Slide 43: Employer identified skills gaps
	Slide 44
	Slide 45
	Slide 46
	Slide 47: Practice Based Centres
	Slide 48: Skills self reflection 
	Slide 49: Cappfinity Skills Discovery 
	Slide 50
	Slide 51
	Slide 52: Can universities support with the application explosion?
	Slide 53: Enabling Gen Z in work and study
	Slide 54:  Great Expectations…

	Sean
	Slide 55
	Slide 56

	Dan
	Slide 57
	Slide 58: Student  Mental Health  Insights 2025
	Slide 59: Key areas that impact student mental health
	Slide 60: Community, belonging & social connection
	Slide 61: Digital wellbeing & social media
	Slide 62: Shame & stigma remain primary barriers
	Slide 63: Barriers to support: in employment
	Slide 64: Pulse survey insights 
	Slide 65: Student Mental Heath 
	Slide 66: Organisational/Institutional support 
	Slide 67: Organisational/Institutional support – Student view
	Slide 68: Barriers and Limitations
	Slide 69: Whitepaper recommendations
	Slide 70: Recommendations
	Slide 71

	Richard and Hannah
	Slide 72

	Close
	Slide 73
	Slide 74


