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1. The case for employer engagement in schools

2. Different forms of engagement have different 
impacts in terms of pupil characteristics and 
combinations of employer activities have the 
great impact

There are numerous 
developments which 
make the transition 
from education to work 
more challenging for 
young people – employer 
engagement can help 
young people respond to 
with these challenges

There is a wide range of 
ways in which employers 
can engage with schools

 > The labour market has become more complex, competitive 
and fast-changing1. In this context, young people find engaging 
with employers more helpful for making their career choices 
than relying on public information or close ties (i.e. parents or 
friends).2

 > A study with seven to 11-year olds has shown that even at 
this age career aspirations are shaped by social background 
and gender stereotypes.3 Engaging with employers has the 
potential to equalise this effect.

 > Young people’s career aspirations in the UK have “nothing in 
common” with projected labour demand in the UK4. Engaging 
with employers can give pupils “a realistic sense of career 
choices.”5

 > Young people feel poorly prepared for adult working life6 and 
recruiters believe young people lack the skills required to 
make a successful transition from education into work7. Nine 
out of ten teachers consider work-related learning activities 
to be important for developing pupil’s “skills for career 
management.”8

There is a wide range of ways in which employers can engage 
with schools and pupils, including: work experience, job/work 
shadowing, workplace visits, one-to-one mentoring, enterprise 
education/competition, work-related learning, careers talk, mock 
interviews and CV workshops. The value of each of these can vary 
by pupil characteristic, and combinations of them can be more 
powerful than just one form of engagement.
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While low academic 
achievers benefit 
from more sustained 
engagement activities, 
high achievers benefit 
from more targeted 
interventions

Pupils from different 
school types all gain 
cultural capital, but 
human and social capital 
gains are more prevalent 
among pupils that have 
attended selective state/
grammar or independent 
schools

Engaging with employers 
produces positive 
educational outcomes 
(i.e. attainment)

Engaging with employers 
has positive economic 
outcomes, i.e. it leads 
to higher wages and 
reduced rates of NEET

Secondary school teachers believe different employer 
engagement activities to be effective for learners at different 
stages.9 In particular, teachers believe that “low achievers” 
benefit most from sustained engagement with employers – work 
experience or mentoring – whereas “high achievers” benefit from 
less substantial but more targeted interventions such as careers 
fairs or mock interviews. Since employer engagement affects 
educational outcomes mainly through increasing motivation 
and confidence, this finding suggests that low achievers require 
sustained engagement with employers for their motivation to 
increase.

A study that explored the reasons why young British adults 
found employer engagement activities to be beneficial has 
shown that, across all school types, young people described 
cultural capital gains (i.e. increased confidence and academic 
motivation). However, human capital gains (employability skills) 
were more prevalent among young people that had attended 
grammar or selective state schools. In addition, more than twice 
the proportion of young people that had attended independent 
schools, compared with non-selective state schools, reported 
social capital gains.10

More than half (58%) of a review of 47 studies found that employer 
engagement activities had a positive effect on pupils’ educational 
attainment and all four studies investigating the effects of work 
experience on attainment found positive results.11 In addition, a 
survey of 824 secondary school teachers showed that nine out 
of ten (93%) believe that employer engagement has a positive 
impact on pupils’ exam results.12

More than two thirds (68%) of these studies found that employer 
engagement activities have a positive effect on pupil’s later 
economic outcomes. Each participation in a career talk at age 14-
15 is associated with a wage premium of 0.8%13. Young people 
who undertook four or more employer engagement activities are 
86% less likely to be NEET than their peers who did not take part 
in such activities.14

3. Impacts on pupils
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Employer engagement 
activities benefit pupils, 
primarily through raising 
their confidence and 
academic motivation

Employers benefit 
positively from engaging 
with schools in terms of 
staff recruitment and 
motivation

Engaging with schools 
and pupils has positive 
impacts on employees’ 
skills development

Different employer 
engagement activities 
fulfil different roles in 
a pupil’s educational 
journey and their 
transition from 
education to work

Traditionally, employer engagement has been understood as 
enhancing young people’s employability skills. However, a 2015 
study found that pupils indicated that the main change as a result 
of engaging with employers was in cultural capital, that is, their 
confidence and academic motivation increased.15

Recruitment costs range between £4,000-£6,100 per hire17. 
Work placements and other forms of engaging with pupils about 
to enter the workforce minimise the risks associated with hiring 
new staff and allows businesses to build a network of local talent 
through which they can recruit in the future. In addition, research 
with business volunteers in education has shown that engaging 
with schools increases their motivation and job satisfaction18.

By engaging with a new set of stakeholders – primarily teachers and 
pupils – employees develop a range of soft skills: communication 
skills, ability to help others, adaptability etc.19 Considering the 
costs of professional staff development programmes that aim to 
develop a similar set of competencies, a recent report concludes 
that volunteering in schools is a “cost-effective way to develop 
certain core competencies”20.

Employer engagement activities fulfil different “roles” and become 
more relevant at different junctures in an educational journey:16 

 > Understanding jobs – clarifying future options (P1-S6)

 > Relevance of learning to the world of work (S1-S6)

 > Preparing for work, including building skills and confidence 
(S2-S6)

 > Gaining a job or entry for further/higher education (S3-S6)

4. Benefits to employers
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Research indicates a 
range of good practices 
that can be drawn on to 
maximise the impact of 
employer engagement 
activities – Chapter 6 
outlines these areas for 
DYW Glasgow

The impact of employer engagement on pupils is maximised by: 

 > An early start to engaging with employers

 > Using the “authentic” information provided by employer to 
provide insights into jobs of the future in the regional labour 
market

 > The number of times a pupil engages with employers

 > The variety of different employer engagement activities that 
pupils are exposed to

 > Pupils using a management tool with which they can review 
their learning and career development

 > The quality of the engagement

 > The timing in their educational pathways.

5. Good practice in employer engagement
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Rocket Science was commissioned by the Glasgow Developing the Young 
Workforce group to review the research on the impact of employer 
engagement with schools and pupils. The intention is to use the research 
to encourage more engagement and to focus action to those groups 
and activities where there is particular evidence of strong impact. 

The research process started by searching a number of keywords – 
“employer engagement” and “school-business partnerships” in different 
web-based search engines, primarily www.google.co.uk and the 
Edinburgh University Library search engine https://discovered.ed.ac.uk. 

Much of the most relevant research for this review was conducted by  
the London-based Education and Employers Taskforce, including their 
January 2018 review “Employer engagement in education: Insights from 
international evidence for effective practice and future research”21. The 
current report synthesises different research reports of the Education 
and Employer’s Taskforce and other published and grey literature 
on employer engagement and education. Throughout the report, an 
emphasis was put on translating already published research findings into 
easily understandable graphs and tables and presenting the research 
findings in an accessible language. In total, the findings of 62 studies are 
included in this report.

INTRODUCTION

Background

There is a paradox surrounding young people’s entry into the la-
bour market today: while young people today are better qualified 
than their counterparts in previous generations, it is more difficult 
than ever before for them to enter the labour market. Simply put: 

“Considered collectively, no prior generation has ever entered the world 
of work with more years of schooling, higher levels of qualification or 
greater human capital to their names, and yet mounting evidence shows 
them struggling to compete for economic opportunities.”22
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The difficulties young people face in their transition from education to 
employment are reflected in numerous labour market developments: 

 > The labour market has become more competitive and occupational 
profiles more complex23

 > Young people’s aspirations have little in common with actual labour 
market demand24

 > Pupils lack the job searching, CV-writing and interviewing skills that 
are required to make a successful transition from education to work.25

 
These developments and difficulties, each of which will be further explored 
in Chapter 2, explain why young people struggle to make a transition into 
the labour market.
 
This has historically been a particular concern in Scotland where, in 
2014, the unemployment rate for young people was 18.8%, almost 
three times as high as the all age unemployment rate.26 Lowering youth 
unemployment and better preparing young people for the transition 
from education to work was one of the major goals of the Commission for 
Developing Scotland’s Young Workforce (the “Wood Commission”). The 
Scottish Government’s response to the findings – “Developing the Young 
Workforce – Scotland’s Youth Employment Strategy” was published in 
December 2014. One of the key recommendations was the development 
of employer-led regional “Developing the Young Workforce” (DYW) units 
which are tasked with strengthening employer engagement in schools: 
bringing schools, and particularly pupils, closer together with employers. 

The Scottish Government’s initial headline target was to reduce youth 
unemployment by 40% by 2021 – a target that has been reached four years 
ahead of schedule.27 Despite this, the current unemployment rate for young 
people aged 16-24 is 9.2%: still more than twice as high as the unemployment 
rate for everyone aged 16 and over in Scotland (4.3%)28. This highlights the 
need to maintain a focus on the agenda set out by the Wood Commission. 

The type of employer engagement activity that has traditionally been 
emphasised (specifically since the inception of The Education (Scotland) 
Act 1980) is work experience. Scotland, with the standardised work 
experience placement in S4, is now the only country in the UK with a 
standardised work experience component in schools. This established 
tradition of employer engagement in schools in Scotland means that 
there is currently a highly conducive climate for diversifying the type of 
employer engagement activities in schools (see Chapter 3) and for further 
enhancing employer engagement in schools:
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 > Employer engagement in schools is high on the political agenda in 
Scotland: The Commission for Developing Scotland’s Young Workforce 
placed employer engagement high on the political agenda. There are 
now 21 industry-led regional DYW groups across Scotland with the 
goal of helping employers to engage with schools

 > There are numerous guidelines and toolkits that aim to ease the 
process of setting up school-employer partnerships, such as a 
toolkit to help career coordinators and career advisors in schools to 
manage and evaluate employer engagement activities that has been 
developed by the Career Development Institute29, and the guidelines 
for schools, employers, DYW regional groups and local authorities 
developed by Education Scotland.30 In addition, there are now online 
match-making platforms such as Marketplace and Founders4Schools 
bringing together schools and colleges with volunteers from the work 
of work.

 > Research has shown the positive impacts employer engagement 
has on pupils and businesses alike: The last decade has seen a major 
increase in the number and quality of studies investigating the impacts 
of employer engagement, particularly on pupils. Anthony Mann, one 
of the leading researchers in the field of employer engagement and 
careers education, suggests that it is no longer possible to dismiss the 
literature evidencing the impact of employer engagement in schools 
and that the “literature tells a consistent story” in benefitting many 
young people.31
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The rest of this report is structured as follows: 

 > Chapter 2 Transitioning from education to work: the case for employer 
engagement in schools (page 11)

 > Chapter 3 Impact on Schools and Pupils (page 18)

 > Chapter 4 Benefits for Employers (page 38)

 > Chapter 5 Good Practice and recommendations for DYW Glasgow 
(page 42)

 > Appendix 1 Types of employer engagement (page 49)

 > Appendix 2 Bibliography (page 52)
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It was previously noted that the current generation of young people present 
the paradox of being highly qualified and, at the same time, struggling to 
enter the labour market. Why has the transition from education to work 
become so difficult for young people? This chapter seeks answers to 
this question in three areas, each of which highlights the positive benefit 
employers can bring to schools and young people.

Drawing on interviews with specialists on youth unemployment and HR 
professionals, Anthony Mann and Prue Huddleston outline three labour 
market developments that make the transition from education to work 
challenging for young people.32 Each of these developments warrant 
specific responses from schools:

 > Primarily as a result of technological change, labour markets and 
occupational profiles have become more complex. As a result, the 
decisions young people have to make about their educational and 
professional pathways are more complicated. This, in turn, highlights 
the need for better careers information and advice in schools. 

 > Labour markets today are increasingly competitive, partially 
resulting from the trend of older workers to delay retirement.33 As a 
result, more graduates take on jobs that were traditionally considered 
non-graduate jobs. This means that people are regularly overqualified 
for jobs, leading to what has been described as the “no experience, 
no job” cycle34: most job offers now demand work experience, which 
makes getting the first job (i.e. labour market entry) ever more 
difficult. This increased competition is exacerbated by the fact that 
employers have a recruitment bias against school leavers and young 

2. THE TRANSITION FROM SCHOOL 
TO WORK; THE CASE FOR EMPLOYER 
ENGAGEMENT IN SCHOOLS

2.1 Young people require more assistance in navigating 
an ever more complex, competitive and fast-changing 
labour market
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graduates: many are reluctant to recruit young people coming straight 
out of education, with only about one in ten businesses directly 
recruiting 16-18 year olds from schools.35 Considering this increased 
competition, schools need to make sure that pupils are well prepared 
and resilient to face the challenge of entering the labour market. 

 > Labour markets are changing faster than ever before: The final 
characteristic of the current labour market is the fast pace at 
which it is changing. As a result, employers no longer only expect 
traditional skills such as technical ability, literacy and numeracy 
from their employees, but the “ability to be personally effective 
in applying knowledge to solve new problems”36. This requires 
schools to shift the focus from increasing what pupils know to 
enhancing their ability to apply that knowledge in new situations. 

Engaging with employers has the potential to better prepare pupils to face 
each of these three challenges posed by the current labour market (see 
Chapter 3 which outlines the impact of employer engagement pupils).

2.2 Young people’s aspirations develop early, are 
influenced by social background, and do not match 
labour market demand

The starting point for looking at young people’s transition from education 
to work is young people’s aspirations. That is, what work do young people 
want to do? And what are the sources of their aspirations? 

There are two related issues here: 

 > Careers aspirations develop at a young age and are shaped a young 
person’s social background and gender 

 > There is a mismatch between young people’s career aspirations and 
actual labour market demand. 
 

In the rest of this section we explore these two issues in detail.
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Careers aspirations develop at a young age and are shaped a 
young person’s social background and gender

A recent “Drawing the Future” survey study asked 11,786 children in the 
UK aged 7 to 11 to draw what they wanted to do when they were older, 
and also asked them to state how they had heard about this job.37 The 
report not only gave insights as to how early career aspirations develop, 
but also about a number of factors that influence career aspirations:

 > Social background: The study used free school meals as a proxy 
for socio-economic background to show that children from more 
affluent schools have aspirations towards better-paid professions. 
In conjunction with the finding that 36% of children base their 
career aspirations on people they know personally, this shows the 
importance of social environment in influencing young children’s 
career aspirations. Importantly, studies have found that the type 
of career aspirations primary school children have affect later 
educational outcomes, “with higher aspirations being positive 
related to higher levels of attainment and lower dropout rates”38. 

 > Gender stereotyping in STEM sciences: Children’s answers in 
the “Drawing the Future” survey highlight clear patterns of gender 
stereotypes, with “sportsman”, “social media” and “gaming” popular 
among boys and “teacher” for girls.39 In addition, studies found that 
pupils at primary school age perceive STEM sciences in terms of gender 
stereotypes, e.g. “girls don’t do maths”40 and science is for “brainy 
white men” 41. Since, as a study has shown, pupils who don’t express 
STEM-related career aspirations at age 10 are unlikely to develop such 
aspirations at age 14, girls may continue to be less likely to enter STEM 
related fields.42 Importantly, studies have shown that meeting a scientist 
opens up young people’s understanding of who a scientist may be.43 

 

More generally, survey studies have found that 91% of primary school 
teachers agree that “helping children understand the link between their 
learning in schools and the world of work will help motivate them to 
improve their academic performance”44. This indicates the potential that 
engaging with employers has for influencing young people’s aspirations. 
In particular, employer engagement has the potential to equalise the 
effects of social background and gender stereotyping on young people’s 
aspirations – an issue further discussed in Chapter 3.
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There is a mismatch between young people’s career aspirations 
and actual labour market demand

The second, related, issue is the misalignment of the aspirations of 
young people with labour market demand. 

 > The most recent study in this area found that, while young people’s 
career aspirations change between the ages 13 and 18, their career 
aspirations are not correlated with labour market demand – the career 
aspirations have, as the study’s authors put it, “nothing in common” 
with the projected demand for labour in the UK between 2010 and 
2020.45 For example, while 21% of young people aged 15-16 would 
like to work in the field of Culture, Media and Sports, there will only 
be 2.4% of new jobs in these sectors. In addition, over half of young 
people aged 13-16 want to enter just three of the 25 occupational 
areas assessed: Culture Media and Sport occupations, Health 
professionals, and Business, Media and Public Service professionals. 

 > The results of this study, in conjunction with the similar results 
from other studies conducted in 2009 and 2011 show this to be a 
general trend.1 This mismatch between careers aspirations and 
labour market demand is of significant concern. It may result in 
young people investing in educational journeys which are unlikely 
to lead to permanent work. In addition to this, as results from 
the British Cohort Study show, young people who have careers 
aspirations that require a higher level of qualification than they are 
likely to achieve are three times more likely to become NEET (Not in 
Education, Employment or Training) for prolonged periods of time.46 

 > More generally, employer engagement can be a way of preventing 
prospective skills gaps. For example, in the light of the estimated 
requirement for an additional 1,000 recruits in Life Sciences and 
3,000-5,000 recruits in the energy sectors across the Highland and 
Islands in the next five to eight years, the Science Skills Academy in 
Inverness was developed in conjunction with employers in these 
sectors.47 The academy works with schools and employers, and is 
putting in place a number of STEM rooms “to provide exciting and 
stimulating activities that engage young people and make them aware 
of the new opportunities coming their way.”48
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Employer engagement has a role to play in aligning young people’s career 
aspirations with labour market demand. When young people aged 12-
16 were asked about the usefulness of different sources of information 
in influencing their career choices, 57% of young people indicated 
that they found engagement with employers2 “very useful” in making 
their career choice (see Figure 1). As such, engaging with employers 
was more often considered to be “very useful” than sources of public 
information (34%) or engaging with “close ties”, i.e. their parents, 
relatives or friends (51%).49

1 A 2011 study with 490 pupils in London, Nottingham and Glasgow found that there was “little 
correspondence between the structure of labour markets and young people’s aspirations and 
expectations.” [St Clair, R, Kintrea, K & Houston, M 2011, The influence of parents, places and poverty 
on educational attitudes and aspirations. York: Joseph Rowntree Foundation.] A 2009 study was 
able to quantify such mismatch and mapped 160 year-7 pupils’ career aspirations against the UK 
labour market demand at that time and found large discrepancies: while 10% of the total working 
population worked on manufacturing, not a single student wanted to work in this area. Reversely, 
while 36% of the students wanted to work in Public Administration, Education and Health, only 27% 
of the workforce is employed in these sectors. [Atherton, G, Cymbir, E, Roberts, R, Page, L & Remedios, 
R 2009, How Young People Formulate their Views about the Future – exploratory research. London: 
Department for Children, Schools and Families.]

2 Engaging with employers, in this study, consisted of 4 different activities: meeting an employer, 
attending careers fairs, talking to students in college/university or employment, and work experience.
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Figure 1  
Perceptions of young people (aged 12-16) about the usefulness of 
different sources of information in influencing their career choices  

School-mediated workplace contacts are the source most widely 
considered to be “very useful” for young people in making career 

choices 

School-mediated workplace contacts 

Close ties

Public information

Very useful Somewhat useful Not useful

0% 100%

57%

51%

34%

34%

41%

42%

9%

8%

24%

Source: Adapted from Mann, A & Caplan, S, 2012, Closing the Gap: how employers can 
change the way that young people see Apprenticeships. London: PwC.

2.3 A successful transition to work requires a set of skills 
– job searching, CV and interview skills – that current 
pupils are not sufficiently trained for

Besides needing to decide on an appropriate career path, the transition 
from education to work requires a particular set of skills: job searching, 
CV writing and interview skills. A YouGov survey found that “most young 
people educated in the state sector think that their schools prepared 
them poorly for adult working life”50. Focus groups with recruiters believe 
young people to be falling short of these skills51, and a 2012 survey found 
that more than half (54%) of 780 human resource professionals felt that 
young people find it difficult to identify and explain their job-specific skills 
during job interviews.52 At the same time, 56% of the human resources 
professionals think that employers can help young people make the 
transition into employment by providing mock interviews and CV training. 
This again highlights the role that employer engagement can play in 
building young people’s “transition skills”.
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2.4 Summarising the challenges young people face in 
making the transition from school to work, and how 
employer engagement in schools can help overcome 
these challenges

Figure 2 
The challenges young people face to transition from education to work 
and how engaging with employers can meet these challenges

Young people’s transition is difficult 
because of:

Employer engagement can help meet this 
challenge through:

Labour market developments making young 
people’s transition into work challenging, including: 

 > The labour market and occupational profiles 
have become more complex 

 > The labour market has become more 
competitive 

 > The labour market is fast-changing which 
led to a shift from an emphasis on technical 
skills to the ability to apply new knowledge 
successfully

 > Providing young people with a better 
idea of job roles and the corresponding 
educational and professional pathways 

 > Equipping pupils with the transition skills and 
resilience to compete in the labour market 

 > Emphasising the importance of applied 
learning (e.g. through enterprise education) 
to teachers and pupils

 > Providing pupils and teachers with 
clearer ideas of labour market 
developments and sectors of growth 

 > Widening and equalising young people’s 
gendered understanding of particular career 
paths53

A mismatch between career aspirations and 
labour market demand

Young people lack the transition skills for a 
successful transition from school to work

Equipping pupils with the transition skills – job 
search, CV and interview skills – that are required 
to make a successful transition from school to 
work, through mentoring, advice and guidance, 
and mock interviews

Source: The second row of the table is based on Mann, A & Huddleston, P 2017, ‘Schools and the twenty-first century 
labour market: perspectives on structural change‘, British Journal of Guidance and Counselling, 45/2, p. 208.



The impact of employer engagement with schools

Page 18

This section will review the impacts that employer engagement has on 
schools, with a focus on the impact on pupils. In particular, the focus is on 
whether different kinds of employer engagement activities have different 
impacts on different learners.

In January 2018, the Education and Employers’ Taskforce conducted a 
literature review on employer engagement in education, collating the 
available evidence of effective practice in this area54. They systematically 
analysed the literature published in OECD countries from 1996 onwards 
covering employer engagement in schools. The review addressed 
educational outcomes (such as attainment) and economic outcomes 
(employment rate, wages, reduction in NEET etc). It identified the studies 
on employer engagement that provided evidence for generally positive 
outcomes, those that provided evidence of mixed results and finally, those 
that provided evidence of generally negative outcomes. As such, the study 
indicates the relative merits of different employer engagement types.

After reporting the overall evidence base – first for educational and 
then economic outcomes – this section will also show insights as to 
why employer engagement has an effect on educational or economic 
outcomes, and what type of employer engagement is likely to work for 
whom.

3. THE IMPACT ON SCHOOLS 
AND PUPILS

3.1 Educational outcomes

There have been numerous studies evidencing the impact of employer 
engagement on pupil’s engagement:

 > A survey with 824 secondary school teachers showed that 
nine out of ten (93%) believe that employer engagement 
has a positive impact on students’ exam results55 

 > Drawing on the data from the 2012 Programme for International 
Student Assessment (PISA) in six countries – Australia, Belgium, 
Canada, Denmark, Finland, and Ireland - Schleicher et al. (2017) found 
a positive correlation between participation in career development 
activities likely to involve employer engagement and scores in the PISA 
mathematics tests.56
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Building on Hughes and colleagues’ literature review on careers education, 
Mann and his colleagues identified the research studies likely to have 
involved employer engagement. They identified a total of 47 studies and 
– as can be seen in Figure 3 - 27 studies (58%) showed positive outcomes 
on educational attainment, 20 studies (40%) showed mixed results, and a 
single study showed generally negative results (4%).

There is a good evidence base outlining the positive impact of 
employer engagement on educational outcomes

Figure 3 
The number and type of outcome of studies that assessed the impact of 
employer engagement on pupils’ educational outcomes

Generally positive outcomes Mixed results Generally negative results

More than half the studies on employer engagement activities provide 
evidence of positive educational outcomes. All four studies on work 

experience show that it has a positive effect on attainment.

Work experience

Mentoring

Work-related learning

Job shadowing

Enterprise activities

Total

0% 100%

4

8

14

27

1

5

9

19

2

3

1

1

Source: Adapted from Mann, A, Rehill, J & Kasefpakdel, ET 2018, ‘Employer engagement in education: Insights from 
international evidence for effective practice and future research’, London: Education and Employers Research, p. 
15.

With the exception of enterprise activities and job shadowing, for all other 
employment engagement activities that were reviewed – mentoring, 
work experience, work-related learning – the majority of research studies 
showed positive results. All four studies on work experience showed that 
work experience raised pupils’ attainment. This mirrors the results of 
a study with 390 British secondary school teachers which showed that 
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teachers believe work experience to be the most effective type employer 
engagement activity for raising attainment.57

While it is difficult to draw definite conclusions about the effectiveness 
of different employer engagement types because of the relatively low 
numbers of studies per type, the review showed that, overall, there is 
a good evidence base for the effectiveness of employer engagement in 
raising pupil’s educational attainment.
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Case Study 
Johnson & Johnson’s Bridge to Employment initiative: a 
pioneering model of employer engagement in schools 

In the face of increasing numbers of young people leaving school 
before graduation and the perceived growing demand for healthcare 
workers in the future, the US-based firm Johnson & Johnson – one of the 
world’s leading pharmaceutical companies – established the Bridge to 
Employment (BTE) initiative in 1991.

BTE is a community-based approach to employer engagement, bringing together 
locally operating companies, secondary schools, higher education institutes and 
community-based organisations. The programme exposes pupils in their last years 
of secondary school to a wide range of employer engagement activities – ranging 
from academic tutoring, science laboratories, company tours, career coaching, 
and skills workshops – with the goal of increasing academic achievement, career 
readiness, and higher education exploration and preparation.

In the Highlands, a BTE programme has been established by LifeScan Scotland 
(part of Johnson & Johnson) in cooperation with the Highland Council, the 
University of the Highlands and Islands and Highlands and Islands Enterprise. 
The programme has supported a cohort of pupils throughout a three-year 
programme (from S4-S6) and was provided as an example of good practice in the 
Wood Commission’s interim report. Building on the BTE programme by LifeScan 
Scotland, three other companies started BTE programmes in 2014: Scottish and 
Southern Energy, Highlands & Islands Airports and Capgemini. The Highland 
Council has coordinated the four different BTE programmes.

In September 2016, the programme was applied in Leeds through a 
cooperation between DePuy Synthes (part of Johnson & Johnson), Young 
Enterprise, Leeds City College and the University of Leeds. 50 young 
people are on the three-year BTE programme and will experience, among 
other things, DePuy Synthes’ employer-led career lectures and hospital 
tours. By June 2019, the BTE programme expects the following outcomes: 

 > Half or BTE graduates will improve at least one grade 

 > Four out of five BTE graduates will be accepted to higher education 

 > Half of BTE graduates will enter STEM-related fields 

 > All of BTE graduates demonstrate the employability skills and competencies 
necessary to enter professional environment

Source: Bzdak, M 2007 “The Johnson & Johnson bridge to employment initiative: building sustainable community 
education partnerships”, Corporate Governance: The international journal of business in society, Vol. 7 Issue: 4. 
And Johnson & Johnson – BTE Around the World, Available at: https://www.bridge2employment.org/bte-around-
the-world/site-detail/?id=1004. And University of the Highlands and Islands – Bridge to employment, Available at: 
https://www.uhi.ac.uk/en/about-uhi/faculties-and-subject-networks/science-health-and-engineering/bridge-to-
employment/.
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3.2 Economic outcomes

Besides educational outcomes, studies have shown that employer 
engagement leads to a number of economic outcomes for pupils later in 
life.

 > Wage premiums: 

• Each participation in a career talk at age 14-15 is associated with 
a wage premium of 0.8%. If the career talk by an employer was 
regarded as ‘very helpful’, the wage premium per career talk 
rises to 1.6%58 

• A survey with young adults who reflected on their life after 
secondary school and college suggests that participation in 
job-shadowing before age 16 is associated with a later wage 
premium of 11%59 

• Young adults who described their experience of employer 
engagement activity to be ‘helpful in getting a job’ and recalled 
four or more such activities, were shown to be earning up to 
16.4% more than their peers who had not been exposed to any 
employer engagement activity60. 

 > Reduced NEET (Not in Education, Employment, or Training): Young 
people who undertook four or more employer engagement activities 
are 86% less likely to be NEET than their peers who did not take part 
in such activities.61

Across both wage premiums and NEET, it has been shown that the quality 
and the quantity of employer engagement activities matter: the higher the 
volume of employer engagement in school, the lower is the likelihood of 
NEET in the 19-24 age group.62

There is a good evidence base outlining the positive impact of 
employer engagement on economic outcomes

The literature review by Mann and his colleagues identified a total of 
34 studies that looked at employer engagement in schools and later 
economic outcomes.63 As can be seen in Table 2, 68% of the studies 
reviewed found that employer engagement leads to generally positive 
economic outcomes, and 32% of studies found that it may lead to mixed 
results. No studies found that employer engagement in schools resulted 
in negative economic outcomes. This shows that, overall, there is a robust 
evidence for the positive impact of employer engagement on economic 
outcomes.
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Figure 4 
The number and type of outcome of studies that assessed the impact of 
employer engagement on pupils’ economic outcomes

Considering the low numbers of studies per engagement activity, 
it is difficult to draw robust conclusions about the effectiveness of 
different employment engagement activities for economic outcomes. 
The preliminary evidence provided (see Figure 4), however, shows that 
job shadowing, work experience and enterprise activities are the most 
effective for raising economic outcomes.

Besides educational and economic outcomes, it is important to recognise 
that different employer engagement activities are likely to have different 
outcomes. Survey data with more than 1,000 British adults (age 19-
24) shows their perceptions of the comparative utility of four different 
types of employer engagement activities – work experience, career talks, 
mentoring, and enterprise education - in supporting them with three 
different outcomes64:

Generally positive outcomes Mixed results Generally negative results

More than two thirds of studies on employer engagement evidence 
positive economic outcomes for pupils and not a single study showed 

negative outcomes

0% 100%

Source: Adapted from Mann, A, Rehill, J & Kasefpakdel, ET 2018, ‘Employer engagement in education: Insights from 
international evidence for effective practice and future research’, London: Education and Employers Research, p. 
28.

Job shadowing
Enterprise activities

Work experience
Mentoring

Work-related learning
Total

4

3

6

4

6

23

1

1

2

2

5

11

3.3 Different employer engagement activities affect 
different outcomes
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 > Getting a job after education 

 > Deciding on a career 

 > Getting into Higher Education.
 

Figure 5 shows that “deciding on a career” was most often perceived 
as an outcome across all four employer engagement activities. 84% of 
pupils considered 3 or more career talks to be useful for deciding on 
a career – the highest score across all employer engagement activities. 

Mentoring is perceived as the most helpful activity in terms of getting a 
job after education and getting into higher education: 60% and 62% of 
respondents respectively indicated these activities to be “helpful”.

Figure 5 
Perception of the usefulness of four different employer engagement 
activities for three different outcomes

“Deciding on a career” was most often seen as “helpful” across all 
employer engagement activities, and more intensive forms of career 

talks and enterprise activity increased their perceived utility

Work experience Career talks (1-2 
times)

Career talks (3 or 
more)

Mentoring Enterprise 
education (short 

duration)

Enterprise 
education (long 

duration)

0%

90%

Getting a job after education Deciding on a career Getting into higher education

Source: Adapted from Mann, A, Dawkins, J & McKeown, R 2016, ‘Towards an employer engagement toolkit: British 
teachers’ perspectives on the comparative efficacy of work-related learning activities’, London: Education and 
Employers Research, p.17.
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In addition, a 2012 survey with 390 teachers compared the perceived 
efficacy of different employer engagement activities for a range of outcomes 
areas.65 Figure 6 (page 26) indicates the three activities teachers consider 
to be most useful for achieving a certain outcome. The percentage number 
indicates the proportion of teachers that consider the particular employer 
engagement activity to be effective for reaching a particular outcome. 
The types of activities found most often across numerous outcomes are: 

 > Work experience is among the top three most effective activities 
for the following outcomes: Self-management, understanding 
the world of work, improving attainment, career thinking, 
broadening and raising aspirations, accessing part-time work 

 > Community volunteering is among the top three most effective 
activities for the following outcomes: Self-management, 
team working and communications, accessing part-time work 

 > Long-form and/or one-day enterprise are among the top 
three most effective activities for the following outcomes: 
self-management, problem solving, improving attainment 

 > Career talks and/or careers fairs are among the top three most 
effective activities for the following outcomes: understanding world 
of work, broadening and raising aspirations, career thinking, decision-
making, getting onto courses of choice.
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Figure 6 
British teacher’s perception of the three most effective employer engagement activities for a range of outcomes

“Deciding on a career” was most often seen as “helpful” across all employer engagement activities, and 
more intensive forms of career talks and enterprise activity increased their perceived utility
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time work

Decision-making Getting into 
course of choice

Source: Adapted from Mann, A, Dawkins, J & McKeown, R 2016, ‘Towards an employer engagement toolkit: British teachers’ perspectives on the comparative efficacy of 
work-related learning activities’, London: Education and Employers Research, p.16.
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In a previous review of work experience and employer engagement 
activities in Midlothian Council66, Rocket Science suggested that different 
employer engagement activities can play four different “roles” in a young 
person’s educational journey and transition to work (see Figure 7):

 > Understanding jobs – clarifying future options from P1-
S6: These activities give pupils insights into different sectors 
and job roles, some of which they may start to consider 
or reject on the basis of their aptitudes and aspirations 

 > Relevance of learning to the world of work from S1-
S6: These activities give pupils an understanding of 
how their school subjects and curriculum content 
are relevant and can be applied to the world of work 

 > Preparing for work (including building skills and confidence) 
from S2-S6: These activities give pupils insights into the 
everyday routines of different jobs and helps them develop 
soft skills such as communication and team-building skills 

 > Gaining a job or entry for further/higher education from S3-S6: 
These activities help pupils to transition from education to work or 
further or higher education.

3.4 Employer engagement activities fulfil different 
“roles” across pupils’ educational journeys
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Figure 7 
The roles of different employer engagement activities

Role of engagement Employer engagement activity

Understanding jobs - clarifying future options

Relevance of learning to world of work

Preparing for work (including building skills and 
confidence)

Gaining a job or entry to further/higher 
education

 > One to one mentoring support
 > Personal skills analysis
 > Career/job fairs
 > School visits to talk about careers
 > Former pupils telling their stories
 > Advice to teachers/career advisors about 

careers
 > Work placement

 > Contribution of delivery of a lesson
 > Site visits as part of curriculum
 > Advising/supporting teachers on curriculum

 > Site visits at workplace
 > Sponsoring or supporting enterprise 

competitions
 > Work placement
 > Workplace project

 > CV advice and mock job interviews
 > Work placement

Source: Adapted from Midlothian Council for Midlothian Developing the Young Workforce Group, 2016, Review of 
Work Experience, Rocket Science.
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Since the different employer engagement activities fulfil different roles, 
certain activities are more important at different junctures in a pupil’s 
educational journey. While different pupils will require a different 
progression of employer engagement activities to maximise impact for 
them, Figure 8 shows at what junctures in an educational journey the 
different roles employer engagement activities can fulfil are likely to be 
most impactful – and the lower two rows of dots show how timing and 
frequency of the experiences may vary by different pupils.

Figure 8 
A progressive pathways model for employer engagement activities 
throughout a pupil’s educational journey

Source: Midlothian Council for Midlothian Development the Young Workforce Group, 2016, Review of Work 
Experience, Rocket Science
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3.5 Why employer engagement affects educational and 
economic outcomes – the “soft outcomes” associated 
with employer engagement activities

Having established that employer engagement has a positive impact on 
educational and economic outcomes, it is important to understand why 
this may be the case. Andreas Schleicher, the Director for Education and 
Skills of the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development 
(OECD), has argued that

“Work experience and other forms of employer engagement demonstrate 
to young people the links between what they do in the classroom and 
how those skills ultimately will be used in the labour market. For young 
people, and for their teachers, that is a great motivator.”67

A 2015 study explored the reasons that 190 young British adults provided 
about why they found engaging with employers during their time in schools 
as beneficial68. Following recent attempts to explain the educational and 
economic outcomes of employer engagements activities in terms of 
“capital” gains69, their answers were placed in three impact categories: 

 > Cultural capital: The attitude and confidence 
with which young people navigate their career 

 > Social capital: The “trustworthy reciprocal social relations” 
and wider networks young people are able to build up 
through employer engagement activities will ultimately help 
them “gain information, observe, ape and then confirm 
decisions and actions with significant others and peers”70 

 > Human capital: The knowledge and skills young 
people have acquired, i.e. their employability skills.  
 

While employer engagement has traditionally been understood as 
enhancing young people’s human capital (employability skills)71, the impact 
most commonly cited by pupils was cultural capital: the confidence and 
motivation with which pupils navigated their educational experience 
and job search. Since engagements with an employer are often relatively 
short, the real benefit of employer engagements does not lie in “enhancing 
technical skills but rather in helping pupils to develop clearer ideas as to 
what they would like to do in the future.”72
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The study also found notable differences between pupils from non-
selective state schools, selective state schools/grammar schools, and 
independent schools:

‘While young people are unlikely to gain significant additional technical 
or employability skills through school-mediated employer engagement, 
there is evidence to suggest that such activities provide meaningful 
opportunity for pupils to gain insights of value into careers of interest. 
Through school-mediated activities, young people have the chance to 
come into contact with professionals working in vocational areas of 
interest and so potentially access useful information about whether and 
how they might pursue a career in that sector.’

The study indicated that young people reported the following as a result 
of engaging with employers:

 > Pupils from all state schools reported enhanced personal 
confidence with which they navigated their educational 
journey and the transition from education to work. 

 > Work experiences allowed pupils to eliminate options and think 
about alternative career pathways - a form of cultural capital 
most widely cited by pupils from non-selective state schools 

 > Pupils’ academic motivation increased as a result of 
engaging with employers - a point most widely raised 
among young people who had attended non-selective state 
schools. This finding mirrors the results of other studies: 

• Drawing on the 2012 PISA survey, it has been shown 
that there is a strong relationship between employer 
engagement and positive attitudes towards schooling73 

• The collated evidence of three surveys with secondary school 
teachers found that two thirds of teachers believe that 
employer engagement increases the academic motivation of 
students.74

Cultural capital
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 > Respondents from all educational backgrounds highlighted the 
importance of “authentic employer-mediated information”75. This 
means that first-hand advice from employers (as opposed to advice 
from teachers or family members) was considered extremely valuable. 

 > The importance of building contacts was emphasised, and many 
respondents regarded their personal experience of engaging with 
employers as a competitive advantage in the job market – a point 
most often cited by pupils from Independent Schools.

 > The practical skills gained through engaging with employers were 
largely cited by respondents from non-selective state schools 

 > Young people who had attended selective or independent schools 
particularly noted that engaging with employers helped them to 
gain the knowledge of the different steps they need to take to reach 
their professional goals. This often involved successfully entering and 
completing higher education.

Social capital

Human capital

Overall, the types of capital gained from employer engagement activities 
across pupils who attended different kinds of schools were as follows:

 > Young people who had attended all school 
types described gaining cultural capital 

 > Human capital gains were more prevalent among young 
people who had attended grammar or selective state schools 

 > More than twice the proportion of young people who had attended 
independent schools as compared to non-selective schools reported 
social capital gains76

While the different kinds of capital have been presented as separate, it is 
important to note that in practice they are likely to influence each other 
– with a capital gain having a knock-on effect onto others. Mann and his 
colleagues describe this as the “cycle of employer engagement”77 (see 
Figure 9). For example, through employer engagement a young person 
may gain more connections to people in the world of work (social capital), 
learn new skills (human capitals) resulting in increased confidence (cultural 
capital).
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3.6 Who benefits from what?

Pupils from different types of schools have different perceptions 
of the usefulness of employer engagement activities. While only 
47% of respondents from non-selective state schools found them 
useful, this proportion increases to 54% for respondents from 
selective state schools and 64% for respondents from independent 
schools.78 In addition, it has been found that the lower the socio-
economic status of the school, the more likely pupils are to be placed 
in a work experience that reproduces patterns of social inequality.79 

If - as established in the previous section - pupils from different 
backgrounds are gaining different kinds of capital from engaging with 
employers, what implications does this have in terms of the employer 
engagement activities that are most beneficial for different pupils? This is 
the question this section seeks to answer.

Figure 9 
The Cycle of employer engagement

Source: Jones, S, Mann, A & Morris, K 2015, The ‘Employer Engagement Cycle’ in Secondary Education: analysing the 
testimonies of young British adults, Journal of Education and Work, p.16
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A survey has found that secondary school teachers from more disadvantaged 
schools (measured by the scale of free school meal eligibility) were more 
likely to agree that employer engagement activities have a positive impact 
on educational achievement than teachers from more affluent schools.80 

Looking at specific pupil types, studies have found that: 

 > Teachers believe that particular employer engagement activities 
– assembly talks and career sessions - are more likely to have an 
impact on girls than boys, since these activities can successfully 
challenge gender stereotypes around certain job roles81 

 > Teachers believe that employer engagement is most effective at 
raising educational attainment for lower and borderline achiever as 
opposed to high achievers82 

More specifically, teachers believe different employer engagement 
activities to be effective for learners at different stages (see Figure 
10).83 In particular, teachers believe that “low achievers” benefit most 
from sustained engagement with employers – work experience or 
mentoring – whereas “high achievers” benefit from less substantial but 
more targeted interventions such as careers fairs or mock interviews. 

73% of teachers believe work experience to be of benefit to low achievers, 
followed by learning resources (62%) and mentoring (57%). For high 
achievers, however, the three most widely consider beneficial activities 
are career fairs (76%), mock interviews (75%) and long-form enterprise 
(73%).



The impact of employer engagement with schools

Page 35

Recalling why employer engagement affects educational outcomes – 
through increasing motivation and confidence – this finding suggest that 
low achievers require sustained engagement with employers for their 
motivation to be improved. This mirrors the results from a focus group 
with teachers who felt that the greatest impact of employer engagement 
‘can be expected among middle and lower level achievers – as high 
achievers are commonly highly motivated already’84. Hence, employer 
engagement activities can equalise the previously discussed influence of 
socio-economic background on young people’s aspirations.

Figure 10 
The three employer engagement activities teachers believe to be most 
effective for different learners

The highest proportion of teachers consider work experience to be 
effective for all student types except high achievers. Mentoring is 
considered to be most effective for low and borderline achievers and 

disadvantaged learners.
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Case Study
 
The Glasgow-based charity MCR Pathways brings 
together care experienced young people with mentors 
from the world of work for a weekly school-based 
mentoring programme – with good results

In Glasgow, a disadvantaged young person is “five times more likely to 
leave school aged 16 or earlier” than the national average, and less than 
half of them make a successful transition into a job, college or university. 

MCR Pathways recognised that, while these young people have great 
potential, their transition into further education or work is made difficult 
due to instability in their lives, a lack of social networks connecting them 
to career opportunities as well as a lack of positive adult role models. MCR 
ensures that each school has a designated Pathways Coordinator who 
connects young people to well-trained volunteers from the world of work. 
In addition, young people get the chance to be exposed to workplaces, 
colleges and university through MCR Talent Tasters. The MCR programme 
has been shown to make a meaningful difference to lives of young people. 
The figure below shows the impacts the MCR programme has made by 
comparing national statistics (in grey) to statistics of care experienced 
young people that have undergone the MCR programme (in light blue) 
across the following indicators: 

 > Staying on rate (S4 young people returning to S5): 64% 
of MCR Pathways mentees compared to 27% of care-
experienced young people in the rest of Scotland 

 > Positive destinations (S4-S6 young people’s progression to sustainable 
destinations, ie college, university or employment): 81% of MCR pathways 
go on to positive destinations after school as compared to 57% nationally 

 > Attainment (S5 Literacy and Numeracy Levels and S5 Breadth and 
Depth of Subject and Development): 81% attainment rate for MCR 
Pathways mentees as compared to 57% nationally

Source: http://mcrpathways.org/impact/
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3.7 Benefits for teachers, and school and college 
leaders

Besides pupils and employers/employees, research has identified the 
benefits that employer engagement activities can have on staff in schools 
(teachers and school leaders).

 > School leaders feel positively about employer engagement 
and indicate they would like to have more employer 
engagement in their schools: A study showed that 87% 
of 400 surveyed senior school leaders across primary and 
secondary schools wanted more collaboration in the future85 

 > School governance: In England, the School Governors’ One-
Stop-Shop (SGOSS) recruits volunteers from the private and 
public sector to work on governing bodies of inner-city schools 
facing the greatest challenges. An evaluation of the programme 
showed that headteachers felt that they greatly benefited from 
the decision-making, communication team-working skills that the 
employee-volunteers brought to their school’s governing body86 

 > Staff development: Staff, both teachers and headteachers, 
have also been the beneficiaries of “leadership guidance”87 

 > Improved community profile: In the way that employer engagement 
activity can raise the profile and reputation of a business, it can also 
raise the profile and reputation of a school.88
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While the majority of research surrounding employer engagement in 
schools has focused on the positive impacts on pupils, there are also 
widely noted positive impacts on employers and their employees. In 
fact, in a practical guide for employers, the Careers and Enterprise 
Company describes employer engagement in schools as an opportunity 
to “build your [employees’] skills by building theirs [pupils’ skills]”89. 

A 2009 YouGov survey asked 325 private sector employers and 143 
public sector employers what they consider to be the main benefits 
of engaging with schools.90 “Recruitment opportunities” and “a better 
community and public image” were the benefits most often indicated by 
employers: about two thirds of both private and public sector employers 
suggested “recruitment opportunities” to be a benefit. 70% of public 
sector employers, and 56% of private sector employers cite a “better 
community and public image” as a benefit of engaging with schools. These 
two benefits are followed by “helps to meet Corporate Social Responsibility 
aims” (identified by 39% of public and 40% of private sectors employer), 
“a higher profile for the organisation” (identified by 48% of public and 
38% of private sector employers) and “helping the development of staff” 
(identified by 46% of public and 31% of private sector employers).

4. BENEFITS FOR EMPLOYERS

Figure 11 
Employer views on the main benefits of current engagement with the 
education sector

A better community and public image and recruitment opportunities 
are most often perceived as a benefit of employer engagement by 

both private and public sector employers

Source: Adapted from YouGov, Edge annual programme of stakeholder research: business in schools (2010), p. 18 
in Mann, A, Lopez, D & Stanley, J 2010, What is to be gained through partnership? Exploring the value of education-
employer relationships, London: Education and Employers, p.9.
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The 2010 Education and Skills Survey conducted with 694 employers across 
the UK – 8% of those in employment in the UK at that time - asked employers 
about their perception of the benefits of offering work experience to 
pupils for their business.91 The survey indicates similar results, with 72% 
of employers citing “future recruitment” as a benefit (and 90% of business 
with 5000+ employers), 61% noting “a better community and public 
image”, and 30% identifying “helping the learning and skills development 
of existing staff” (41% of small businesses employing up to 49 employees 
identified this is as a benefit). Overall, fewer than one in ten employers (7%) 
believe that there are no benefits of work experience to the organisation. 

These perceived benefits closely align with the types 
of impacts that employer engagements have been 
shown to have on businesses and their employees: 

 > Staff recruitment: Different forms of employer engagement in schools, 
particularly work experience, give employers the chance to assess 
potential employees before taking them on permanently, allowing them 
to make an informed decision before potentially recruiting pupils.92 
Work experience is, in the words of Mann and colleagues, “the best 
possible interview” – particularly considering that work placements 
give employers insights into the young person’s soft skills such as 
team skills, which are highly valued yet often not assessed by formal 
qualifications.93 Considering that recruitment costs range between 
£4,000-6,100 per hire94, work placements minimises the risks associated 
with hiring new staff and allows businesses to build a network of local 
talents through which they can recruit in the future. Furthermore, 
building up a recruitment pool through engaging with schools may be 
particularly applicable to small businesses since they are more likely 
to rely on informal methods of recruitment such as word of mouth.95 

 > Attracting a diverse talent-pool to STEM-related science: Employers 
working in STEM (Science, Technology, Engineering and Maths)-related 
fields in particular regarded employer engagement as an effective 
way of attracting diverse groups of young people to their field. The 
effectiveness that employer engagement activities can have on choosing 
a career in this area was shown by a 2010 Royal Society survey with 1,141 
scientists: 24% of respondents regarded visiting a scientist or engineer 
at their workplace as contributing their decision to enter this field.96 
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 > Staff motivation: Employer – pupil engagement can be, from 
the perspective of employers, regarded as a form of corporate 
social responsibility (CSR). CSR, in turn, is “positively related to 
organisational commitment”97, with employees performing 20% 
“better and act[ing] as advocates of the businesses”98. A survey with 
546 volunteers from City of London firms involved in volunteering 
programmes in education has shown that the “individual employee 
benefits from improved morale and increased motivation, job 
satisfaction and commitment to the company, all as a direct result 
of the opportunities afforded by their volunteering experience.”99 

 > Staff development: The same survey with the City of London volunteers 
shows that engaging with schools can be a good way for employees to 
develop certain soft skills, as shown in Figure 12 below100:

Communication skills

Ability to help others

Adaptability

Influencing/negotiating skills

Team working

Willingness to continually improve

Leadership skills

Planning and organisations

Ability to build relationships and network

Problem-solving

Decision-making

0% 70%

Figure 12 
Employees’ perception of the skills they developed a result of engaging 
with schools

More than half of employees developed their communication skills, 
their ability to help others, and become more adaptable as a result of 

engaging with schools

Percentage of respondents that indicated that they 
developed a skill in this area

66%

65%

54%

45%
43%

41%
41%

40%

39%
39%
39%

Source: Adapted from Wilson, A & Hicks, F, 2010, Volunteering: The Business Case. The Benefits of Corporate 
Volunteering Programmes in Education. Report for City of London Corporation. London: Corporate Citizenship, p. 
27.
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During employer engagement activities, employees need to engage 
with a range of different people that do not belong to their “comfort 
zone” - ranging from headteachers and teachers to pupils. This means 
that current employees are likely to benefit significantly in terms of 
their personal and professional development. When comparing the 
cost of volunteering to the costs associated with staff development 
programmes that aim to improve similar competencies (often about 
£400 per person per year), the report concludes that volunteering in 
schools is a “cost-effective way to develop certain core competencies”101. 
Similarly, a survey with 700 schools governors – many of them drawn 
from the business community – found that their role had helped them 
develop “generic skills such as chairing meetings, developing patience 
and listening skills, making staff appointments, financial management, 
growth of self-confidence and seeing different perspectives.”102 

 > Building awareness and reputation in the community: A survey 
with 400 school leaders across primary and secondary schools 
found that, from the perspective of school leaders, the major 
benefits for employers of engaging with schools are the opportunity 
to establish “stronger links with the communities in which they 
operate” and to improve their reputation in the community.103 Survey 
research with 780 HR professionals has shown that businesses 
believe engaging with young people “boosts their reputation as 
an employer of choice.”104 A survey for the Federation of Small 
Businesses has shown that 29% of small businesses believe that 
their reputation has improved as a result of engaging with schools.105  

 > Creativity and fresh ideas: Engaging with pupils, particularly through 
work placements, gives businesses access to the valued resource 
of creativity106. While more than a quarter (26%) of all businesses 
see work experience as bringing the benefit of “fresh ideas”, this is 
particularly pronounced among small businesses (41% of which see 
this as a benefit)107.
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This chapter outlines areas of good practice employer engagement in schools in terms of maximising impact 
and the practical implications of these.

Starting early: A recent report indicated how early children develop 
career aspirations and that children aged 7-11 showed clear 
socioeconomic and gendered patterns in their aspirations108. In 
particular, young children from all backgrounds consider science 
careers to be the domain of white middle-class men109. Considering 
that there is evidence of successfully challenging such stereotypes 
among children aged 9-10 through engagement with scientists110, 
employer engagement has the potential to develop aspirations 
among young people that are not constrained by a young person’s 
social background and gender. In Scotland, however, the focus of 
employer engagement in schools has traditionally been on a week 
of work experience in S4.

Schools and employers should be encouraged to implement 
employer engagement activities earlier than S4. The activities 
likely to have the most benefit for pupils at a young age are: 

 > Activities that explore the relationship between pupil’s learning in 
school and the world of work: 91% of primary school teachers believe 
this to motivate pupils and increase their academic performance111 

 > Giving pupils insights into particular job roles and industries, and 
challenging stereotypes associated with these

5. GOOD PRACTICES AND PRACTICAL IMPLICATIONS

Good practice in employer engagement Practical implications
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Using the “authentic” information provided by employers to 
provide insights into jobs of the future in the regional labour 
market: The great advantage of employer engagement over other 
forms of careers education is that the information provided by 
employers is perceived by pupils as “authentic” 112. This is why young 
people find engaging with employers more helpful for making their 
career choices than relying on public information or close ties (i.e. 
parents or friends).113 Together with the fact that young people’s 
career aspirations are often misaligned with regional labour market 
demand, means that employer engagement in schools has been 
identified as a means of better aligning young people’s career 
aspirations with regional labour market demand.114 Between 2017 
and 2027, there will be 258,400 vacancies in Glasgow, with the 
following being the sectors where most jobs will become available115:  

 > Administration and support services (59,900 vacancies)

 > Wholesale and retail trade (49,200 vacancies)

 > Human health and social work (31,400 vacancies)

Employer engagement activities in schools should be aligned 
with the key features and trends in the local labour market. This 
will involve drawing on the labour market intelligence provided 
by local authorities and their partners (Skills Development 
Scotland, the Federation of Small Businesses and Chamber 
of Commerce), identifying the main sources of replacement 
demand and the key sectors of growth and in particularly 
encouraging employers from these sectors to engage with schools. 

Workplace visits and career talks should be developed with 
employers from these growth sectors, so that pupils can benefit 
from these insights. DYW Glasgow has already invested in practical 
ways of helping young people and their parents and teachers 
more aware of the future job opportunities in Glasgow through 
infographics116; personal exposure to workplace and employers 
has the potential to make pupils more aware of and interested in 
embarking on a career in these sectors.

Volume matters: Numerous studies have shown that the higher 
the numbers of times pupils engage with employers through a 
certain activity, the greater the impact of employer engagement. 
For example, a study found that each additional school-mediated 
employer contact (up to four) to be linked with a subsequent 4.5% 
wage increase117.

Employers and schools should be encouraged to build a range 
of long-term and sustained partnerships. This offers the potential 
for pupils to be offered more and more varied experiences: 

 > At different junctures in their educational journey

 > Through different types of employer engagement activities

 > In different year groups, ie setting up a particular annual activity 
with a certain year group could be repeated a year later with a 
new year group.
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Variety of engagements: It has been shown that different employer 
engagement activities have different impacts on pupils.118 This 
means that pupils are likely to benefit most from a combination of 
different employer engagement activities, with different engagement 
activities at different points in time.

Schools should establish relationships with a wide range of 
employers: 

 > If schools have relationships with a wide range of 
employers across different sectors, it ensures that 
pupils get exposed to a variety of careers, allowing them 
to identify a career matching their interests and aptitude 

 > Schools should be encouraged to develop relationships with 
employers of different sizes: small (less than 50 employees), 
medium (less than 250 employees) and large enterprises (more 
than 250 employees). In particularly, encouraging engagement 
with small businesses (in addition to large businesses) is 
important since “navigating an economy of smaller businesses 
is much more complex than navigating the recruitment 
opportunities of larger firms.”119 In addition, research with small 
businesses has found that, while they are willing to engage with 
schools, most will only do so if they have been approached by 
a school or an intermediary.120 Being exposed to employers of 
different sizes allows young people to gain insights to a variety 
of business structures and, as such, a fair representation of the 
labour market.
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Tailor activities to learners at different stages: Research has shown 
that different employer engagement activities are effective for 
learners at different stages.121 Teachers believe that “low achievers” 
benefit most from sustained engagement with employers – work 
experience or mentoring – whereas “high achievers” benefit from 
less substantial but more targeted interventions such as careers 
fairs or mock interviews.

Management tool for pupils to plan their engagement and review 
their leaning and career development: A review of work experience 
opportunities in the Midlothian Developing the Young Workforce 
Group conducted by Rocket Science recommended the introduction 
of “an appealing, easy to use approach to pupil progress planning, 
recording and reviewing that helps pupils design and manage 
their progression and maximise their learning from it in terms of 
employability skills.”122

Schools should offer a range of employer engagement activities 
so that the benefits for all types of learners can be maximised. 
Learners at different stages should be encouraged to take up the 
employer engagement activities that they are likely to benefit from 
most.

The development of an employer engagement management tool 
for pupils would be of value. The tool can take the form of a paper 
or digital workbook where pupils can reflect on their engagement 
with employers and their career aspirations, track their progress of 
certain employability skills, and plan their future career development.
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Quality matters: Students’ perception of the quality of the 
employer engagement activity matters. A study has shown that 
young people who have found career talks “very helpful” earned 
0.7% more for each career talk attended than those who perceived 
the careers talks as “unhelpful”123.

Guidelines can be developed for implementing 
different employer engagement activities that 
can be distributed to schools and employers. 

A review template can be developed that allows schools 
and employers to reflect on their partnership at the end 
of a school year to ensure continual improvement. As a 
starting point, a couple of general guidelines regarding the 
setting up of school-employer partnerships already exist: 

 > The Career Development Institute developed guidelines for 
career advisors in schools to manage and evaluate employer 
engagement activities Institute to ensure high quality124 

 > Education Scotland developed guidelines for schools, employers, 
DYW regional groups and local authorities regarding the setting 
up of school-employer partnerships.125
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Timing matters: Employer engagement activities can be timed 
to enhance outcomes for young pupils. For example, a study has 
found that young adults are much more likely to agree that a work 
experience at age 16-19 was helpful for them to deciding on a 
career, entering university or the job as opposed to those who had 
undergone work placements aged 14-16126. Hence, it is important to 
consider when pupils are making educational choices.

In addition, it is important to avoid busy exam periods when pupils 
are less likely to engage meaningfully with employer engagement 
activities. For example, it was found that wage premiums at age 26 
associated with careers talks were higher for the age group 14-15 
compared with the age group 15-16. This is most likely the case 
since the older group were in the middle of exams, more focused 
on short-term academic outcomes and therefore less receptive to 
employer-led career talks.127

In addition, a previous Rocket Science report128 showed that employer 
engagement activities have different “roles” throughout a pupils’ 
educational journey, with some activities being more important at 
different junctures during that journey (see Figure 8 on page 23):

 > Understanding jobs and clarifying future options (P1-S6) 

 > Relevance of learning to the world of work (S1-S6) 

 > Preparing for work, including building skills and confidence (S2-S6) 

 > Gaining a job or entry for further/higher education (S3-S6)

Guidelines can be developed about the points in a pupil’s 
educational journey that particular employer engagement 
activities are likely to be most beneficial. This can include: 

 > Guidelines about when particular activities are likely to 
be bring the greatest benefit (see Figure 8 on page 29) 

 > Guidelines about the times in a school year when employer 
engagement activities can best be scheduled for particular year 
groups in order to avoid busy exam periods.
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Mutual benefits: In addition to benefits for pupils, 
businesses have much to gain as a result of engaging 
with schools. The benefits for businesses include: 

 > Widening their recruitment pool129, particularly for small businesses 
that are more likely to rely on informal methods of recruitment130 

 > Increasing staff motivation131 and soft skills development132 

 > Building awareness and reputation in the community133 

 > Bringing in creativity and fresh ideas.134

Businesses participation in schools can be incentivised through: 

 > Developing advertising material targeted 
at employers that highlights the benefits of 
employer engagement for businesses in particular 

 > Developing an accreditation system both for businesses 
as a whole and individual employees, recognising the time 
spent and potential skills gained through engaging with pupils 

 > Targeting small businesses: Previous research by Rocket Science 
has shown that limited time and resources are a common reason 
for small businesses to not get involved in schools and that most 
small businesses only engage as a result of being contacted by 
schools or intermediaries.135 97% of businesses in Glasgow City 
are small businesses (less than 50 employees)136, indicating the 
importance of small businesses being part of school engagement 
activities. So it is important that the benefits of employer 
engagement are highlighted to small businesses, particularly 
the business reputation and recruitment opportunities that may 
arise from engaging with pupils. In addition, it is important for 
the process of participation to be made as straightforward as 
possible for small businesses.137
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Employer engagement in education has a number of different facets: 

“[It] describes the process through which a young person engages 
with members of the economic community, under the auspices of 
their school, with the aim of influencing educational achievement, 
engagement and/or progression out of education into ultimate 
employment.” 138 (bold added) 

As such, employer engagement in education is different from 

 > Work-based learning, where learning takes place 
through employment (eg apprenticeships) and does not 
necessarily proceed “under the auspices of their school” 

 > Careers or enterprise education, which can also proceed without 
the involvement of employers. If, however, careers or enterprise 
education involves employers, it is counted as employer engagement. 

Traditionally, school-based education is delivered and authorised 
by teachers, but employer engagement in education shifts 
this “ownership” towards employers in that it is an initiative 
which is “driven or at least authorised by employers”.139 

 > all sectors (private, public, and third sector)
 > company sizes (small, medium and large companies)
 > occupational areas140 

For practical reasons, schools usually engage with employers in the local 
area, and vice versa.

Following on from the definition of employer engagement above, there 
are many different types of employer engagement activities that take 
place at the following three levels141:

APPENDIX 1
TYPES OF EMPLOYER 
ENGAGEMENT
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For the following employer engagement activities below, the pupil is the 
direct beneficiary:

 > Work experience: A time-limited work placement undertaken by 
a young person while they are still in full-time education, aimed at 
giving the pupil first-hand insight of working in a particular industry. 
In Scotland, this usually happens in the form of a one-week work 
experience placement in S4.

 > Part-time work: In which a young person works part-time, either after 
school hours and/or on the weekend while they are still in full-time 
education

 > Job/work shadowing: A short experience (usually lasting less than 
week) where a pupil shadows and employee at work in order to gain 
insights into the day-to-day work life of an employee in a particular 
industry

 > Workplace visits: In which a group of pupils visit a workplace to gain 
insights into a particular industry

 > Mentoring: An on-going relationship between a pupil and an employer 
with a particular occupational background whereby the employer 
gives (sustained?) careers advice to the pupil

 > Enterprise education/competition: An employer-led enterprise 
education where pupils work in groups to come up with business 
ideas. Often, enterprise education takes the form of (intra-school or 
inter-school?) competitions.

 > Work-related learning: A learning programme where the context of 
work is used to develop knowledge and skills relevant to the world of 
work

 > Career talks: In which employers/current employees of a firm (pick 
one) give insights into particular industries and jobs, for example at 
career fairs or through presentations in schools

 > Mock interviews: In which employers/current employees of a firm 
(pick one) carry out one-to-one mock interviews with pupils to prepare 
them for future job interviews

 > CV workshops: In which employees of a firm deliver CV workshops to 
groups of students, preparing them for future job applications.

1. Pupil level
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Here, employers do not engage directly with pupils, but instead with 
teachers. The ultimate beneficiaries, however, are pupils.

 > Curriculum support: Current employees work together with teachers 
to explore the curriculum’s relation to and relevance to the world of 
work, leading to the development of work-related resources aimed to 
inspire pupils.

Here too, employers do not engage directly with pupils but instead with 
the headteachers of the school (with both staff and pupils intended to be 
the eventual beneficiaries).

 > Governing support: Employers provide governance support to the 
headteachers of the school, often acting themselves as governors. 

 > Staff development: Employees work together with (head)teachers to 
provide leadership guidance.

2. Teacher level

3. School level
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