
EMERGING INTO THE

NEW NORMAL



I N T R O D U C T I O N

In a relatively short space of time,  
an awful lot has changed for all of us. And 
as working from home or not working 
at all, social distancing, home-schooling 
and essential shopping trips became the 
‘new normal,’ there was a group of 16-25 
year olds for whom this was a particularly 
worrying and stressful time. Who were 
concerned about whether they’d be able 
to go to university in September, get a job 
after finishing their final year or how to 
develop their early career. 

At SMRS, we’re not skilled at 
manufacturing PPE or delivering respiratory 
care, but we do excel in connecting and 
communicating with people. So, we 
created a Living in Lockdown Project, 
where a panel of 16-25 year olds shared 
their thoughts, opinions, hopes and fears 
about life right now and the impact it was 
having on their future. Each week,  
we checked in with them, running  
surveys and facilitating discussions to  
gain insight into any concerns, frustrations 
or sentiment shifts. 



U N D E R S T A N D I N G  T H E  N E W 

W O R L D  W E ’ R E  I N

In the old world, pre-Covid-19, when we took for granted being 
able to hug a friend or wash our hands without counting the 
seconds, most 16-25 year-olds were mainly concerned about 
whether they’d get the grades they needed for their first-choice 
university. If they should apply for an apprenticeship or their first 
job. Whether to go for a graduate scheme or back-packing around 
Europe…

Because, not so long ago, the world really was their oyster. They 
were the ‘can-do’ generation. And this was their time to shine. 
Then a global pandemic struck. And everything changed.

The ‘can-do’ generation have now become the can’t-do hardly 
anything anymore generation. Milestones they’ve been working 
towards for years have been moved, and no one knows where 
to. Five-year plans look uncertain and there are few reassurances 
out there, as to what the future will hold. It’s a scary and, as the 
government is fond of saying, unprecedented time.  

It might have seemed like a holiday for some, but the school 
closures, cancelled exams and university shutdowns wreaked 
havoc with many students’ lives. Sixth formers lost the chance to 
improve their grades through last-minute revision, and university 
students have been left hanging, unable to sit their final exams, 
say goodbye to friends, or invite their families to graduation 
ceremonies. (Guardian).



LIVING IN

LOCKDOWN



A L L  A B O A R D  T H E 

‘ C O R O N A C O A S T E R ’

We discovered young people felt  
increasingly stressed, frustrated and in real 
need of support. Especially those who are 
in further and higher education. The lack of 
certainty was a significant stressor and  
B-TEC A-level students felt unable to prepare 
for their next steps.    

“Uncertainty is the worst part.”

While, for some students, anxieties about 
their future education were heightened by 
personal circumstances such as existing 
mental health issues or loved ones working  
in high risk environments.

“I already have anxiety and depression 
and being literally stuck is not helpful.”

“I am lacking a lot of morale due to the 
situation which is affecting my overall 
mood and I feel like I can’t prepare for 
University effectively which is stressing 
me out and I am missing out on valuable 
education.”



T H E  I M P A C T  O N  W E L L B E I N G

Despite getting used to a situation that’s not of their choosing, some of 
our panel could see positives emerging from lockdown, like the benefit of 
extra family time and extra rest. While a few individuals, especially those 
with disabilities, enjoyed the fact that they could work on assignments 
from home without having to physically travel to university. 

“I’m just getting on with it! I have so much university work  
to do I don’t have time for anything else. I can’t believe people who 
say they’re bored”

“Lockdown as such does not really impact on me, I don’t socialise 
much and am happiest when it is just me and my partner”

“I enjoy spending time at home now”

“It has given me and my family more time together and  
I have had more rest in the last few months than I have been  
able to get in years”

For the majority of our panellists however, a general air of negativity 
prevailed. Feelings of frustration and restlessness increased for almost 
two thirds week on week, with anxiety and stress also on the rise. 

Those emotions were exacerbated by:

• A lack of support for work and study

• Missing family and friends

• Uncertainty about what will happen next

• Feeling less healthy and inspired

• Feeling less community spirited

“I’m stressed with uni work and I’m missing my family a lot”

“I’m starting to get fed up of doing the same thing everyday”

“Completely de-motivated to complete uni  
assignments for deadlines”

“I’m anxious in case they lift lockdown too soon and we hit a  
second peak of cases”



A  M A T T E R  O F  M O T I V A T I O N

One of the most interesting facts to emerge was the fact that 
despite having arguably a much slower pace of life and more 
time on their hands than ever before the majority of panellists 
struggled to motivate themselves to work or study from home.

Being distracted by household members and activities was the 
main reason for this, together with a lack of urgency due to the 
fact that there were no exams and no knowledge as to when 
colleges/universities will re-open. There were of course some 
panellists with naturally higher motivation levels, who found 
having set routines and a genuine love of learning helped them to 
remain focused during this time. 

“Got all the time in the world yet no motivation to do work”

“I want to study, I want to learn new things, so it is easy - Do 
it!”

“I’ve gotten myself into a routine. As long as I’m keeping 
busy, I can stick with it.”

“It’s hard when I’m surrounded by the noise of people in the 
house and the exams don’t seem so real anymore”

“There’s too many distractions at home and what’s the point 
of studying now ... there’s no exams and uni will probably get 
closed again next year”



E A T ,  D R I N K ,  S L E E P ,  R E P E A T …

Being on a monotonous, domestic hamster wheel is responsible 
for increasing levels of boredom and a lack of motivation for 
many of our respondents, reflected in the fact that almost 50% 
of 16-25-year olds felt less inspired now than they did.

However, as time went by, it seems that an individual’s mindset 
can determine how easy, or difficult, it is to be pro-active and 
manage time. Structure and routine, or a distinct lack of it, 
clearly had a big part to play, with some saying that listening 
to music gave their day a structure. Whilst for others, having a 
dedicated work environment and reminding themselves that one 
day, all of this will be over were also motivators.

“Timetabling a plan detailing what to do during the day so I 
don’t get bored.”

“Waking up early helps, so I can start my day sooner. Setting 
tasks to complete gives me something to work towards. A 
quiet environment also helps.”

“Giving myself rewards for staying resilient and working 
hard - e.g. tea breaks or watching my fave tv show if I get 
a certain amount done. Also, reminding myself that this 
situation is just temporary and that it will end at some point 
and that I’ll look back and be proud of myself knowing that I 
kept on going through this despite everything.”



F I N D I N G  W H A T  W O R K S

As time went on, our panel discovered their own coping 
mechanisms, to navigate the stresses and unknowns. 

“Have good days and bad days and often feeling quite 
stressed due to the uncertainty around university 
admissions. But recently I have been getting out of the 
house more and doing more exercise which has made 
me feel better.”

“I keep an eye on the news multiple times a day, it 
helps my anxiety to see what is going on and feel 
informed.”

“I have been doing a few online courses which are 
now offered for free. I am also preparing for my uni 
course and hoping to start cooking on a regular basis.”

“I am lucky and grateful to still be living with my 
family in a house where I can have my own space 
when I need it and a garden full of flowers to 
encourage me to spend time outdoors.”

“Without the sun shining and getting to spend time 
outdoors, I feel more restless and frustrated. I feel less 
community-spirited because the NHS clap has stopped 
and that felt like it was bringing us all together.”



O V E R W H E L M I N G  S E N S E  O F  ‘ M E H ’

There was also a sense of ambivalence. Good days. Bad days.  
OK days. Days where our panel accept what’s happening. Days 
when they really wished it wasn’t. 

“I’ve got slightly used to staying at home now, but I’m also 
feeling better as I’m looking forward to the lockdown slowly 
being lifted and going on holiday.”

“Not too bad but not great either, I do miss some  
social interactions.”

“I am currently not planning or looking forward to anything 
in particular. The easing of restrictions doesn’t provide much 
benefit considering most businesses are still closed.”

There’s some caution too, as people want to respect and protect  
loved ones who might be vulnerable. And, people want to be 
guided by science and solid evidence first. 

“There are many in my family that are high risk, so I am not 
as excited with any other ease of restriction as I do not plan 
to put them in harm’s way.”

“I won’t be changing my behaviour at all. The government 
has changed the rules without paying attention to the 
science. It’s not safe yet.”



L I F E  A F T E R  L O C K D O W N  – 

W H A T  T H E  N E W  N O R M A L  C O U L D 

L O O K  L I K E

For all, the over-riding sentiment is still a feeling of increased 
anxiety, restlessness and frustration at the lack of certainty as to 
what will happen next. 

As talk increasingly turned to the lifting of lockdown restrictions, 
high levels of caution and concern prevailed, with over a third of 
panelists worried that infection rates will rise again. 

Social distancing in the workplace and on public transport are 
another high-stakes area, while concerns were also voiced over 
the longer-term potential for recession and redundancies. The only 
positives mentioned was looking forward to the start of university 
in September and the structure to their day this would bring. 

“People not following the rules and treating it as if lockdown is 
fully over causing the spread to increase.”

“Concerned my work has not updated me at all since the update.”

“I’m scared to leave lockdown and go back to being 
surrounded by people. I have social anxiety.”

“My biggest concerns are a second peak like many other 
countries have had. I’ve got used to working from home and 
could easily continue until all of this has calmed down.” 



EMERGING INTO THE

NEW NORMAL



T H E  N E W  ‘ P A N D E M I C ’  

G E N E R A T I O N  P R E D I C T E D  G R A D E S 

A N D  O N L I N E  T U I T I O N 

We asked our panel how the pandemic has affected their education or 
work plans. Almost a third said they’re still planning on starting university 
this September, and 15% are planning on returning to their studies.

“I am starting university in September. The pandemic has not 
changed my plans at all.”

“I am still planning to attend university in September, as they have 
contacted me to detail all the safety measures that will be in place.”

“I will be back for my final year of undergraduate study in 
September.”

Which is reflected in a recent publication of UCAS applicant data (30th 
June), reporting that the number of 18-year olds applying has increased by 
+3%.  With, interestingly the largest % yoy increases seem to be coming 
from women, applicants from low participation quintiles (POLAR 1&2), 
those age 30+, applying for nursing.  There’s also a big increase for those 
aged 17 and under, whilst humanities applications are down

However, there are some concerns over the idea of virtual lectures, with 
one person saying, “I’m worried I don’t want to do uni online next year.”

According to a recent research study by the Sutton Trust (amongst 511 
university applicants aged 17 to 19), almost half (48%) of university 
applicants think that the coronavirus crisis will have a negative impact on 
their chances of getting into their first-choice university, and found that 
working class applicants are more likely to be worried about the impact on 
them than their middle-class peers (51% vs 43%).  



“Worried that it won’t accurately reflect my effort.” 

The concern amongst young people is likely to stem 
from changes to how grades will be awarded this year, 
as well as uncertainty around this year’s university 
admissions process, such as a potential cap of places. 
Almost a fifth (19%) of applicants have changed their 
mind on going to university or are now uncertain about 
whether to go.

“It is very stressful to not entirely know how things 
may or may not be different in regard to grading.”

Instead of exams, pupils will get their grades through 
a combination of teacher assessment, coursework and 
prior attainment. When asked how they thought these 
changes would affect them, over two-fifths (43%) of 
university applicants thought they would have a negative 
impact on their A level grades. While most university 
applicants feel that the impact will be small, almost 
three-quarters (72%) think that the new grading system 
is less fair than how A-level grades are usually awarded.

“Very angry because I won’t be getting the grades I 
need to get into university.”

“School came to an abrupt end for me. Since then  
I have had a few emails from teachers about 
predicted grades and how exam grades will be 
awarded but nothing else. Now I do not really do 
much study… we need more educational activities  
to keep us engaged.”



F U T U R E  C A R E E R  

P R O S P E C T S  D A S H E D

For those 16-25 year olds, in their final year of university, there 
was a distinct lack of positivity about the future, although the 
majority of people felt quite neutral about things. Not surprising 
really, as the number of unknowns made it tricky to have an 
informed opinion.

“As a university student going into my final year, there is 
an uncertainty behind how modules will be taught next 
year and if they will be to the same standard as normal. My 
mother is also a high-risk person and a key-worker, so this 
time is very stressful.”

“It’s a wide mixture of different emotions, I just can’t wait for it 
to be over.”

Young people in employment right now or looking for work, 
anticipate significant changes in job opportunities in the future. 
And, they fear that in a post-pandemic world, the economy, 
health service, environment and international travel will all be 
massively changed.

“It’s been a good experience to see how my work team have all 
pulled together and how we as a family have worked to keep 
in touch and support each other. However, can’t help but be 
worried about how it all pans out.” 

“My outlook and mood changes weekly, daily and hourly. 
Sometimes I am in awe of the community projects that 
surround me and the support I have from friends and family. 



Other times, I am anxious and lonely.

When it came to work, there were concerns over an economic crash in the wake of 
Covid-19 and those students who need to fund their education through part-time work are 
facing difficulty because a lot of student friendly roles have been furloughed/axed and now 
sit within a very competitive market.

“I was looking for work before the pandemic but with future uncertainty 
surrounding the likelihood of a major economic recession from Covid-19 and 
impact on businesses due to Brexit, I think my future is very uncertain and it’s 
likely there will be a period of rising unemployment which will hinder recruitment.”

Yet, some positivity too.

“I started a temp role just before lockdown and went permanent start of May 
during lockdown. I’m working remotely and plan to stay with the company.”

Post-university life should be filled with excitement and exciting job offers, but for the 2020 
cohort of graduates the reality is far more uncertain. Many of those who had secured a job 
or received an offer have seen them withdrawn or deferred as the coronavirus pandemic has 
caused significant economic disruption.  

A survey by Prospects on the effects of COVID-19 on graduate recruitment revealed 
that out of the 1,202 final-year university students who responded:

• 26.1% lost their work placement/internship
• 29.2% lost their job
• 28.2% had their job offer deferred or cancelled.

It’s understandable that students felt upset at the current situation. For many, these 
job offers represented a return on their investment in higher education and were to 
pave the way for their future career. The fact that, according to the survey, 64.6% of 
finalists now felt negative about their job prospects signifies the effect this pandemic 
has had on their outlook.



W H A T  S U P P O R T  A R E  T H E Y  L O O K I N G  F O R 

F R O M  I N S T I T U T I O N S ?

Distracting living arrangements combined with a lack of structure, resources and no 
interaction with peers or tutors has led to reduced concentration, motivation and urgency 
for our 16-25-year-olds. Looking ahead, highlighted the importance of personal contact in 
creating motivation and inspiration, which called into question the role online learning will 
play in the future.  

Some of our panel who are still in education had their own ideas about what institutions 
could be doing to support them. 

“I think more consideration for the pressures we are under. My cohort has had 2 strikes 
and now a global pandemic, so some leniency on marks would have been nice.”

“I think the school has been trying to do what it can but its other year groups (10, 
12) are a greater priority as they will be sitting exams next year. As a uni offer-holder 
it would be good to have a bit more info about how the courses will be delivered.”

“The school has created an online yearbook which will be published later in the year 
where we can upload quotes, photos and create our own profile. I think this is a 
good idea. I have not seen any of my teachers since I left.”

“I would be interested in a virtual job fair, especially if you could pretend you were 
walking around it like you normally would – sounds fun to me!”

“I would use webinars on going into HE and that would be a useful resource  
for me. I think it would be really interesting to have insight on the education and  
job side of things from people who are well connected and knowledgeable  
about the industries.”



In a recent webinar commissioned by UCAS and Youthsight, explored 
the scenarios of starting university in September and the implications 
this was having on applicants’ feelings and decisions. Many applicants 
were feeling worried that they will not get the full university experience 
(missing out on freshers week and losing out on the opportunity to 
meet new people and make friends); whilst also feeling conflicted about 
online learning and studying from home. 

Their applicant tracker showed that nearly half (48%) of applicants are 
less confident about going to university since the outbreak. This has 
increased by 10% since the previous webinar in April when just 38% 
stated this to be true. More applicants are now considering deferring a 
year or studying at an institute closer to home.

The research also showed that only 34% had attended a virtual open 
day despite one in four stating that they were ‘useful and crucial to their 
decision-making’. UCAS’s Head of Insight and Consultancy, Sarah Barr 
Miller, advised that now is the time for HEIs to encourage applicants to 
make important choices and begin planning for university. Virtual open 
days are being underused by prospective students, but ensuring the 
virtual tour is easy to find on your website will encourage more to attend.

When considering scenarios of starting university, the majority of 
applicants (52%) stated that they would prefer to attend university with 
social distancing measures in place rather than delaying the start date 
or beginning term through distance learning. And of those who would 
prefer to begin studying from home were more likely to defer or decide 
not to go to university.  

UCAS recommends that to engage applicants, HE professionals must 
be creative with their offers. Applicants are worried they will miss out 
on experience, so thinking outside the box and giving them something 
to be excited about will resonate with them at this time. 

E F F E C T I V E L Y  S E L L I N G  T H E  U N I V E R S I T Y  E X P E R I E N C E  

T H R O U G H  V I R T U A L  O P E N  D A Y S  A N D  C O M M U N I C A T I O N



New poll from The Higher Education Policy Institute finds students want better communication about the next academic year, but have realistic 
expectations of what is to come with fewer students are satisfied with the online learning that has replaced face-to-face teaching than they were in 
March – 42% are either ‘very satisfied’ or ‘quite satisfied’, compared to 49% in March and just under half say they are satisfied with the delivery of 

support services, such as careers support and mental health support, during lockdown – 13% are ‘very satisfied’ and 31% are ‘quite satisfied’.

48% of applicants are less confident 

about going to university and 15% 

are worried that they will miss out 

on the ‘real experience’

45% are thinking about  

changing their decisions

19% are thinking  

about sitting their exams  

in the autumn

19% are thinking about  

deferring for a year

48% 45% 19% 19%

34% of applicants attended a virtual open day; 

27% said they were useful and crucial to their 

decision-making, 64% said they were useful but 

not influential and 9% said they were poor  

and unhelpful

52% would prefer to start university with social 

distancing, 29% want to delay until social 

distancing is over and 19% want to begin by 

studying from home

70% would be happy to go along 

 with their preferred start date/scenario  

and not change their plans

34% 52% 70%

H O W  A R E  T H E Y  F E E L I N G  A B O U T  T H E  N E X T  S T E P



M A K I N G  O N L I N E  L E A R N I N G  W O R K 

The coronavirus pandemic has forced UK universities to rapidly shift online, and no date 
has been confirmed for campuses to reopen. With the second coronavirus peak projected 
to take place in autumn, many institutions are already planning to move at least their first 
semester online. 

So, if universities are online, will students still come? New research suggests that 20% 
of students are reconsidering plans to start university in the autumn – a possible 120,000 
student shortfall. Yet so far, the University and College Admissions Service reports that very 
few have reneged on their offers. And for those already at university, a National Union of 
Students survey found that almost half of students were happy with their online learning.

Rachel Hewitt, Director of Policy and Advocacy at the Higher Education Policy Institute, said: 

‘Universities have been grappling with the challenges of a pandemic no one predicted, 
leading to a swift move to online learning. In some ways it is unsurprising that students are 
not completely satisfied with a model that has been created in such extraordinary times 
and some aspects, such as the handling of assessments, have clearly met with students’ 
approval. In order to improve students’ perceptions, it is important that universities use this 
time to learn from students what works in terms of online learning, to develop the model 
available for the next academic year.’ 

‘The results show that students are realistic that the next academic year is likely to be 
radically different to the norm. They understand that some level of social distancing is likely 
to remain in place and blended teaching will combine online and face-to-face teaching. 
However, it is concerning that less than half feel they have had clear messaging from 
their university about the next academic year. While it is difficult to predict exactly where 
we will be by September, it is important universities are as clear as possible in their 
communications to students.’

‘Staff are working their socks off to get their campuses ready for the new academic year 
and we hope these results will help them prepare.’



C R E A T I N G  N E W 

R E L A T I O N S H I P S 

EXPERT OPINIONS

We’ve all learnt an awful lot over the last few 
months. About ourselves, the world around us, 
and our ability to cope with challenge, uncertainty 
and change. So, we asked some of our industry 
experts, to share their thoughts on how Covid-19 
had shaped their sector and the impact it would 
have on things to come.



HIGHER EDUCATION

According to UCAS, a record 40.5% of all 18-year-olds in the UK have 
applied to go to university, with numbers rising significantly during 
lockdown. This is the first time more than four out of 10 students 
had applied by 30th June. And the figures will offer some comfort to 
universities bracing themselves for the Covid-19 aftershock. 

However, what is as yet unknown is how many students will change 
their minds and choose not to go to university in September, put off by 
the impact of Covid-19 restrictions on the student experience.

Aimee Kleinman, Education Consultant at SMRS, discusses how 
universities are adapting, and how students must be brave and 
embrace this new world 

“This is the second time I find myself quoting JFK… ‘change is the law 
of life.’ So, it’s particularly challenging that many young people, living 
through the Covid year, feel they’re in a period of enforced stagnation. 
Those who were in education, waiting on exam results, have had their 
lives on hold since lockdown began. Schools closed. Exams were 
cancelled. And there was very little they could do about it. 

But change has happened. And change will continue to happen. It just 
isn’t like any change we’d have expected or planned for. This stagnation 
is a change too. It’s a change from how we normally live. And, when it 
comes to an end, that will be a change too. Life will pick up again, and 
we’ll get to choose what shape that will take. 

Although the young people in our panel have told us living in 
lockdown and leaving lockdown has made them anxious. There’s a real 
opportunity to embrace this change. To adapt to a new environment. 
And that’s exciting. 



The entrepreneurs, brave thinkers, innovators, artists and 
creators will already be dreaming up new ideas and new ways 
of living. And, while we don’t all have to start living like we’re 
in ‘Ready Player One’, technology presents so many amazing 
opportunities to do life, study and work differently. And you 
never know, perhaps even better. 

Our Higher Education sector, as with many very well-established 
things, without meaning to be unkind, is very big and mostly 
very slow to change. Yet, when presented with this crisis, 
they’ve responded with a level of agility that’s seldom seen.  

They’re also chock-full of enquiring minds, curious people, 
questioning and exploring. So, where better to find a new way 
to build and share knowledge. And, while the next generation 
of university students may be reluctant to enter another digital 
learning experience, that doesn’t mean it won’t be every  
bit as rewarding. 

The future of HE, post-Covid, has a real chance to change 
things for the better and create learning with increased 
relevance for the modern world. Here’s the chance to fix 
things that weren’t working so well, remove boundaries for 
improvement, or re-set rules so that more people can benefit, 
and see value from their time studying, thinking, learning. 

Blended learning, embracing digital, could be exactly what we 
all need. But to achieve it, we need to be brave and step into 
the unknown with an open mind. Only then will we and make a 
new world for ourselves.” 



YOUTH MARKETING

In the summer budget statement outlined by the chancellor, the government 
recognised that the 16-24 generation are at in danger of being ‘left behind’ by 
the pandemic, swallowed up in long-term unemployment. They subsequently 
announced a fund to subsidise six-month work placements, allowing young 
people “the opportunity to build their skills in the workplace, and gain experience 
that will improve their chances of going on to find long-term sustainable work”.

Jackie Grisdale, Youth Marketing Strategist at SMRS shares her thoughts 
on how apprentice and graduate recruitment has and will change in light 
of Covid-19

“As we entered February, with the graduate and apprentice recruitment 
seasons well underway, the realisation that things were about to change 
began to dawn. Meanwhile, tens of thousands of young people, with high 
hopes and aspirations for the future were keenly progressing through 
challenging recruitment processes for the country’s top employers.

And then the pandemic hit. Graduate and apprentice recruiting came to a 
halt as employers tried to deal with the complexities that a lockdown meant 
for the recruitment season. Attraction and recruitment strategies were re-
visited, with recruiters balancing the impact of short-term tactical decisions 
with longer term strategic implications. And, the impact on hiring for the 2020 
intake has been significant. 

The ISE report an expected 23% reduction in recruitment levels this year 
and sadly, it’s apprentice and work experience programmes that have been 
the hardest hit. Many employers have honoured existing offers and paused 
recruitment while they developed appropriate solutions. For some, this meant 
virtual alternatives. For others, this has meant deferring start dates. One thing’s 
for sure though, recruiters have had to think on their feet and show more agility 
than ever before. 



Ever the optimist, I look to the positives. For me, the scale and scope of 
innovation this situation has brought to the youth sector is one of them. The 
2020/21 recruitment season will be different. Fact. And we’ve an opportunity 
to change for the better, permanently. So, we’re working with our clients to 
reimagine attraction activity. When they can’t be on campus, we’ll help them 
cut through a sea of digital activity. Most importantly, we’ll keep the experience 
personal – even when they can’t be there in person. 

What this means in reality for the coming recruitment season, is that candidate 
experience and a close eye on pipelines will be key. Increasing digital event and 
engagement activity will give students more choice and access to employers than 
ever before. Increased access to opportunity for those who may not normally 
have been afforded it is a good thing in my opinion. However, as application 
volumes inevitably ramp up, combined with a reduction in demand, more 
candidates will be rejected. 

Brand reputation is therefore at stake. So, employers need to think strategically 
about their approach. It will be about helping students feel confident in making an 
application, or equally in choosing not to. Supporting and nurturing candidates and 
keeping them engaged through the process, with a likelihood that face to face activity 
will move down the funnel. But most importantly, it’s about ensuring there isn’t a 
negative impact on underrepresented groups and their success through the process. 

And for students, well the message is loud and clear - there will still be 
opportunities out there! And there is a commitment to your future, from your 
schools, colleges and universities, employers and from the government, who have 
released a raft of incentives to stimulate the apprentice market. 

Opportunities may be different to what you expected, they may be virtual, but 
this is a resilient generation who are better connected than they have ever been 
before. So, I for one am ready to embrace the challenge as we carve out a new 
way for our future talent.”  



EMPLOYER MARKETING

A survey by Prospects highlighted the need for 
employers to work with university careers teams and 
develop their online outreach strategies to ensure 
they are communicating with students and dispelling 
any false beliefs that employers are no longer hiring. 
It focussed on making job adverts visible and sharing 
reassuring messages about recruitment to help ease 
anxiety among university finalists.  Especially as 92% 
said they would like this kind of information from 
employers.

Sarah Sturgess, Agency Director at SMRS shares 
her opinion on how employers are learning to 
adapt and create new opportunities

“Throughout the pandemic, we’ve been acutely 
aware on how Covid-19 will impact employer brands 
and the need for employers to act with authenticity, 
transparency and to also communicate frequently. 
We’ve tracked strong communication levels with 
colleagues, but less communication with candidates 
who, in many cases, have been left in the dark as to 
what has been happening. Employers have largely 
been focused on protecting the people they already 
employ and making the decisions to withdraw or 
postpone offers to graduates/apprentices have been 
difficult decisions, but ones that they have felt had to 
be made.



There are many employers in less impacted 
sectors who will still be hiring (healthcare, 
science, technology, some areas of central 
government) and so graduates may need to 
be more open to career choices that might 
not have previously been their preference. 

This could have many implications for 
employers – will it result in less motivated 
workers whose ‘hearts’ aren’t in it? Will 
we see a drive now for students to choose 
different degree subjects for security sake? 
Will we see marked attrition levels in the 
future when the economy opens back up in 
the more impacted sectors and people revert 
to their preferred role? Or will it actually help 
balance the need in some of the hard to 
attract areas?

Whilst the culture of many organisations 
will never be the same again, the area 
of Diversity and Inclusion has been cited 
as the main area of focus this year by 
Recruitment Leaders (IHR). Access to 
expertise will enable better targeting of 
under-presented groups and we are already 
seeing an increased focus on this from 
many employers, potentially, driven by the 
Black Lives Matter movement. Extremely 
interesting times lie ahead.



I N  S U M M A R Y . . . 

We began this project with the hope that we could use our 
expertise, as experienced education, youth and employer 
marketers, to reach out and support a group of young people who 
found themselves suddenly thrown into a world of uncertainty. 

As the pandemic hit, there was a wave of panic and anxiousness. 
Conflicting messages and media reports led our 16-25 year olds to 
question whether they’d be able to go to university, complete their 
final year with social distancing in place, or be accepted onto their 
chosen graduate or apprenticeship scheme.

As we were able to record, our panel’s situations and sentiments 
seemed to shift on a weekly basis. 

Yet over the last few months, we’ve seen institutions and 
businesses become more agile. They’ve quickly adapted to a new 
normal and, from online learning and virtual open days, to new 
ways of working and culture shifts, continued to promote their 
strong brand values to both current and prospective employees.

Over the coming months we’ll keep on talking to our panel to 
understand if their plans have changed and how they’re adapting. 
We’ll also continue to help them feel more connected, informed 
and reassured in the knowledge that they’re not going through any 
of this alone.

To find out more contact 
Rachel Ditchfield, Lead Researcher 
rachel.ditchfield@smrs.co.uk 
smrs.co.uk


