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Shifting priorities 

The context and backdrop within which 
young people have found themselves 
throughout 2020 & 2021, will undeniably 
have a profound and lasting effect on  
their futures. 

Many young people have been denied the ‘typical’ 
experiences enjoyed by generations before them. 
Add this to the turbulent context they have already 
experienced while growing up, and the increased 
awareness of inequalities that exist in our society, 
and it is no surprise the last 22 months are shifting 
the priorities of our young people. Especially  
when it comes to their decisions about careers  
and the workplace. 

Many employers have been seeing a  
noticeable difference in their 2021/22 graduate 
recruitment pipelines. Following widespread panic 
last season and a significant surge in applications, 
as much as 40% year on year according to High 
Fliers, application volumes are beginning to  
subside to levels seen in 2019. But for some 
employers, applications have fallen to below  
pre-pandemic levels.
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A purposeful move 
into the future 

There is much talk about Covid prompting 
candidates to seek more purposeful 
careers. While the pandemic has certainly 
focused the minds of young people 
considering their next destination, this 
particular tide of change began before  
the pandemic.  

A brief look at High Fliers UK Graduate Careers 
Survey research shows that there has been an 
increasing proportion of graduates at the UKs top 
universities who were keen on ‘having a job that 
allows you to give something back to society’ 
for some time. In fact, in 2021 it had increased 
in priority for the seventh year running, making it 
students’ second-highest priority when considering 
various aspects of their first graduate job. 46% said 
it was ‘Very Important’. A decade ago, just 28% 
of finalists considered ‘giving back’ a key concern. 
It wasn’t even listed among students’ top five 
priorities for their first job. 

The desire amongst young people to help drive 
positive change has certainly been bolstered. 
We have seen over the last 18-22 months that 
young people are continuing to push for a world in 
which businesses mirror their values and show a 
commitment to society, putting people ahead of 
profits and prioritising environmental sustainability, 
diversity and inclusion, and income equality. 
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Confidence and optimism influencing behaviours

While there was already a move towards more purposeful careers, decisions about education 
and careers are also being influenced by the pandemic. And our research with 2,000 young 
people aged 16-21 shows that levels of confidence and optimism are playing an important 
role, something we have also discussed in our previous reports. 

Those young people we surveyed who felt 
optimistic about their future, were generally 
less concerned about any of the ‘big issues’ 
we asked them about. However, those who felt 
anxious about the future expressed higher levels 
of concern across several ‘big issues’, by more 
than 20 percentage points in a number of cases. 
Interestingly, 48% of those who felt anxious about 
the future said they were concerned about having 
the right skills to succeed (vs 31% overall), with 
51% of this group concerned about their education 
& academic attainment (vs 29% overall) and 51% 
of this group also concerned about their future 
employment opportunities (vs 30% overall).

And this anxiety and concern is perhaps 
unsurprisingly influencing decisions about careers 
and education as a result. In fact, 40% of those 
with a high concern about future employment 
opportunities, or money / financial hardship,  
said this concern was indeed influencing the  
way they were making decisions about education 
and careers. 

Digging a little further, 29% of finalists surveyed 
by High Fliers said the pandemic had made them 
re-think what they want to do for a career. Cibyl’s 
2021 research also reported how Covid-19 changed 
the career priorities of graduates – with more 
graduates likely to look for flexible working and to 
secure a job straight out of university. And, while 
fewer school students had changed their priorities, 
amongst those who had, priorities around what 
they look for in their first employer had changed, 
with even fewer interested in apprenticeships. 

We also asked young people in our research if  
what they find important with regards who and 
where they would like to work had changed in the 
last 12 months? 

of them said yes.43%
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It rose to over half of those currently in work, 47% for 
those in an apprenticeship or on placement, and 44% 
of those still at university. 

And how had priorities changed? Here is what they 
told us.

• ‘Coronavirus made me realise what is actually 
important in life.’

• ‘I have seen and witnessed new things in life I hadn’t 
before which has made me more concerned about 
different world issues.’

• ‘I have started looking at different career paths.’

• ‘I have become aware of remote opportunities 
because of the pandemic.’

It has caused some to change their mind completely 
about the sector they want to work in.

IT & Technology rose in popularity amongst university 
students according to Cibyl, overtaking the Public 
Sector to claim top spot. And it may come as little 
surprise that the Pharma, Science and R&D sectors 
rose in appeal, as young people witnessed the 
innovation in response to the pandemic. 

• ‘I did want to be a nurse or work in the NHS, but 
because of my autism I felt this would be too hard for 
me to do as it’s so busy, so I changed my plan into 
computer science and being a data analyst instead.’

• ‘I have changed career paths from working in retail, 
wanting to work in the film industry to wanting to  
try coding.’

• ‘I wanted to be a teacher but I want to get involved 
with technology because I know my job will not be 
secure. Electrical engineering is a better option.’

And of course, we can’t ignore the significant increase 
we saw in nursing UCAS applications last year – 
inspired by the incredible response of our doctors, 
nurses and care workers to the pandemic and the deep 
emotional connection to young people’s desire to make 
a difference. 

• ‘I now want to start nursing, whereas last year I 
wanted to become an air hostess - because of Covid 
I now understand the importance of the NHS.’

• ‘Before I wanted to be a doctor, but now I would 
like to be a social worker because I want justice for 
society, I want change!’
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Taking the next step 

Shifting career priorities is just one part of 
the story. Over the last 22 months, there 
have been far fewer opportunities for 
students to get meaningful insights  
into the world of work to help inform  
their decisions. 

They have had fewer opportunities to meet your 
people and experience your culture to understand 
what it might feel like to work for you. They have 
also had significantly fewer opportunities to gain 
meaningful work experience to develop their 
employability skills. These are the employability 
skills that they have been told are essential to 
demonstrate during the application process. 

Students are lacking confidence as a result. Not just 
in the future. But also, in their decisions about the 
best career for them, the best employer for them 
and if their skills and capabilities are good enough 
to succeed in your application process. 
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How can we change futures for the better? 

The future of thousands of young people are at stake - they are missing out on fantastic opportunities to fulfil their aspirations and potential.  
We all have an opportunity to help.

We need to ask ourselves:

Do we really understand what our audience 
need and want from us? 

In the post pandemic world, we need to carefully 
craft the pre-applicant experience (and the candidate 
journey) in a way that provides maximum value 
to students. It needs to be both informative and 
supportive and it must consider each interaction 
along the journey to ensure that it is meaningful, 
provides an insight into the sector and helps students 
to understand the opportunities on offer. But most 
importantly, the experience we give must embody  
our employer brand and showcase our culture. 

Are we communicating our organisation’s 
purpose in a way which will appeal and 
connect with the talent we want to attract? 

The working world as we know it has changed. 
Future apprentices and graduates will enter into 
and experience the ‘workplace’ in a very different 
way to predecessors. Therefore, we must ensure 
the value proposition on offer to the early careers’ 
audience recognises this, reflects what is important 
and appeals to them, and most importantly reflects 
the current / future world of work. It’s also vital we 
consistently communicate our youth and employer 
brand, and our proposition, across our digital and  
in-person interactions. 

Are we acknowledging the impact of the 
pandemic on our talent pipeline?

We absolutely need to evolve our approach 
throughout the entire journey. This includes doing 
much more to support students’ pre-application to:  

• feel confident that there are opportunities for them 

• help them to identify, develop and evidence their 
skills 

• arm them with all the information they need to  
feel confident in their application.

We must also remember that they are being digitally 
bombarded – socially and academically. Therefore, 
the digital and in-person activities we deliver must be 
complementary, acknowledge the challenging context 
our talent pool is operating in, and above all, provide 
high-quality insight and experiences.  

 

WHAT ARE YOU GOING TO DO TO CHANGE 
THE FUTURE OF OUR YOUNG PEOPLE FOR 
THE BETTER? 

If you’d like our help or want to hear more  
about our latest research, get in touch. 

Jackie Grisdale 
Youth Marketing Consultant 
jackie.grisdale@smrs.co.uk
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