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Supporting 
social mobility

Improving social mobility into, and within, 
occupations seen as ‘elite’ is a key policy 
objective of all Britain’s main political parties – 
and is rapidly climbing up the agenda in financial 
services. 

Removing barriers to careers in banking would increase 
workforce diversity and provide vital talent at a time 
when competition for skills is fierce. But progress is slow.

A study from professional services firm KPMG earlier 
this year found that finance workers were three times 
as likely to have parents in the same sector than other 
types of jobs. And only seven financial firms made the 
Top 50 in the Social Mobility Employer Index last year, 
a key benchmark of social mobility in Britain.

According to research by The Sutton Trust, a social 
mobility charity that supports 5,000 high-attaining 
young people each year through educational 
programmes, more than half of financial services 
leaders are privately educated, compared with 7% of 
the school population.

“As one of the UK’s most sought-after industries, 
banking and finance is inevitably a competitive sector 
to break into,” says Laura Bruce, Head of Programmes 
at The Sutton Trust. “While there is much positive work 
being done by firms to diversify and reflect all aspects 
of society in recruitment practices, there is still much 
more to be done to increase social mobility and diversify 
the workforce.”

Work is under way across the industry to 
help people from diverse backgrounds 
pursue a career in banking.
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“ For disadvantaged young 
people, the visibility and 
accessibility of opportunities 
is extremely important.” 
Michaela Wright, HSBC UK
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Improving access
In partnership with Deutsche Bank and other supporters 
across financial services, The Sutton Trust launched its 
Pathways to Banking & Finance programme in 2017 to 
address barriers to entry.

“The two-year programme has so far supported 
200 sixth-form-age students from less advantaged 
backgrounds in exploring the banking sector as a 
career, through real-life work experience placements, 
networking events, skill-sharing days, e-mentoring and 
residential conferences,” Bruce explains.

“The programme continues to receive excellent 
feedback, with work experience placements often cited 
as among the most impactful parts of the programme 
for both students and staff. One of the key lessons of the 
programme is that sector-wide collaboration is crucial 
in improving social mobility and something we need to 
see more of if we are to shift the dial in improving access 
to the banking and finance sector.”

Bank of America Merrill Lynch also supports the Trust’s 
US Programme, which has given nearly 1,000 students 
the chance to visit top American universities since it 
was set up in 2012.

Bespoke mentoring and support with college and 
scholarship applications has helped more than one 
third of the programme’s alumni going on to enrol at 
selective US institutions.

How candidates from disadvantaged backgrounds 
present themselves at interview is another potential 
barrier to entry that can prevent them from getting a 
job in the sector, according to feedback from four-fifths 
of senior figures in Sutton Trust-Deutsche Bank polling. 

“Soft skills continue to act as a barrier for many young 
people from disadvantaged backgrounds today,” 
Bruce says. “This is one of the reasons why we are 
calling for contextual recruitment, where applicants’ 
achievements are placed in the context of their 
background. By recruiting from as wide a talent pool 
as possible, employers are much more likely to find the 
best possible employees.”

Everyday inclusion
Santander UK is the only UK retail bank to make the Top 
50 in the 2018 Social Mobility Employer Index, which 
ranks more than 100 employers across 18 sectors on 
actions they are taking to ensure they are progressing 
talent from all backgrounds. The index is compiled by 
the Social Mobility Foundation, a charity that supports 
high-achieving young people from low-income 
backgrounds into the top universities and professions, 
and is sponsored by the City of London Corporation, 
which governs London’s Square Mile.

Damien Shieber, Head of Culture and Inclusion, 
Santander UK, says: “Everyday inclusion is pivotal 
to the success of the banking industry. As a bank, we 
want to be representative of the society we operate 
in and where all employees can have a voice and are 

able to bring their true selves to work. By creating a 
workplace that attracts, retains and rewards the most 
talented and committed people regardless of where they 
started in life, we can create a thriving workplace and a 
sustainable organisation.

“It’s also important that the commitment towards 
social mobility comes from the top of the organisation 
and in that regard, we have an Executive Committee 
sponsor who ensures that social mobility remains 
firmly on the agenda.”

Santander launched an eight-week traineeship 
programme in June 2017 to help young people aged 16 
years-plus to develop their employability skills. This 
aims to prepare them for work and move on to one of 
the bank’s apprenticeship schemes, which are UK-wide 
and offered to anyone aged over 18.

Emerging talent
As well as apprenticeships based in Santander 
branches, the bank offers degree-level apprenticeship 
programmes, including opportunities in Digital and 
Technology Solutions and a Finance Apprenticeship.

“There has been an invigorated interest in 
apprenticeships, which has enabled many financial 
services organisations to rethink their approach to 
emerging talent and to consider how to support talent 
from diverse backgrounds,” Shieber says.

“Sixty-five per cent of colleagues who join our graduate 
scheme are from non-Russell Group universities [an 
association of 24 research-led UK universities], with 
one third of them being the first in their family to 
attend university.

“Alongside routes to employment within Santander, 
we also have 86 university partners in the UK, which 
annually help more than 3,000 students find internship 
placements with small and medium businesses in 
all industries. These placements are part-funded by 
Santander, with the rest paid for by the business.” 

Santander has also launched an employee-led Social 
Mobility network, designed to help colleagues 
through advice, issues, events, knowledge-sharing and 
networking. Other employee-led networks include 
Women in Business, Mental Well-being, Parents & 
Carers, Ethnicity@Work and Embrace – which supports 
LGBT+ colleagues.

On further steps the industry could be taking to support 
social mobility, Shieber says: “One of the biggest 
challenges for the industry, as with all sectors, is the 

“ Everyday inclusion is pivotal to the 
success of the banking industry.” 
Damien Shieber, Santander UK
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lack of data around recording the socio-economic 
background of employees. It’s currently not listed 
alongside the other nine protected characteristics 
under the Equalities Act 2010, and as such there are no 
standardised recommendations to collect and measure 
the data. Through peer-group forums, which Santander 
is heavily involved with, there’s a drive within the 
sector to standardise the metrics, which will help the 
industry as a whole understand the social mobility of 
its workforce, to ensure even more progress is made.” 

Financial footsteps 
KPMG’s research found that 41% of financial services 
employees had parents who worked in the same industry, 
compared with 12% for non-finance employees.

Those aged 16 to 24 were most likely to have followed 
their parents’ footsteps into financial services,  
as reported by 55% of respondents in this age group. 
The same was true of just 21% of 16 to 24-year-olds 
in other sectors.

Tim Howarth, Head of Financial Services Consulting, 
KPMG, said: “The fact that people in financial services 
are more than three times more likely than the national 
average to have followed in their parent’s career 
footsteps is staggering.”

A narrow and narrowing talent pool and not enough 
social mobility is a big challenge for the future of the 
sector, he added.

Employability schemes
HSBC UK says it is the largest corporate supporter for 
employability programmes through The Prince’s Trust, 
the UK youth charity founded in 1976 by His Royal 
Highness The Prince of Wales. 

Michaela Wright, Head of Corporate Sustainability, 
HSBC UK, explains: “Since 2014, we have supported the 
Trust’s Get Into programme, an employability scheme 
to help jobless young people get back into work. As part 
of that, we launched a bespoke customer services course 
– giving young people the opportunity to test out their 
skills in branches and offices across the UK and gain 
valuable work experience.” 

Almost 5,400 people aged 16 to 24 who were not in 
education, employment or training were involved in 
the programme in 2018, helping them find work or guide 
them back into education or training.

Alongside its support for the Get Into programme, HSBC 
UK offers young people the opportunity to gain real-life 
experience in its branches and contact centres, with 
a nine-day work placement. Of the 40 young people 
selected to join work placements in 2018, 27 continued 
into full-time employment with HSBC UK.

“A new partnership forged with The Prince’s Trust in 
2018 focuses on developing the future skills for young 
people, including testing new employment initiatives 
and helping young people in London and Birmingham 
overcome challenges,” Wright adds. 

“These initiatives will improve social mobility by giving 
young people the training and support they need to 
realise their potential.”

Looking ahead
On what more could be done, Wright says: “Change 
isn’t going to happen overnight and there is much more 
we need to do to improve social mobility and allow for 
greater access to the banking sector. For disadvantaged 
young people, the visibility and accessibility of 
opportunities is extremely important – and without 
limits to the talent pool that we have to choose from.” 

In 2019, HSBC UK began a new partnership with Career 
Ready, the UK charity that prepares young people for 
the world of work. This enables the bank to support 
280 individuals a year through the core Career Ready 
programme in Birmingham, London and Glasgow, 
providing employer-led mentoring, internships  
and masterclasses.

“Internally, we also have a process for interns and 
work experience that gives everyone an equal footing, 
regardless of their background,” Wright adds. “We want 
to ensure we have the broadest spectrum of talent 
possible – and that means the opportunities are open 
for everyone.” CB

“ There is still much more to be 
done to increase social mobility 
and diversify the workforce.” 
Laura Bruce, The Sutton Trust
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