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Bridge to Equality Report
Executive Summary  
 
 
Babbasa is a Bristol-based award-winning social enterprise that supports young people 
from the less-advantaged, ethnically diverse communities of inner-city and East Bristol to 
achieve their professional ambitions. We commissioned this research to understand the 
employment, enterprise and career support needs of the young people, the challenges 
for communities and employers in meeting these needs, and the interventions needed 
to close the employment equality gaps faced by ethnic minorities and young people 
from these areas. 

A further section has been added to update the research in light of the COVID-19 
outbreak and its consequential impacts on young people. We will use and share these 
findings to further shape our services and help create the foundations for a more 
inclusive city. 
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The Bristol Context

Bristol’s ethnically diverse communities face multiple inequalities. While a wealthy and creative city,  
Bristol ranked seventh worst of 348 districts in England & Wales for the multiple inequalities experienced by  
ethnic minority communities in a national review.

There are employment and educational attainment gaps. The city has an ethnic minority employment gap that is 
over twice the national level (6.4% difference in unemployment rate compared with 2.9%), and those from ethnic 
minority backgrounds are more likely to be employed in low skilled jobs.

Inclusive growth is a priority for the city. The ‘One City Plan’ is an ambitious strategy for Bristol which aims to 
use the collective power of public, business and voluntary sector organisations to solve key challenges and drive 
inclusive economic growth. In 2019, Babbasa in partnership with the City Office, young people and community 
stakeholders conducted a citywide research to produce a Youth Manifesto for Bristol, which was formally adopted 
into the One City Plan.

There are key skills gaps. The skills gap in the South West is greater than in any other region of England. Both 
higher skilled and low skilled workers are in high demand. Employers report the most significant gaps are in 
specialist technical skills but these are closely followed by softer skills of problem-solving, self-management, 
customer handling and emotional resilience. 

... and since COVID-19?
COVID-19 has had a substantial economic impact across the UK with ethnic minorities, young people and those 
on low incomes most severely affected. National GDP dropped and the UK economy hit a level of technical 
recession, falling by 20.4% between the months of April and June 2020 (ONS, 2020). In Bristol, 90% of ethnic 
minority-led businesses surveyed by Bristol One City had experienced a financial loss, with 9 out of 10 leading 
to business closure (A widespread survey by UK Youth found 76% of respondents from a lower income family 
reporting a decrease in working hours and income through COVID-19. 

Immediate work opportunities have decreased, and unemployment is rising. The West of England Combined 
Authority (WECA) reported that 30% of Bristol’s workforce were furloughed as a result of COVID-19. Nationally 
young people are reported to have been hit the hardest by job losses with 27% of under 25s projected to be 
unemployed at the end of the year (WECA 2020)

Bristol’s ethnically diverse communities continue to face multiple systemic inequalities, but these have been 
exacerbated by pandemic. People from ethnic minority backgrounds have been disproportionately affected by 
COVID-19 and the outbreak has further exacerbated systematic inequalities as well as direct racial discrimination. 
Ethnic minorities have experienced higher death rates, more limited access to health care, increased hostility and 
hate crime, and more severe impacts on income and work. These have been strongly linked to existing systemic 
racial inequalities, with a higher proportion of ethnic minority people being key workers in fields such as transport, 
health, cleaning and social work. Ethnic minorities are also over-represented in casual and zero hours contractual 
arrangements, in lower-skilled employment where home-working is not possible, reliant on public transport and 
living in larger households in the UK. 
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Key Findings

1. Most young people knew what they 
wanted to do and were motivated to 
achieve their goals  
Over 60% of young people knew what career they 
wanted to pursue and 83% were prepared to  
put in extra effort to achieve their goal. 

2. Young people were aspirational and 
ambitions were credible  
Young people have a wide range of career ambitions, 
particularly law, business, IT and tech, health care, 
communications, and creative arts. Currently, a third 
of Babbasa participants are interested in careers 
in the creative and technology sectors, however, 
this ambition jumped to two thirds for those who 
took part in this research. Communities see some 
aspirations as unrealistic and despite their own 
personal motivation, only 23% of young people 
agreed that ‘young people where I live normally 
succeed in getting the career they want’. However, the 
progression of many previous Babbasa participants 
indicates that it is realistic of young people to believe 
that they can attain roles in these fields. 

3. Knowing where to find good career 
advice and guidance 
is the biggest challenge for young people 
in pursuing their career goals  
Fewer than half of young people knew who could 
help them to get into their chosen career and ‘lack 
of information’ was the most frequent challenge 
identified in getting into the job or career they 
wanted. Only 1 in 6 mentioned the internet as a 
source of information and guidance. Most young 
people said they would turn to school or college for 
career advice, but experiences of this were generally 
poor. Only 1 in 5 community members thought that 
young people knew what they needed to do to get 
into the careers they wanted. These findings reflected 
a gap in the networks of disadvantaged young people 
in their fields of interest. 
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4. Communities see the career 
guidance provided by schools and 
colleges as providing limited options 
and opportunities for young people to 
explore... and young people’s choices can 
be constrained further by family views of 
what constitutes ‘a good job’   
Young people felt strongly that schools channeled 
them only towards “traditional academic” routes 
to higher education, and gave little prominence 
to other forms of skills training, apprenticeships, 
or volunteering. External sources of advice where 
they had been used were rated more highly for 
wider knowledge of the range of options available. 
Younger and older communities felt teachers had low 
aspirations for them and did not focus sufficiently on 
the strengths and talents of young people. Families 
lacking understanding of different careers and roles, 
particularly availability of work and scale financial 
reward, was also a barrier for some young people to 
their desired employment. 

5. Lacking the right practical and 
personal workplace skills is another 
significant challenge to young people in 
pursuing their chosen career  
This was seen as the second biggest challenge to 
young people accessing their job or career of choice. 
Employers differed in their opinions on ease of 
recruiting those with the right technical or practical 
skills, but most found it difficult to recruit young 
people with the right social or interpersonal skills such 
as confidence and communication. 

6. Young people see access to work 
experience as critical to employment 
chances… and participation is linked to 
financial challenges  
This was seen as a particularly problematic challenge 
as compared with the other barriers they had 
identified – describing it as “a double-edged sword” 
because “you can’t get a job because you have no 
experience but to get experience you need a job.” 
Employers also recognized that certain sectors jobs 
pitched as entry-level actually required a lot of skill, 
experience and career literacy and young people who 
could not afford to work for free or cover upfront 
equipment costs to train were routinely disadvantaged 
or excluded.

7. High quality work placements build 
confidence, motivation and aspiration;  
low quality placements can do the 
opposite   
Placements were highly valued. Those thought of 
as best gave young people sufficient time to learn 
about the workplace (2-3 weeks) and also gave 
young people some real responsibilities. They also 
provided a connection to a career mentor. Young 
people learned from their peers which were sought-
after companies and organisations where their 
experience would be positive. Compulsory school 
placements were not generally seen as useful. For 
aspirational young people, being placed in a low 
skilled role was sometimes seen as demotivating, with 
negative judgement of their potential to succeed in 
a more professional career. At worst, young people 
experienced an unfriendly environment or racism 
(from customers) which also had a negative impact on 
pursuing a career in their chosen industry.

8. Young people have different views 
from their wider communities  
on the impact of discrimination, 
stereotyping and culture  
Only 8% of young people saw discrimination 
or stereotyping as a key challenge to achieving 
employment, compared with 14% of community 
residents. Young people felt their youth had a bigger 
impact on the way that they were treated, seemed 
to identify less strongly with traditional grouping 
of ethnicity and gender, and saw equality gaps as 
a ‘non-issue’ to be tackled by just doing their best. 
Community residents saw unconscious bias, visibility 
of people of colour in the workplace and systemic 
inequalities within education and criminal justice as 
creating barriers. 

9. Employers see diversity as important 
but struggle to attract diversity in 
applicants 
Over 80% of employers said that improving diversity 
of the workforce is an important corporate objective; 
almost all because it is ‘just the right thing to do’; 70% 
to help to fill workforce gaps; 59% as an important 
way to attract new customers. Those working in law 
or education said this was important, compared to 
50% in digital media and broadcasting and 34% in the 
creative arts. Only 14% of employers said they found 
it easy to recruit young people from a diversity of 
cultural backgrounds.
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10. Strengthening the knowledge 
and skills to connect with people from 
a diversity of cultural backgrounds is 
necessary to inclusive recruitment  
Only 40% of employers thought their organisations 
had the knowledge and skills to market products and 
services effectively to ethnically diverse customers, 
and few were attracting the cultural diversity 
they were looking for in recruitment. Building the 
knowledge and skills to reach and connect with 
people from a diversity of cultural backgrounds 
remains an important gap to be addressed if 
employment equality gaps within Bristol are to be 
closed. 

11. There is a mismatch between the 
most popular recruitment methods  
used by employers compared to the 
routes accessed by ethnically diverse 
young people  
Employers were most likely to use general websites, 
word of mouth and targeted advertising to recruit. 
Young people, on the other hand, identified job fairs 
and school visits as effective ways of finding out 
about opportunities, which were the methods least 
used by employers. With regard to ‘word of mouth’, 
only 13% of community residents and guardians 
thought that young people had the networks and 
support to help them to find the career they wanted. 
 
 
 
Impact of COVID-19
 
 
12. Young people report an increasing 
fear of the future  
Young people in Bristol anticipate less stable 
employment opportunities than before COVID-19, 
which reflects a national picture where 40% of young 
people see their future career prospect as ‘bleak’, 
with 14% experiencing fear. 

13. Young people retain their career 
aspirations but feel ‘stuck’  
Most young people continue to retain their future 
career aspirations, but felt ‘stuck’ and ‘frustrated’ due 
to their inability to progress at this period. 

14. For some there is greater motivation 
to develop skills ...
... and mentoring makes a real difference  
Young people with clear aspirations felt that support 
from a professional mentor during this pandemic 
period will give them a sense of structure and 
motivation to focus on their career path. 

15. Many young people reported an 
overall decline in mental wellbeing  
Young people were particularly affected by isolation 
and anxiety. They also reported ‘feeling suffocated’, 
and at times ‘terrified’ of getting infected. Both local 
and national studies also report increases in anxiety 
(24% in Bristol) and nationally (80% amongst young 
people with a pre-existing condition or history of 
mental wellbeing problems). 

16. Online services alone are not a 
panacea - some young people still feel 
a loss of connection or increased 
feelings of isolation 
While there has been a shift to online provision 
both by ...by most youth support services including 
Babbasa, it is not a universal solution for young 
people, especially as some have variable digital access 
and others miss the human social connection. For 
those young people who had positive experiences 
of increased peer connection during lockdown, local 
community-based action was a key factor. 

17. Changes in education provision 
during lockdown had some positive as 
well as negative impacts… But there 
is a clear risk that existing educational 
equality gaps will widen without early, 
targeted action  
Some young people highlighted the positives of 
working from home, such as increased flexibility 
and reduced pressure - the opportunity to “slow 
down” or work at their own pace. However, for most 
the experience was negative. Participants said that 
they felt it was harder to engage with content and 
feel involved with learning. This is important given 
the existing educational equality attainment gaps 
highlighted in the orginal key findings. 
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How Babbasa is responding to the needs  
identified through this research
 

Commitment 1: Developing our Youth Programmes
We will: 

1. Increase the availability and visibility of work opportunities for young people and provide the 
pre-placement training and progression support that will enable young people to access and succeed within 
these placements through further development of our Placement Programme.

2. Create a more effective pathway for young people to overcome multiple barriers and 
achieve social mobility by developing our current Support Programme from intensive 1:1 support to a 
broader, person-centred model, bringing together culturally-appropriate skills from a range of grassroots 
ethnic-minority-led organisations to address the complex needs of each young person. In particular this will 
look to address mental health and family support needs, and relationships with formal education.  

3. Increase our reach into schools and colleges to support an increasing number of aspirational 
young people who are at risk of disengaging or falling behind in formal education, by adapting and scaling 
our youth leadership and social action focused Challenge Programme.

4. Increase and strengthen our community based relationships and activities, expanding 
our capacity for direct outreach to young people who face digital, mobility, psychological or social barriers 
to engagement with mainstream services and creating pathways to social mobility for these young people 
through our Outreach and Engagement Programme.

5. Increase the online visibility and reach of Babbasa and our programmes through web and 
social media, and develop a blended (online and face-to-face) approach to delivery of our programmes with 
engaging online resources that speak to ethnically diverse young people.  

_________________________ 

Commitment 2: Inspiring the ambition and coordinated effort within  
the city to tackle social mobility and the employment equality gap
We will: 

1. Mobilise key stakeholders in a single, ambitious, social mobility target - work with young 
people, communities, city leaders, policy-makers, funders, employers, education providers to set a shared 
vision and single measurable social mobility target to catalyse and drive systemic change for inner city and 
east Bristol within the next 10 years.

2. Nurture inner city youth voice and youth influence in driving the change needed to meet this 
target, by increasing the opportunities and platforms to hear the voices and lived experience of young people 
of colour, their families and communities, through the development of Babbasa TV, our ‘Trailblazer’ (alumni) 
network, and young people’s representation across the city’s boards. 

3. Develop an inner-city youth alliance of education and VCSE organisations to create a seamless pathway 
that enables ethnic minority young people to achieve social mobility.

4. Develop a policy campaign to engage city, regional and national policy-makers and funders  
to adopt the long-term social mobility target as a reference success criteria within policies, strategies and 
plans.

5. Engage employers in a recruitment and placement campaign to increase opportunities 
for young people from ethnically diverse and low income backgrounds within a competitive post-Covid 
employment market. 
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Commitment 3: Developing and growing our diversity  
and inclusion support services
 
We will: 

1.  Expand our young people’s Placement Programme into a full Placement & Recruitment 
Service to help employers reach, recruit and nurture diverse talent for paid employment roles, enabling them 
to help us to achieve our 10-year social mobility target.

2.  Increase our ‘Bridging The Gap’ Diversity and Inclusion Training to help employers, 
education-providers and other stakeholders develop the cultural competency needed to create inclusive 
workplaces that are representative of talent within the city and are working to achieve our 10-year social 
mobility target

3.  Promote and increase use of our workplace Inclusion Service - a suite of research, facilitation 
and advisory support services - to enable employers, education-providers, voluntary and community 
organisations to create the inclusive workplaces needed for young and ethnic minority candidates to thrive 
alongside their counterparts, and for us to achieve our 10-year social mobility target.
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Recommendations for City Stakeholders
To further bridge the employment equality gap for young people  
from ethnically diverse areas of the city we recommend that:    

Employers and skills-development agencies: 
 
1. Employers take advantage of existing incentives, such as Apprenticeships and Kickstart scheme, to 
create more work opportunities for young people and wherever possible these are paid, and connect with 
community organisations to ensure these are advertised to diverse groups within the city. 

2. Employers commit resources to address the knowledge and skills gaps that they have identified within 
their workplaces (management, recruitment and marketing) and develop cultural competency to create an 
inclusive experience for young people and adults of all cultures.

3. Infrastructure and skills-development agencies to focus on workplace inclusion as a core 
element of wider skills-development and provide support for soft skills development in areas such as 
confidence, resilience, and communication as well as technical or functional skills of language, maths and 
computer literacy.

Education providers, Careers Services, and community organisations
 
1. Educators and Careers services work in partnership with community organisations to maximise the 
community-based access points for young people to gain careers advice, create simpler information on the 
range of options available, and enable wider shared connections with employers.

2. Local residents and communities continue to promote the visibility of people of colour and those 
from less advantaged backgrounds who are role models, across a range of sectors, and recognise the impact 
of mentoring and community leadership.

3. Community and youth organisations work together to create an informal network or mechanism 
to maintain understanding of the variety of initiatives and opportunities for cross-referral within the city.

Funders and Policy-makers
 
1. Grant-makers and policy-makers to encourage collaboration between community organisations 
and employers to develop a 10-year city-wide response to addressing social mobility from ethnically diverse 
communities in Bristol.

2. Philanthropists and grant-makers develop mechanisms to enable young people to access work 
experience where there are financial barriers to their participation (including transport and living costs), and 
to fund in-work support up to the stage of workplace probation to avoid early attrition.

3. Public Institutions and funders review and take action to address the equality gap of financial 
support to skills development and economic inclusion between ethnically diverse and other socially 
disadvantaged areas within the city. 
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This research was conducted by Dr Hannah Young, Pravanya Pillay, Lizzie Potter and  
Research Interns from the University of Bristol (Yasmin Marsh and Gail El-Halaby)

Babbasa is an award-winning, Bristol-based, social enterprise with a vision to create a world where all 
young people are inspired and able to realise their employment and enterprise ambitions, irrespective 
of where they live, their nationality, ethnicity, gender, race, sexuality or faith. 

Babbasa realises its mission through its two subsidiary enterprises including Babbasa Youth 
Empowerment Programmes and Babbasa Recruitment & Inclusion Services. Our service users are 
primarily ethnic minority young people (16-25 years), over 70% ethnic minority (incl. migrant and 
refugee families) and 90% low income. In 2020, Babbasa received the UK’s highest business accolade, 
The Queen’s Award For Enterprise (for Promoting Opportunity), advancing the lives of c2,200 young 
people in Bristol since 2013.

Babbasa  50 Upper York Street, Bristol BS2 8QR  | Tel: 0117 329 0717 |  Email: admin@byep.org.uk  

www.babbasa.com | Facebook: babbasahub | Twitter @babbasahub |  Instagram @babbasahub


