Beyond the academic – extracurricular activities, soft skills, networks, and social mobility
 

The Social Mobility Commission is inviting proposals for research to understand how inequalities in extracurricular participation, networks, and support for building soft skills impact on social mobility. By soft skills, we mean skills such as persistence or self-control as well as employability skills, such as teamwork or interview skills. This research forms part of the Social Mobility Commission’s role to produce relevant research that provides new data and insights on social mobility in the UK.

There is clear evidence that soft skills, social networks, and aspirations all play a large role in academic achievement and employment outcomes. There is also evidence that disadvantaged young people tend to have fewer professional connections than better-off peers and lower levels of some soft skills (though higher levels of self-awareness and resilience, according to some studies). Part of the reason for smaller networks and lower skills (in some areas) may be limited access to extracurricular support that can help build soft skills and social networks, including youth clubs, private tuition and work experience. 

Various studies show that disadvantaged young people participate in far fewer extracurricular activities than better-off peers. However, there is little evidence about the impact of these participation gaps. Equally, there is too little evidence on what young people from disadvantaged backgrounds want or need in terms of extracurricular support, and too little evidence about which types of activities are effective at building soft skills or networks.

The Social Mobility Commission wants better to understand the relationship between out-of-school support, soft skills, and social mobility to inform policy by commissioning a research project that aims to answer the following high-level research questions (more detail below):

1. How does participation in extracurricular activities vary by socioeconomic background? How does it vary across independent versus state schools? 

2. How (if at all) has this changed over time, and why?  How (if at all) has school funding influenced this?

3. How do extracurricular activities, networks, soft skills, and aspirations influence academic attainment and employment outcomes for young people from advantaged and less advantaged socioeconomic backgrounds?

4. What types of soft skills do employers look for in new hires and how do levels of those skills vary by socioeconomic background?  

5. What types of extracurricular activities are available for those from lower socioeconomic backgrounds and how well do they match emerging needs?

Please note that we do not expect the researchers to answer every question in equal depth. We request that bidders indicate which questions and issues they will focus on primarily (using our suggestions in the full invitation to tender). 

We envisage that this project will include two main strands:

· A substantial literature review 

· Quantitative analysis of several existing data sets, e.g., birth cohort studies, Taking Part, Understanding Society, Taking Part, Living Costs and Food Survey, etc. 

This project could also include a new survey or case study to fill any critical knowledge gaps uncovered during the research.  
This research is intended to allow the Commission to publish one or two short reports on the topic in addition to the full final report – for example short briefings on a) extracurricular participation gaps, b) aspirations. (Please see more on this in the Report Drafting section).
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