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1. [bookmark: _heading=h.2p2csry]PURPOSE AND OVERVIEW OF THE REQUIREMENT

1.1 [bookmark: _heading=h.tyjcwt]The Authority invites quotes for the provision of a systematic literature review focusing on qualitative research investigating the decisions behind young people’s choices at ages 16 and 18, and post-higher education. Furthermore, it will investigate how different characteristics (ethnicity, disability, NSSEC and local area) impact upon those decisions.

1.2 The Supplier is expected to demonstrate value for money in their approach to this work, employing innovative techniques as appropriate to create efficiencies and deliver added value.

1.3 The key objectives of this commission are to:

1.3.1 Identify a wide range of qualitative research that meets specified quality criteria.
1.3.2 Provide insights into young people’s decision-making towards various post-education pathways, accounting for different protected and non-protected characteristics.
1.3.3 Clearly illustrate how different protected and non-protected characteristics impact on young people’s post-education decision-making.
1.3.4 Identify gaps in the evidence to inform further qualitative research.
2. [bookmark: _heading=h.147n2zr]BACKGROUND TO THE BUYER

2.1 The Contracting Authority supports the Prime Minister, and ensures the effective running of government. The Contracting Authority is also the corporate headquarters for the government, in partnership with HM Treasury, and takes the lead in certain critical policy areas. More information about the Contracting Authority can be found on its website at: 
https://www.gov.uk/government/organisations/cabinet-office
2.2 The Office for Equality and Opportunity (OEO) sits within the Contracting Authority. The OEO focuses on disability policy, ethnic disparities, gender equality, LGBT+ rights and the overall framework of equality legislation for the UK including the Equality Act 2010 and sponsorship of the Equality & Human Rights Commission.

3. [bookmark: _heading=h.3o7alnk]BACKGROUND TO THE REQUIREMENT

3.1 [bookmark: _heading=h.4d34og8]The Office for Equality and Opportunity (OEO) is working on delivering the government’s Plan for Change, which sets out milestones to be achieved by the end of this Parliament. The plan is split into five missions: growing the economy, an NHS fit for the future, safer streets, opportunity for all, and making Britain a clean energy superpower.

3.2 OEO has been commissioned to overlay an equalities lens on the five missions, with a primary focus on socio-economic disadvantage. We have work strands in place for all the five missions, with this project aligned to the Opportunity Mission.

3.3 This project seeks to provide policymakers in OEO and other government departments (primarily the Department for Education, the Department for Work and Pensions and the Department for Business and Trade) with an understanding of how young people’s protected characteristics (as defined in the Equality Act 2010) impact the likelihood that they will make a positive transition to Further/Higher Education and employment. OEO is particularly interested in the impact which ethnicity and disability (including SEND), will have upon the decisions they make about whether or not to stay in education and where they look for employment.

3.4 Additionally, OEO’s remit includes socio-economic disadvantage. Although this is not a protected characteristic, we are aware that socio-economic status and place/geography will have an impact on people’s experiences of opportunity and challenge. Therefore, we are keen to ensure socio-economic status and geography are considered within this project.

3.5 OEO are seeking to procure a literature review, with the intention in FY26/27 to procure further qualitative research to build on this. This will provide valuable insight for policymakers about the impact equalities have on the education and employment choices available to young people, which will aid in the further design of policy.

3.6 Research

3.7 DfE’s Post 16 education and labour market activities, pathways and outcomes (LEO) research report found that pathways out of education were varied and complex[footnoteRef:1]. For the 3.6 million individuals who took their GCSEs between 2002 and 2007 there were over 262,000 different pathways. Of these, almost 168,000 pathways were unique, i.e. each only observed for a single individual. However, it also found that Individuals from certain ethnic groups, who have a special education need, have poorer GCSE attainment (at KS4), are from a lower socioeconomic background or attended a state-funded (non-selective) school have worse labour market outcomes than those from more “advantaged” comparator sub-groups. [1:  https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/post-16-education-and-labour-market-activities-pathways-and-outcomes-leo ] 


3.8 According to a study by the Institute for Fiscal Studies, the effect of higher education on geographical mobility is weaker for ethnic minorities and people from lower socio-economic backgrounds[footnoteRef:2]. Graduates from Black and Asian ethnic groups were much less likely than White graduates to have moved areas between their last year of secondary school (usually aged 16) and 27 years old. The ‘mobility premium’ in average earnings is bigger for graduates who move compared to those who do not. This is likely to translate into even larger differences later in life. [2:  https://ifs.org.uk/publications/london-calling-higher-education-geographical-mobility-and-early-career-earnings ] 


3.9 Furthermore, the 2023 State of the Nation report by the Social Mobility Commission identified that people from Chinese, Mixed, Indian, Black African and ‘Other’ ethnic groups were more likely to obtain a university degree than White British and Black Caribbean people from the same socioeconomic background[footnoteRef:3]. However, that doesn’t always translate to better occupational outcomes. People from the Bangladeshi and Pakistani ethnic groups had the highest proportion of downward occupational mobility, with occupational and educational mobility varying by generation. Second generation migrants had better chances of occupational and educational mobility than first generation migrants. [3:  https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/state-of-the-nation-2023-people-and-places ] 


4. [bookmark: _heading=h.23ckvvd]DEFINITIONS 

	Expression or Acronym
	Definition

	OEO
	Means; Office for Equality and Opportunity

	NEET
	Means; Not in Education, Employment or Training

	SEND
	Means; Special Education Needs and Disabilities

	DfE
	Means; Department for Education

	LEO
	Means; the Longitudinal Education Outcomes dataset

	NSSEC
	Means; National Statistics Socio-Economic Classification



5. [bookmark: _heading=h.ihv636]SCOPE OF THE REQUIREMENT

5.1 Interested Potential Providers should carefully read the requirements set out below and respond to the questions set out in the response guidance.

5.2 Please note: The Supplier is to assume that all requirements are core requirements and should therefore be included in the core contract price unless otherwise specified.

5.3 As the DfE report points out, we can’t know from quantitative analyses why there are different paths taken by young people after education. Other unobserved factors such as motivation, personal and parental aspirations, innate ability, mental health and wellbeing, and home learning environment, have an impact on the decision-making process that young people go through when considering further education and employment opportunities, and need to be explored.

5.4 The Authority is therefore commissioning a systematic literature review focusing on qualitative research which investigates the decisions behind young people’s choices at ages 16 and 18, and post-higher education, and how different characteristics (ethnicity, disability, NSSEC and local area) impact upon those decisions.

5.5 The Supplier is to implement all objectives and processes listed in their approaches once agreed and signed, if requested by the Authority.

5.6 The overall requirements of this work are listed below.
· [bookmark: _heading=h.ff9dnqwui14]Develop a written research protocol
· [bookmark: _heading=h.g5jlmknn9mjw]Identify and quality assure relevant research
· Summarise the evidence
· Interpret the findings
· [bookmark: _heading=h.rnafw8vw9kpi]Reporting

5.7 The Authority recognises that AI has the potential to enhance the efficiency, scale, and scope of research and evaluation. However, its use must not compromise the fundamental principles of rigour, proportionality, transparency, and replicability — cornerstones of robust research, evaluation, and evidence-based decision-making. The Supplier shall notify the Buyer in advance of using Artificial Intelligence to deliver any of the Requirements.  The Supplier shall provide details as requested by the Buyer whose decision on whether to allow its use will be final. Any proposal to use AI should be fully justified, proportionate and ethical. The Supplier shall not use AI for training purposes.

5.8 In meeting these requirements, the project must comply with the data ethics framework laid out by the UK Statistics Authority. Further information can be found on the UK Statistics Authority’s data ethics webpages[footnoteRef:4]. [4: https://uksa.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/the-authority-board/committees/national-statisticians-advisory-committees-and-panels/national-statisticians-data-ethics-advisory-committee/ethics-self-assessment-tool/ ] 


6. [bookmark: _heading=h.32hioqz]MANDATORY DELIVERABLES (SUPPLIER RESPONSIBILITIES)

6.1 Develop a research protocol: The Authority requires the development of a research protocol to plan and document the search strategy to be used in advance. This mitigates against bias and promotes transparency and replicability. The Protocol will also provide inclusion and exclusion criteria for identifying appropriate studies and setting quality parameters. The search strategy and inclusion/exclusion criteria will be developed in collaboration with the Authority.

6.2 Identify and quality assure research: The Supplier will use the search criteria developed in the protocol to identify literature from a variety of journal databases, including grey literature as the quality allows. The inclusion and exclusion criteria will be applied to establish relevance and quality. The selected literature should include as many of the following characteristics as possible:

· Ethnic groups
· Black Caribbean
· Black African
· Gypsy, Roma, or Traveller
· Indian
· Chinese
· Pakistani
· Bangladeshi
· Disability
· Physical
· Neurodiversity
· Mental health
· NSSEC (based on parent’s occupation or education level)
· Routine, semi-routine and manual occupations
· Lower supervisory and technical occupations
· Never worked and long-term unemployed
· Up to Level 2 (Good GCSEs)
· Up to Level 5 (HND)
· Level 6 and over (Degree, post-grad etc)
· Local area
· Lowest quintile IMD
· Inner city
· Remote rural
· Coastal town

6.3 The Supplier must clearly critically review (i.e. assess the strengths and weaknesses of) and document the following elements of each study considered when reviewing the relevant literature:
· The scope and size of the sample, including response rates.
· The research questions/hypotheses posed.
· The research design.
· The nature and quality of the fieldwork.
· The analysis and the nature and robustness of findings.
· Any evidence gaps and/or limitations associated with the methodology employed.
· How the findings should inform subsequent research.
6.4 Summarise the evidence: The Supplier will provide a narrative summary of the evidence. This will identify key themes and areas where further evidence is needed.

6.5 Interpret the findings: The Supplier will interpret the findings provided in the literature through, for example a qualitative evidence synthesis[footnoteRef:5] using the COM-B framework[footnoteRef:6]. This will provide insights into the prevalence and impact of unobserved factors related to protected and non-protected characteristics. [5:  https://unimelb.libguides.com/whichreview/qualitativeevidencesynthesis ]  [6:  https://social-change.co.uk/files/02.09.19_COM-B_and_changing_behaviour_.pdf ] 


6.6 The findings should endeavour to illustrate drivers, barriers and impacts faced by people with protected and non-protected characteristics. Any gaps in the evidence-base should be clearly identified.

6.7 Reporting: As well as the research protocol, the Supplier should produce a succinct, informative and engaging report, including a bibliography of research, with highlighted quality criteria. The Authority is open to the potential Supplier suggesting alternative ways of presenting the findings. It is also expected that the Supplier will provide the Authority with access to the underlying components of the review, including an Excel spreadsheet of accessed literature. 

6.8 The Authority requires the draft report will meet the following quality standards to ensure constructive and timely feedback can be provided:
· Plain English aiming for an audience reading age of 12
· Analysis is presented objectively, with no projection 
· Clear of internal comments and tracked changes
· Proof-read for coherence and typos 
· Include footnotes and citations where appropriate


6.9 The final outputs should be accessible to a range of audiences. This should include using plain language and avoiding technical jargon where possible. They will also need to incorporate some aspects of the Contracting Authority’s style guides. This includes, but is not limited to: accessibility guidance and our Writing about Ethnicity guide[footnoteRef:7]. [7:  https://www.ethnicity-facts-figures.service.gov.uk/style-guide/writing-about-ethnicity/ ] 


6.10 The final outputs, including the research protocol, Excel spreadsheet of accessed literature and data synthesis will remain the intellectual property of the Contracting Authority. Decisions regarding the timings, format and publication of reports will be taken by the Contracting Authority.

6.11 Management Information

6.12 The Supplier must have one lead project manager responsible for all components of the research. The Project Manager for the Contracting Authority will be REDACTED UNDER FOIA 40 – PERSONAL INFORMATION

6.13 The Contracting Authority’s research project manager and/or team will provide advice and guidance on any issues during the course of the project. Where comments or input are required from the Contracting Authority, the Supplier should allow sufficient time for turnaround and give advance notice where possible. As a general guide the Contracting Authority will aim to turnaround minor requests within one week and major requests (e.g. commenting on drafts of reports, or checking data outputs) within two weeks. Key documents and decisions will require feedback from wider stakeholders. The Supplier should factor these clearance periods into project timings and indicate clearly in any project timetable when such outputs will be submitted for clearance.

6.14 It is expected that project leads for the Contracting Authority and Supplier, plus additional team members as required, will hold weekly teleconferences and meet at key points (to be agreed between the Contracting Authority and Supplier) to discuss the progress of the research. Expenses for such meetings if held in person must be included in the core contract price.

6.15 As part of the management of the research the Supplier will be required to produce and submit the following management information to the Contracting Authority:
· Brief weekly progress updates – to update on progress towards milestones and management of risks arising. The format of these reports should be agreed with the Contracting Authority and submitted in advance of the teleconference.
6.16 Monthly contract review updates - to review adherence to objectives and milestones, and consider any course correction required.

6.17 Quality

6.18 The Contracting Authority will measure the quality of the Supplier’s delivery by:

· Supplier experience and capability: the supplier will demonstrate excellent project management of delivering projects of similar size and scope, with awareness of risk and proposals for mitigation. Suppliers will also demonstrate experience of producing reports for government, adhering to appropriates styles and language.
· Research design: the supplier will demonstrate an excellent understanding of methodological rigour in qualitative research, systematic literature reviews, quality assurance processes, and clear reporting plans. Should the use of AI be proposed, the Supplier will be expected to review and adhere to the principles outlined in the AI Playbook for the UK Government[footnoteRef:8], and confirm that they are aware that any output produced by an AI tool and incorporated into the deliverable does not relinquish human responsibility and accountability: The Supplier is directly responsible and accountable regardless of the extent of the involvement of AI. [8:  AI Playbook for the UK Government] 


· Project management, data security and ethics: the supplier will be able to meet key milestones and have excellent awareness of ethical issues and means of mitigation. They will also comply with all data security requirements.

7. [bookmark: _heading=h.1hmsyys]NON-MANDATORY AND OPTIONAL DELIVERABLES (SUPPLIER RESPONSIBILITIES)

7.1 Not applicable

8. [bookmark: _heading=h.41mghml]POTENTIAL, ACTUAL OR EXPECTED DELIVERY VOLUMES 

8.1 The Supplier is expected to produce one research protocol and one report summarising and interpreting the findings of the systematic literature review.

9. [bookmark: _heading=h.2grqrue]LOCATION 

9.1 The location of services will be carried out at the supplier’s address.

10. [bookmark: _heading=h.vx1227]BUYER RESPONSIBILITIES

10.1 The Contracting Authority will be required to sign off the research protocol before the literature search and review can proceed. The Contracting Authority will also sign off the final report before publication. 

11. [bookmark: _heading=h.3fwokq0]KEY MILESTONES AND DELIVERABLES

11.1 The Contracting Authority will measure the quality of the Supplier’s delivery by delivering against the following timetable and milestones. It is expected that the Supplier shall be available to start work immediately on award of contract

11.2 Potential Providers should confirm in their response that these timetables are acceptable, or outline clearly any alternative timings that will be put in place to ensure that work can commence in December 2025, and that all deliverables and final outputs can be delivered to the deadlines below:

	Milestone /
Deliverable
	Description
	Timeframe or Delivery Date

	1
	Kick off meeting
	Within week 1 of Contract Award or no later than 19/12/25

	2
	Agreed research protocol
	09/01/26

	3
	Begin literature search
	Week commencing 12/01/26

	4
	Initial themes and gaps
	Week commencing 09/02/26

	5
	First draft report
	27/02/26

	6
	Final report
	20/03/26


[bookmark: _heading=h.lnxbz9]
11.3 The Contracting Authority reserves the right to extend to contract for a time only period of one month.

12. [bookmark: _heading=h.1v1yuxt]SUSTAINABILITY AND CARBON NET ZERO

12.1 All meetings to be held virtually, unless specifically requested by the Contracting Authority.

13. [bookmark: _heading=h.plhr2bchbfb2]SOCIAL VALUE

13.1 The Supplier should meet the social value commitment by ensuring that effective measures to deliver any of the following benefits through the contract are made:

13.1.1 Demonstrate action to increase the representation of disabled people in the supplier workforce.
13.1.2 Support disabled people in developing new skills relevant to the supplier, including through training schemes that result in recognised qualifications.
13.1.3 Demonstrate action to identify and tackle inequality in employment, skills and pay in the supplier workforce.
13.1.4 Support in-work progression to help people, including those from disadvantaged or minority groups, to move into higher paid work by developing new skills relevant to the supplier.

14. [bookmark: _heading=h.2u6wntf]STAFF AND CUSTOMER SERVICE

14.1 The Supplier shall provide a sufficient level of resource throughout the duration of the Contract in order to consistently deliver a quality service.

14.2 The Supplier’s staff assigned to the Contract shall have the relevant qualifications and experience (as detailed in the Mandatory Requirements Section) to deliver the Contract to the required standard. 

14.3 The Supplier shall ensure that staff understand the Buyer’s vision and objectives and will provide excellent customer service to the Buyer throughout the duration of the Contract.  

15. [bookmark: _heading=h.19c6y18]CONTINUOUS IMPROVEMENT

15.1 The Supplier should present potential new ways of working to the Authority during weekly review meetings.

15.2 Changes to the way in which the Services are to be delivered must be brought to the Buyer’s attention and agreed prior to any changes being implemented.

16. [bookmark: _heading=h.3tbugp1]SECURITY AND CONFIDENTIALITY REQUIREMENTS

16.1 The Supplier is required to implement appropriate arrangements for data security at all times, particularly relating to the transmission and storage of personal data.  Such procedures must meet the standards outlined in the framework terms and conditions, UK GDPR and the Data Protection Act 2018.

16.2 Suppliers should confirm they hold either Cyber Essentials, Cyber Essentials Plus, or ISO27001 certification.

16.3 Ideally, data processing will be UK-based; otherwise Suppliers should confirm the legal gateway for exporting the data out of the UK.

16.4 Processes should be in place for securing data, including appropriate risk management procedures. Potential Suppliers should confirm within their response that such procedures will be implemented and outline the technical measures to be put in place to meet such requirements.

16.5 Suppliers should not use confidential contracting authority information, or information not already in the public domain as training data for AI systems e.g. using confidential Government tender documents to train AI or Large Language Models to create future tender responses.

17. [bookmark: _heading=h.28h4qwu]PRICING MECHANISM

17.1 We do not expect this project to cost more than REDACTED UNDER FOIA 43 – COMMERCIAL INTERESTS

17.2 . Please note, if a Potential Supplier’s tendered price exceeds this value they will be deemed non-compliant and therefore excluded from the Procurement.

17.3 The Contracting Authority is looking for the most competitive bid that can deliver maximum value for money. This will be assessed in accordance with Attachment 2.

17.4 Usage of, and charges from, third party suppliers should be clearly identified and explained. The Contracting Authority expects the Supplier to ensure that third party suppliers are commissioned on a clear value for money basis, and that such activities are passed on at cost.

17.5 Prices are to be submitted via the e-Sourcing Suite (Attachment 4 – Price Schedule) excluding VAT and including all other expenses relating to Contract delivery.

17.6 All prices are inclusive of expenses, such as travel and subsistence.
 
18. [bookmark: _heading=h.nmf14n]PAYMENT AND INVOICING 

18.1 The Supplier will be invoiced to the following schedule:
	Invoice
	Milestone
	Description
	% of value

	1
	2
	Protocol agreed
	30%

	2
	4
	Initial themes and gaps
	30%

	3
	5
	First draft received
	20%

	4
	6
	Final draft agreed
	20%



18.2 Payment can only be made following satisfactory delivery of pre-agreed certified products and deliverables. 

18.3 Before payment can be considered, each invoice must include a detailed elemental breakdown of work completed and the associated costs. 

18.4 Invoices should be submitted directly to REDACTED TEXT UNDER FOIA SECTION 40 – PERSONAL INFORMATION.

18.5 Invoices should be submitted to: REDACTED TEXT UNDER FOIA SECTION 4O PERSONAL INFORMATION

18.6 Contracting Authority purchase order numbers must be clearly stated on all invoices. Any supplier invoices received without a valid purchase order number will not be paid and will be sent back.

19. [bookmark: _heading=h.37m2jsg]CONTRACT MANAGEMENT AND KEY PERFORMANCE INDICATORS

19.1 The Buyer will measure the quality of the Supplier’s delivery by:

19.2 The Authority will measure the quality of the Supplier’s delivery against timeliness of deliveries and alignment to the Aqua book[footnoteRef:9]. [9:  https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/the-aqua-book-guidance-on-producing-quality-analysis-for-government ] 


19.3 We will also assess the clarity and coherence of the written report to ensure suitability for publication.
	KPI/SLA
	Service Area
	KPI/SLA description
	Target

	1
	Research protocol
	Research protocol to plan and document the search strategy, providing inclusion and exclusion criteria and quality parameters
	[bookmark: _heading=h.3znysh7]09/01/26

	2
	Written report
	Plain English aiming for an audience reading age of 12
Analysis is presented objectively, with no projection (ie ensuring it is the participants’ voice, not the researchers’)
Clear of internal comments and tracked changes
Proof-read for coherence and typos 
Include footnotes and citations where appropriate
	27/02/26



19.4 The Supplier will be required to implement a structured approach to risk management, outlining the key risks identified and how these will be managed. This is to include risks relating to project delivery, in addition to presentational risks due to the sensitive nature of this research.

19.5 Potential Suppliers should outline full details of this plan as part of their response, including the course of action to be followed should risks to project delivery arise, e.g. in the case of low search rates and/or slippage.

19.6 As part of the weekly progress reports outlined above, the Supplier should report on performance against relevant milestones and include an update on risks identified and how these will be managed.

19.7 The Contracting Authority will assess performance based on these reports and will require additional meetings with the Supplier if milestones are not met, either in terms of timings or quality.

19.8 Attendance at contract review meetings shall be at the supplier’s own expense.  
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