
As a university student or new graduate, you may be considering one of the big graduate 
employers for a job (or been fortunate to secure a place already). Between the top 100 
employers, there could be over 20,000 graduate vacancies on offer in autumn 2021.1

But what about the ethics of these employers? To what extent are they contributing  
to a more sustainable world?

From the big banks and accountancy firms to the small and independent businesses, how 
organisations work influences the world around us. Incoming graduates can collectively  
have a huge impact on the practices of places they work in. 

We need all candidates to use their power to call for practices that find solutions to the 
environmental and social injustice we see. We need Candidates for Change.

What kind of world do you want to see? 

On average, say we graduate at 21 and retire at 67, we could be spending 
over 40 years in work. That’s a lot of time to positively influence our 
employers!

How employers act can have a massive influence on how society runs - 
though of course governments play a crucial role in this too. 

For example, some employment practices can drive wealth inequality: 
senior management within countless large businesses still earn huge sums of 
money whilst their workers (UK and abroad) do not even earn a living wage. 
Or, despite us facing climate and ecological emergencies, some practices 
uphold business as usual, supporting the fossil fuel industry and preventing 
ambitious emission reduction targets being set.

Organisations could – and should – use their vast expertise and resources to 
work a better world. What if their success was measured by this and not 
only maximising profit?

BeFore ApplyIng
Just graduated? Or are you about to? What’s next after university?
You might want to go on to further study, but many graduates will be looking to 
the world of work. Broadly, we can categorise employment within three sectors: 
public, private and third.

Public – usually owned or 
run by the government and 
provides public services, such 
as healthcare and education.

Private – generally run for 
profit and not controlled by 
the government.

Third – also called the 
“voluntary” sector, this includes 
charities and other not-for-
profit organisations, social 
enterprises and cooperatives. 

Looking at things in isolation 
rarely gives the full story: 
environmental and social 
issues are interconnected   
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https://www.prospects.ac.uk/careers-advice/getting-a-job/graduate-schemes
https://www.prospects.ac.uk/careers-advice/getting-a-job/graduate-schemes
https://www.socialenterprise.org.uk/
https://www.socialenterprise.org.uk/
https://www.uk.coop/
https://blog.pachamama.org/how-social-justice-and-environmental-justice-are-intrinsically-interconnected
https://blog.pachamama.org/how-social-justice-and-environmental-justice-are-intrinsically-interconnected


WHen ApplyIng
What can you do?

let’s think about the recruitment process…

There are three key stages in the job search and recruitment process where students or new graduates  
can have impact:

1. General

a.What is the impact you are trying to make in the 
world?

b. To what extent do you work with the fossil fuel 
industry or other harmful industries? 

c. To what extent do impacts on people and planet 
influence commercial decisions?

2. finance

a.  Do you have a public ethical policy covering who 
you bank with, your pension provider and any other 
investments?

b. To what extent do your policies include financing 
fossil fuels?

c.  To what extent do your policies prioritise funding 
positive change in society?

Looking for work Applying for roles newly employed

What? 
• researching employers
• Asking questions

how? 
• online – website and social media
• Careers fairs
• Talking to current employees

What? 
• Asking questions
• Stating expectations

how? 
• In applications
• At interview

What? 
• Understanding where impact 

can be had
• Asking questions
• organising with colleagues

how? 
• research and meetings with 

relevant colleagues
• leading by example in your 

role where possible

some questions to consider:

A note on careers fairs
Most universities will hold careers fairs for students over the academic year. These may cover a range of 
sectors or be specific to an industry. This is a great opportunity – in a non-committal, relaxed environment - 
to ask questions and tell employers what graduates expect from their workplaces.

a.What


AFTer ApplyIng (AnD STArTIng neW JoB)
how to effect change?
Identifying those with power and influence:

• Who makes decisions?
• Who implements those decisions? 

environmental / Sustainability  
/ estates / CSr teams
(implements decisions)

directors / Partners
(decision makers)

Finance teams
(implements decisions)

Recruitment teams
(implements decisions)

Colleagues, particularly 
fellow new starters

(implements decisions)

3. People

a. Do you pay at least a real living wage to all staff and 
contracted  
or outsourced workers?

b. To what extent do you use zero-hours contracts?

c. Have you set a maximum pay ratio between the highest 
and median/lowest paid workers? 

d. What steps do you take to ensure your workplace is 
diverse and inclusive?

e. What learning opportunities are provided that are 
specific to sustainability?

4.  emissions and supply chain

a. Have you set any emission reduction targets that are 
dated, quantified and public? 

b. To what extent are you reducing waste (including 
packaging) across your supply chain and prioritising 
the reusing of resources?

c. What ethical checks are in place before you buy from, 
or sell to, another organisation? 

https://www.livingwage.org.uk/what-real-living-wage
https://www.gov.uk/contract-types-and-employer-responsibilities/zero-hour-contracts
https://highpaycentre.org/is-it-time-for-a-maximum-pay-ratio/


Banking and investments
Banks and financial services 
companies are themselves  
big employers of graduates.  
In addition, nearly all employers 
will need the services of a bank  
or building society.

However, since the 2015 Paris Agreement, many banks 
continue to fund the climate crisis by providing trillions 
to the fossil fuel industry.2 They have also been involved 
in tax avoidance, human rights abuses, the arms trade 
and deforestation by the Big Livestock industry. 

With so much money and influence, though, banks 
should be leading the way in only funding solutions that 
make our world a better place - from renewable energy 
and nature-friendly farming, to affordable housing  
and community groups.

What you can do:
• Ask your employer who they bank with and why.  

If problematic, lobby them to switch banks.
• Check if your employer has an ethical investment 

policy and if they are adhering to it
• Consider who you personally bank with – check out  

the Banking with Who? campaign

Pensions
Most of us will be automatically 
enrolled in a pension scheme when  
we start work. 

Pensions are investments, invested 
in companies for a regular financial 
return which then contributes to your 
retirement fund. Of all the money invested in the UK, 
nearly half is our pension savings - £2.6 trillion!

However, this is mostly going into “default” funds that 
invest in industries such as fossil fuels and mining; tobacco; 
arms; and many other areas driving environmental and 
social breakdown.3 As with banking and other investments, 
pensions have the potential to be funding positive change.

What you can do:
•  Ask your employer who your pension provider is and 

check how ethical the default fund is e.g. does it invest 
in fossil fuels?

• Ask what ethical funds are available and consider opting 
for one of them 

• lobby your employer to opt for a more ethical fund  
as the default option 

•  lobby your pension provider directly using Make My 
Money Matter’s online e-mail tool

•  Further reading of ShareAction’s guide or Ethical 
Consumer’s research

emissions
Increasing greenhouse gas emissions because of human activity is the leading contributor to the 
climate crisis.

particularly in the global north (due to its historic role in driving emission increases), employers 
need to take urgent and significant action to reduce their emissions. This process, when 
meaningfully done, should also positively affect many other areas of the organisation (and wider 
supply chain).

What you can do:
•  Ask your employer if any emission reduction targets have been set. Consider:

o   whether targets are dated, quantifiable and publicly reported on?
o  how their credibility has been verified e.g. through the Science Based Targets initiative?
o  do they cover scope 1, 2 and 3 emissions?
o  if emission reduction is prioritised over carbon offsetting? For any offsets, ensure credible and socially just 

schemes are used.4

o  to what extent they also protect jobs and support a just transition?
•  Ask your employer how they are engaging more widely on this issue too e.g. signing up to the Race To Zero campaign

some areas to consider
Consider whether these actions can be done together with other colleagues - the more people that 
demand change, the more likely it is to happen.

https://feedbackglobal.org/campaigns/the-end-of-big-livestock/
https://sos-uk.org/project/banking-with-who
https://makemymoneymatter.co.uk/net-zero/
https://shareaction.org/pensions/i-want-to-learn/
https://www.ethicalconsumer.org/money-finance/shopping-guide/ethical-pensions
https://www.metoffice.gov.uk/weather/climate-change/causes-of-climate-change
https://www.opendemocracy.net/en/opendemocracyuk/to-fix-climate-crisis-we-must-acknowledge-our-imperial-past/
https://sciencebasedtargets.org/
https://www.carbontrust.com/resources/briefing-what-are-scope-3-emissions
https://www.vox.com/2020/2/27/20994118/carbon-offset-climate-change-net-zero-neutral-emissions
https://climatejusticealliance.org/just-transition/
https://unfccc.int/climate-action/race-to-zero-campaign


People
Employers have a huge impact on the people they hire, as 
well as on others throughout their supply chain. 

good workers’ rights include things like paying a living 
wage, progressive pay ratios, secure contracts, freedom 
from discrimination and productive engagement with 
trade unions. Sadly, profit is often maximised at the 
expense of decent conditions for all staff.

What you can do:
• review your employer’s policies and lobby for change 

where needed, for example through a trade union 
• Speak to colleagues about their experiences
• Ask your employer how they promote and verify 

workers’ rights throughout the supply chain
•  Consider to what extent diversity and inclusion is 

being actively promoted and call for more action if 
needed. Check out this list of questions on inclusivity.

•  If the employer advertises on social media, ask them 
to engage with the Stop Hate for profit campaign

suppliers & clients
Who an employer decides to work with is a key reflection 
of their values. 

Harmful industries are kept afloat through crucial goods 
and services being provided to them by others. Setting 
minimum standards in this regard prevents commercial 
decisions being driven by what’s most profitable and allows 
for more ethical considerations about people and planet 
too.

It can also send a strong message to other employers 
leading to their improvement, as well as shape wider 
public opinion.

What you can do:
•  Ask your employer what ethical checks are in place 

before agreeing to sell to a client or buy from a supplier
•  Check if the employer provides goods or services to 

destructive industries like fossil fuels
•   Check to what extent the employer prioritises working 

with more sustainable organisations

CASe STUDIeS
These examples shed light on specific practices and are not a condemnation or endorsement 
of any particular employers as a whole. We encourage you to do your own research too.

Area The bad The better

Clients and finance

Barclays, HSBC, lloyds, natWest and Santander 
all continue to fund the fossil fuel industry. 
Some also finance companies involved in factory 
farming, which contributes to deforestation in the 
Amazon and beyond.2

Triodos Bank has a set of minimum 
standards which prevent it from working 
with (and funding) numerous harmful 
industries e.g. including fossil fuels, 
factory farming and weapons.

People

Amazon, Deliveroo and Uber’s business models 
rely heavily on casual workers who are rarely 
afforded the same rights as a normal employee, 
though legal challenges are changing this.  
The lack of guaranteed pay on zero-hours 
contracts has resulted in some at Amazon and 
Deliveroo not even earning a minimum wage, 
making it harder to budget for basic living costs.

Following a 10-year campaign involving 
workers and the trade union IWgB, 
in 2020 the University of London 
recognised previously outsourced 
cleaners as directly-employed staff, 
resulting in stronger employment rights 
for them.

Paying taxes

The Big Four accountancy firms Deloitte, ey, KpMg 
and pwC are all involved in selling corporate tax 
avoidance schemes to their interested clients.5

This contributes to tax avoidance at large, 
reducing the money governments have to spend 
on vital public services like health and education.

Over 60 employers have now signed 
up to the Fair Tax Mark, which is a 
certification awarded to those paying 
corporate tax responsibly.

depending on your role and sector, other areas that could be investigated include (but are not limited 
to) biodiversity, animal rights, food, buildings, land use, energy, supply chains and tax avoidance. 
Project drawdown is one of many helpful resources for some of these areas. 

https://www.glassdoor.com/blog/interview-questions-inclusive/
https://www.stophateforprofit.org/
https://www.triodos.com/about-us
https://www.triodos.com/binaries/content/assets/tbho/policies/triodos-banks-minimum-standards.pdf
https://www.triodos.com/binaries/content/assets/tbho/policies/triodos-banks-minimum-standards.pdf
https://www.itv.com/news/2021-02-18/zero-hour-contracts-and-wrong-wages-the-reality-of-being-an-amazon-agency-worker
https://www.wired.co.uk/article/deliveroo-coronavirus-riders
https://iwgb.org.uk/page/end-outsourcing-at-london-universities
https://www.theguardian.com/education/2020/nov/03/university-of-london-cleaners-win-10-year-outsourcing-battle
https://fairtaxmark.net/
https://www.drawdown.org/solutions


greenWASHIng
greenwashing is a deceptive practice used by businesses to trick 
you into thinking they or their product are sustainable when, in 
reality, they’re not.

There is a growing awareness of the climate and ecological crises 
and this has led to some making genuine efforts for positive 
change. However, others are increasingly using greenwashing to 
present a “reforming” brand whilst still maintaining the status quo 
behind the scenes.

More detailed guides to greenwashing are available and here’s just 
some things to watch out for:

• The core business model e.g. a clothing company mainly reliant 
on fast fashion releasing a new “sustainable” range

• Imagery e.g. breath-taking natural scenery being featured 
within an advert for a fossil-fuel-dependent car

• ownership structures – follow where the money goes e.g. a 
problematic brand selling more “sustainable” products through 
its sub-brands

•  need – does the product even need to be bought? e.g. tap 
water instead of buying bottled water, even if it is marketed as 
“locally sourced” or in recycled packaging

• Vagueness e.g. a “carbon neutral” commitment, with no dates 
and action plan backing it up

There are plenty of other examples out there, including by fossil 
fuel companies.

1The Times Top 100 graduate employers indicates graduate job prospects remain optimistic, epigram, 30 october 2020, accessed 
on 12 March 2021, https://epigram.org.uk/2020/10/30/the-times-top-100-graduate-employers-indicates-graduate-job-prospects-
remain-optimistic/ 
2Banks, climate change and the environmental crisis, ethical Consumer, 9 September 2020, accessed on 15 March 2021,  
https://www.ethicalconsumer.org/money-finance/banks-climate-change-environmental-crisis  
3ShareAction webpage, accessed on 15 March 2021,  
https://shareaction.org/pensions/i-want-to-learn/
4Can you really negate your carbon emissions? Carbon offsets, explained, Vox Media, 27 February 2020, accessed on 17 March 2021, 
https://www.vox.com/2020/2/27/20994118/carbon-offset-climate-change-net-zero-neutral-emissions
5Big Four, big influence: architects of corporate tax avoidance embedded in eU policy-making to fight the problem, Corporate 
europe observatory, 10 July 2018, accessed on 17 March 2021, https://corporateeurope.org/en/pressreleases/2018/07/big-four-
big-influence-architects-corporate-tax-avoidance-embedded-eu-policy

if you have any comments, suggestions or are a student or new graduate wanting to get more involved 
in the campaign or share your experiences, please e-mail hello@sos-uk.org.

Guide last updated: 18 March 2021

This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-ShareAlike 4.0 International License

https://greenandthistle.com/what-is-greenwashing/
https://www.ethicalconsumer.org/transport-travel/what-greenwashing
https://epigram.org.uk/2020/10/30/the
https://www.ethicalconsumer.org/money-finance/banks
https://shareaction.org/pensions
https://www.vox.com/2020/2/27/20994118/carbon
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