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Canary Wharf Group (CWG) identified a clear and persistent challenge in Tower Hamlets: local young people, particularly those from disadvantaged backgrounds and racially minoritised groups, were facing significant barriers to employment. At the same time, youth unemployment rates in London consistently remained higher than the national average (ONS), highlighting a structural gap between young jobseekers and available opportunities.

Alongside this challenge, a major opportunity existed. With over 300 retail and hospitality units across its malls, CWG recognised its potential to help address recruitment shortages while improving access to meaningful employment for the local community. The aim was to create a reliable and inclusive pipeline into entry-level roles, while strengthening employer engagement and improving candidate readiness.

To achieve this, the initiative was built around a partnership model connecting employers, specialist delivery partners, and local support services. In 2023, CWG partnered with Circle Collective, integrating their Back Your Future programme into its wider employment strategy. A dedicated retail space within the mall was used to engage candidates, deliver pre-employment training, and provide direct access to live vacancies across retail and hospitality tenants.

The programme followed a structured progression route: employer onboarding, candidate engagement through the Circle store, pre-employment training, and direct matching into vacancies across the estate. Delivery was supported by Circle Collective, retail tenants, WorkPath, and Jobcentre Plus, ensuring strong referral pathways and alignment between training and employer needs.

The outcomes have been significant. The partnership has supported more than 166 young people into employment, delivered hundreds of hours of training, and enabled around 50% of participants to progress into work, education, or further training. More broadly, Circle Collective has supported over 1,600 young people into employment through its wider work, demonstrating the effectiveness of the model in building sustainable pathways.

The programme has also highlighted key challenges, including the risk of limiting young people to a narrow range of sectors despite broader aspirations, and the capacity constraints faced by some corporate partners with established early talent programmes. However, it has also created wider value through introductions that support Circle Collective’s broader London-wide employment work.

Looking ahead, CWG aims to further strengthen and scale the programme. Planned developments include dedicated barista training to improve candidate readiness for specialist roles, and more targeted, smaller-scale recruitment fairs aligned to retailer demand. Working closely with Circle Collective, Jobcentre Plus, and WorkPath, the initiative will also enhance local referral systems to ensure a consistent pipeline of work-ready candidates. Through continued collaboration, the programme will further expand access to employment, improve job matching, and support more young people in Tower Hamlets into sustainable and meaningful careers.
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