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Summary
1. Spending time not in employment, education or training (NEET) has been shown to have
a detrimental effect on physical and mental health. This effect is greater when time spent
NEET is at a younger age or lasts for longer.
2. The link between time spent NEET and poor health is partly due to an increased likelihood
of unemployment, low wages, or low quality work later on in life. Being NEET can also
have an impact on unhealthy behaviours and involvement in crime.
3. These negative health effects do not occur equally across the population, as the chance
of being NEET is affected by area deprivation, socio-economic position, parental factors
(such as employment, education, or attitudes), growing up in care, prior academic
achievement and school experiences. Being NEET therefore occurs disproportionately
among those already experiencing other sources of disadvantage.
4. Because the chances of becoming NEET follow a social gradient, reducing the proportion
of people NEET could help to reduce health inequalities.
5. Local authorities have specific responsibilities and accountabilities for those who are NEET,
particularly those aged 16-18. The raising of the participation age gives local authorities
new roles, opportunities and challenges in supporting young people who are NEET.
6. Evidence of what works to reduce the proportion of young people NEET suggests that a
successful strategy requires early intervention, tackling the barriers that young people face
when attempting to move into education or employment. It also requires working across
organisational and geographical boundaries and the involvement of local employers.
7. Tracking people, monitoring progress and programme evaluation can also help to drive
improvements. Best practice from other successful programmes should be borne in
mind when commissioning new services. For example, it is important that courses are
accredited, not like school and developed in partnership with young people.

Introduction
Young people who are NEET are of particular concern to local and national government, due
to the high financial and often long term social costs to individuals, local communities and wider
society. Spending time NEET at a young age has clear effects on physical and mental health, both
in the short and long term. For this reason, high or increasing proportions of young people NEET
can be seen as a public health concern and a matter of interest for public health professionals.
This briefing is based on a longer evidence review on this topic, which gives references, further
details, and more case studies. It is intended for directors of public health and public health teams
within local authorities, health and wellbeing boards, councillors and for all those with a focus on
NEETs and health inequalities in their local area.
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‘NEET’ can refer to being not in employment, education or training between the ages of 16 and
18, or 19 and 24. This document refers to all those aged 16-24.

Being NEET and health inequalities
Unemployment has negative effects on health, it is linked to poor physical health, poor mental
health and premature death.1-7 In addition, there are particular negative impacts for those who
experience unemployment for long periods of time or at a young age.8-10 The negative health
effects of being NEET include:
•
•
•
•
•

young people who are NEET are more likely to become depressed and have poorer mental
health than older unemployed people or those who are employed4-7,11
early unemployment has a particularly damaging effect on later chances of employment,
decent wages, and good quality work, all of which are important for good health10,12,13
being NEET is associated with an increase in unhealthy behaviours such as drinking, smoking
or drug use14,15
there is an association between being NEET and youth offending: young men who are NEET
are five times more likely to have a criminal record than their peers, although it is not clear that
the link is causal13,16,17
spending more time in education and achieving higher qualifications tends to improve physical
and mental health18-20

In England, figures from October to December 2013 showed that over 14% of 16-24 year olds
were NEET – almost 900,000 individuals.21,22 Rates are higher in the older age group (19-24). The
proportion of those who are NEET is not distributed equally or randomly throughout society. The
potential drivers of becoming NEET include:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

being from an area of relatively high deprivation23
parents of low socio-economic status24,25
parental unemployment and low levels of parental support for education or low confidence in
providing guidance24,26
low academic achievement at school, low levels of literacy and numeracy, poor school
attendance or exclusion10,24,25,27
having a special education need, learning difficulty or disability24,25
having spent time in care28
being a teenage parent13
being a young carer13

Therefore, the negative impacts of being NEET on physical and mental health occur unequally
throughout society – they are socially graded. The harms fall disproportionately on those who are
already facing other sources of disadvantage, which themselves impact on health (for example,
growing up in poverty). This means that rising numbers of young people NEET is likely to lead to
increasing health inequalities.

What works to reduce the proportion of young people NEET?
The factors that influence entry into employment, education and work also show that solutions to
reduce the proportion of young people NEET must be focussed on the conditions in which young
people live, their experiences and opportunities, and the barriers that they face to participation.
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Act early
The best approach to reducing the proportion of young people NEET is to prevent them from
becoming NEET in the first place. In order to achieve this, local authorities’ work with schools to
identify and support children at risk of becoming NEET is important.13,29 Schools can be supported
and encouraged by public health teams and other local authority staff to take effective action.
This includes: recognising achievements in general skills and those that increase employability,
managing transitions and supporting children and young people between educational stages,
minimising or preventing permanent exclusions, and protecting and enhancing children and
young people’s mental wellbeing. These actions involve working with families and communities,
rather than just with children and should be available for all children (universal), but targeted
proportionately more towards those in greater need of support.

An example of local action on the prevention of young people becoming NEET by working with
those who are at risk is provided in box A.
BOX A

ThinkForward to support successful transition from education to
employment30
ThinkForward is a programme created in 2010 by Impetus-The Private Equity Foundation
(Impetus-PEF) and delivered by Tomorrow’s People, a national employment charity. The
programme aims to act early to ensure young people make a successful move from
education into employment. The programme places coaches in schools, where they work
with those who are most at risk from the age of 14, providing one-to-one coaching. Support
is provided long-term for up to five years, and includes linking young people to existing
services in the community and facilitating contact with local employers.
The programme is based on a pilot delivered in Tower Hamlets, East London, which placed
coaches in five schools for two years, helping 320 young people and achieving an 88%
reduction in those NEET at age 18.
Currently, ThinkForward operates in 14 schools in East London, working with 1,100 young
people. 88% of these young people have improved their behaviour or attendance at school.
95% of participants continue into further education, employment or training at age 16 (31).
The intervention is funded in part by a three-year Social Impact Bond, which is commissioned
by the Department for Work and Pensions’ Innovation Fund and backed by the Private Equity
Foundation and Big Social Capital.
Tackle barriers and obstacles
To re-engage NEETs, barriers and obstacles such as housing problems, debt, physical and mental
health issues, and relationship concerns should be addressed.19,25 For example, for those young
people who are living in inadequate housing, homeless, or living in severe deprivation or poverty,
it is often much harder to find the physical, economic and personal resources required to access
the labour market or re-engage with education. Local authorities have opportunities to help reduce
some of these barriers and providers of education and training for NEETs can work with other
agencies to provide help and access to specialist services. Local authorities also have a role as
employers and commissioners to tackle youth unemployment.13

The example of local action in box B shows how Surrey County Council engaged young people in
education, employment and training, in part through its role as an employer and a commissioner.
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BOX B

Surrey County Council’s 14-19 plan
Surrey County Council has put in place the ‘Surrey 14-19 plan’ to create opportunities for all
young people.32 This aims to widen participation, improve achievement and ensure that all
young people have equal opportunities to progress to learning or employment regardless of
ability, socio-economic background, ethnicity, gender, disability or learning difficulty.
Surrey is taking a life-course approach, and working simultaneously on health and wellbeing
of young people as well as attainment and participation. The council’s employability plan also
states its intention to use commissioning opportunities to reduce NEET levels, and ensure that
as a purchaser and employer, the council increases apprenticeship opportunities. The council
is ensuring that all contracts for the provision of services are let with a condition that the
contractor employs an agreed number of apprentices aged 16 to 24 years.
The plan also includes a set of actions ito overcome barriers to participation, including the
council’s plan to work closely with young people, increase financial assistance, working
preventatively to reduce the likelihood of people becoming NEET, and developing effective
tracking of participation.
Action takes place across a county-wide partnership between schools, colleges, employers,
learning providers, the voluntary sector and higher education.
Achievements include:33
•

59% reduction in young people who are NEET from 2009 to2014. Surrey now has the
joint-lowest number in England, whereas in 2013 they were joint twenty-fifth (out of 152
local authorities)

•

90% reduction in the number of first-time entrants of young people to the criminal justice
system from 2009 to 2013, resulting in Surrey having the lowest rate in England

•

saving £7m from the reduction in the number of young people NEET from 2011-12 to
2012-13 alone

•

90% figure of successful progression to education, training or employment among those
who were at risk of being NEET and who received support from the Year 11/12 Transition
Commission

Work across organisational and geographical boundaries
Effective links across different local authorities can enable transfer of information, (including
information on specialist services for those who are NEET) and a coherent approach to regional
issues such as transport or employment.34 As well as working with schools and employers, local
authorities and public health teams can help to reduce the number of young people NEET by
working with other local organisations and partners, including the voluntary and community sector
and Jobcentre Plus. This helps to align strategies, pool resources, and gain access to excluded or
disadvantaged communities.
Work with local employers
Local employers have an important role to play by providing apprenticeships, placements, and
job opportunities for local people who are NEET; local authorities can successfully support
local employers to do this. Employers can also have input into education and training provision
commissioned or delivered by the local authority, and work with schools in order to increase
contact with young people before the age of 16.
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Track people, and monitor progress
To reduce the number of NEETs, it is important to have good information about who is NEET,
for how long, what agencies they are engaged with, what training or other provision they have
accessed, and any barriers they have to going back to education or getting a job.29,35 In addition,
gathering data on who is at risk of becoming NEET can help agencies to act early, as described
above. Monitoring and evaluation of programmes to reduce NEET levels that are delivered or
commissioned by the local authority and others is also important.

An example of a local strategy to track young people which also benefitted from good evaluation
and monitoring is provided in box C.
BOX C

Swansea and Wrexham36
Swansea Council has developed an approach of early identification of those at risk of
becoming NEET before they leave school and has worked in partnership with Careers Wales
West and use a traffic-light system to engage and monitor year 11 pupils. Such an approach
looks at need and risk factors and helps inform the type of intervention required for each young
person, who is then provided with transitional support between leaving school and entering
higher education, training or work. Wrexham has also reduced NEET levels.
An evaluation conducted by Arad Research in 2011 found a set of ‘common characteristics for
success’ in Wrexham and Swansea:
•

reducing NEET levels was a strategic priority, targets were set, and resources shifted to
enable more staff to work intensively with at-risk young people, starting from year 11

•

identifying at-risk young people was key, based on data-gathering and analysis of risk; and
a practitioner-led approach whereby Careers Wales advisers and school staff work together

•

clear responsibility for different cohorts has been assigned to different organisations, who
then share information

•

projects have influenced core service provision rather than temporary new provision. The
programmes also include increasing support over the summer months, flexible start dates,
work placements (including within the local authority), personal support and guidance, and
teaching employability skills

Figure 1: NEET levels in Wales, Swansea and Wrexham, 2005-2012

7

Reducing the number of young people not in employment, education or training (NEET)

There have also been corresponding reductions in the number of youth offenders and offences.
While there is no proof that this was caused by the programme the link is promising.
Figure 2: Youth offending in Swansea, Wales, 2007-08 to 2012-13

Cost analysis calculated the public finance costs associated with the actual number of people
NEET levels among year 11 leavers in 2010, compared with a scenario whereby the NEET
levels had followed the Wales average from 2004 to 2010. This found that the actual levels
cost £1.1m less in Wrexham and £8.6m less in Swansea than in the Wales average scenario.

Adopt the features of successful programmes
Programmes that have been successful in engaging those who are NEET have tended to:

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

offer courses that increase employability and literacy and numeracy skills, and build
communication skills and confidence among participants25,37,38
offer accreditation where possible, and recognise and reward other achievements where not
possible. This increases employability, confidence and self-belief25,38,39,40
design and deliver programmes in a way that is different to school – including in ‘neutral’
settings and encouraging non-hierarchical staff relationships25,40
involve local people who are NEET in designing and delivering provision, including by
encouraging those who are successful to come back as mentors or facilitators25,35,40
offer a financial reward or incentive to increase engagement and help young people overcome
financial barriers to participation24,25,29,38,41
offer courses with a high degree of flexibility and personalisation13,24,25,29
deliver programmes in small groups where possible, and provide one-to-one support for those
with many barriers to re-engagement and/or who have been NEET long-term25,38,40
manage transitions and support young people as they move into and out of training provision
or employment. Flexible start dates are one way of improving transitions13,25,35,41
provide good training for staff, and a low caseload for those working on specialised
programmes24,35

The evidence to support these approaches is good. While robust evaluations are not plentiful,
there is a wealth of evidence – both academic and from the experiences of local areas – to suggest
that taking action in the ways listed above is likely to reduce the proportion of young people NEET
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in the local area. Furthermore, there are good reasons to take action – not only will reducing
the proportion of young people NEET help to improve health and wellbeing among the local
population, it is also likely to save money. For example, economic calculations have estimated:
•
•

the aggregate public finance costs of 16 to 18-year-old NEETs are £12bn-£32bn42
the November 2010 level of 20 to 24 year-old NEETs cost £22m per week in Jobseekers
Allowance, and £26m-£133m per week in lost productivity43

Local authorities have a range of responsibilities and accountabilities in relation to providing
support and training for NEETs, which are summarised in the full evidence review that underpins
this briefing.
Some areas for further research have not been covered by the scope of this work, including
examination of the national and local conditions that may be necessary for local action to be
successful, and possible unintended consequences of reducing NEET levels. For example,
does reducing NEET levels in one area shift the problem to another population group or another
geographical area?

Conclusion
Being NEET between the ages of 16 and 24 is likely to have short- and long-term negative effects
on health, in part due to its damaging effect on later life employment, wages, and quality of work.
Being NEET for a longer period of time is particularly damaging. The chances of becoming NEET
are not distributed randomly or equally – those who already face disadvantage or poverty are more
likely to spend some time NEET.
Local authorities, including public health teams, have a clear and important role to play in helping
reduce NEET levels within their population and there is good evidence of effective interventions to
support action. Reducing the number of people NEET will improve health outcomes and is likely
to reduce health inequalities and deliver a range of other desirable outcomes, such as improved
employment opportunities and higher income. Reducing the number of people NEET also saves
money and helps local authorities to fulfil their responsibilities and obligations.
Action taken early, before people become NEET is particularly effective. Cross-sector
collaborations between different local authority directorates (public health, housing, children’s
services for instance) and also between local authorities, employers, job centres and schools have
also been shown to deliver good results.
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