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In February 2019, 9.9 per cent of young people in Leeds aged sixteen or seventeen were not in

education, employment or training (NEET) (Department for Education, 2019). Across Leeds, 

re-engagement programmes give young people who are NEET one-to-one support to

overcome barriers to engagement. This briefing sets out the findings of a study that sought to

give voice to young people using those services. The study asked young people what had led to

them becoming NEET, what further barriers they felt stood in the way of them re-engaging

with education, employment or training, and what differences support services had made to

their lives.
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Summary of findings 
• NEET status is a crisis point that can be symptomatic of longer-term, complex problems

in young people’s private lives. 

• Combined with a lack of employment opportunities, and a lack of access to sufficient

guidance, these problems cause young people to retreat into inactivity and poor mental

health.

• One-to-one, personalised support turns a crisis point into a turning point by helping

young people make sense of opportunities open to them and teaching them to plan for

the short and long term. 

• However, it is vital that this support is underpinned by help to overcome the complex

(including emotional) barriers young people face in their private lives. 

• NEET support services would be most effective when complemented by pre-emptive

measures, improvements to the youth training and labour markets and continued

support once young people re-engage. 
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The study
The study was conducted by Dean Hanley as part of his MSc studies in the School of Sociology and

Social Policy, University of Leeds. It was undertaken in partnership with Young Lives Leeds, the

forum in Leeds representing third sector organisations working with Children, Young People and

Families. As the research prioritised the experiences and perspectives of young people themselves,

it carried out in-depth analyses of hour-long interviews with seven young people. The young people

were recruited through third sector organisations providing support through the Leeds Youth

Pathways Fund and consisted of three young women and four young men. Two were from black

and minority ethnic backgrounds. Five were white British. All lived in neighbourhoods of Leeds in

the 10% most deprived nationally, as measured by the Indices of Multiple Deprivation. Some

participants saw a support worker just once or twice; others received support for many months.  

Some had only recently engaged with support workers, and others had already re-engaged with

education, employment or training.

Pathways is Leeds City Council’s Information Advice and Guidance service. Leeds City Council Pathways

Team work with NEET young people to support them into settled destinations. Commissioned third sector

organisations work closely with this team to identify and work with NEET young people who would benefit

from time-limited intensive support to enable them to engage with opportunities.

Findings 

NEET status can be a symptom of longer-term problems. 

At the start of their interviews, young people described straightforward journeys to NEET status. For

example, exclusion from school was followed by an inability to find work beyond part-time, poorly

paid jobs that offered no training. However, as interviews progressed, participants revealed more

complex narratives, presenting their NEET status as a crisis point that was linked to hidden, often

unaddressed problems in their lives. 

“So, you know when you asked me why I left college? One of the big reasons was because

around that time I started developing depression and going to school was really, really

difficult. I couldn’t concentrate in class, and waking up to go to school was really difficult, and

dealing with people, because I had really bad social anxiety.’” 

“There were bullies there, and teachers knew it full well, and they didn’t do ‘owt about it. So I

just stopped going.” 

“School life weren’t actually great, because when I didn’t know my dad, my grandad raised me.

And then I lost my grandad. And then I took a bad turn, and so in year 9 I got kicked out of school.” 
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The emotional impact of NEET status can form a significant barrier. 

Young people felt a sense of failure that their lives were not following the seemingly linear journeys

of friends who had been more successful in education. There was a distinct dip in self-esteem, and

this was exacerbated by the stigmatising effects of being labelled NEET. When their efforts to find a

way forward were not fruitful, young people described a frustration with inactivity. They described a

literal retreat to their bedroom and debilitating mental health problems that formed a major barrier

to engagement.

“I see people from my school. I feel like they’re doing so well, and they know where they’re going,

and I’m not. And I feel like time is ticking and I’m gonna be eighteen soon, and that’s a lot.”

“Knowing you’ve got no routine or sense of direction, you get up in the morning, it’s just not

very nice. It’s nice to know you’ve got somewhere to be. You know, responsibility.” 

“I weren’t going through a good stage then. So I was like shutting myself off from most

people. And I’d only ever come out of my room, like, to go downstairs if I needed a drink or 

the toilet.”

Young people had limited access to useful information, advice and guidance (IAG).

Young people felt that school had not given them sufficient careers advice or work experience. They

said that schools were too focused on targets and statistics, equipped only to help pupils who were

likely to get GCSEs. Most who had had work experience found it irrelevant and of no use. Careers

advice, when it was received at all, came too late and was often perceived as a box-ticking exercise.

Young people reported that they had had no other access to IAG in their lives prior to meeting

NEET support workers.

“Some careers advisers didn’t really care, to be honest. They didn’t seem to listen. You know

how you tell them what you like? It’s like they’re not even listening to what you’re saying.”

“They asked us, for example, what do you think you’ll get in your maths? You suggest a job to

them, and they see what qualifications you’ll need. She’ll say, ‘If you want to go to this college,

you’ll need so and so in maths. Do you think you’re able to get that?’ Kids my age will doubt

themselves. ‘No, I won’t be able to get this in maths.’ So they won’t go for the job they want.”
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Some young people had a chaotic journey to NEET status.

Some young people had chaotic backgrounds that could not be expressed in linear narratives. Their

accounts were fragmented, as they tried to describe complex webs of chaotic experiences that

ultimately overwhelmed them. Disentangling oneself from this chaotic web was a difficult and

lengthy process, often involving several support agencies.

“The reason I’m with my grandma now is basically [my dad would] choose my older siblings

over me, like. They’d get all the stuff and attention. Whereas with my grandma she saw that

and took me in. And then he was in jail for several years.” 

“At first I was living with my mum, and then I went through violence with my mum and then

had to go to my dad. And then I experienced violence from my dad, and then that’s how I

ended up in supported living.” 

“Problems start getting bigger, and then your mental health starts getting worse. And then it

explodes in your face and everything just crumbles.” 
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Support helped people make sense of opportunities and to plan. 

Young people described working with support workers to counter an earlier lack of access to IAG. As

well as helping them make sense of opportunities that exist, support workers were able to

challenge preconceptions about what might be right for an individual and to explore options or

alternative routes that participants might not otherwise have known about. Young people valued

being taught how to plan for the short and the long term, so that they were able to meet current

needs and imagine possible futures. 

“I said to them, ‘I want to do this course.’ And he turned around and said to me, ‘Well, it’s not

a good idea – why don’t you think about the long-term plan? I was just going there and just

charging ahead, and he’s settled me down, in a sense, made me think.” 

“[Organisation] has actually made a big difference. I didn’t think they were gonna, but they

did. They gave me motivation. Like when I first knew ‘em, I’d left school, so I weren’t doing

anything. I just stayed in bed 24/7. And I got introduced to my support worker, and I started

getting out of bed and doing stuff.” 

“I got contacted by my support worker, and she told me that she could help me get into some

type of education. And then she told me I could do, like, what I’m doing now, which is like a

traineeship.” 

Young people valued personalised, one-to-one support. 

Young people said that NEET support services had made a practical difference to their lives, turning

crisis point into turning point. They valued one-to-one support based on an in-depth understanding

of their circumstances and needs. They also said that the trusting and supportive nature of the

relationship with support workers made it easier for them to reveal more personal barriers to

engagement and be referred for appropriate support elsewhere. Those with the most complex webs

of problems valued having multi-agency support that was joined up with NEET support services. 

“She acts like she genuinely cares. So I think that’s what’s been useful. Because it’s hard to

find people that actually care.” 

“And we sat down, and she took time to get to know my past, and the way I were. Instead of

kicking me out of college, like the school did, she actually took time out to think well she’s a

lot going on.”

“In the past, my experiences with people have been bad, negative. So that obviously made me

think that everyone else is like that. But now they’ve changed my mind. Today I have to do

speaking and listening. At college and school I avoided them both times.”



Implications for policy 
NEET status is better viewed as a crisis point in the longer life course rather than a turning

point in the school to work transition. 

For support services to be successful it is vital that they are able to acknowledge and address the

long-term and complex problems that have contributed to barriers to engagement. Young people

in this study felt that this may involve engaging with at-risk young people at an earlier age. 

Furthermore, an understanding of the needs of participants is incomplete without

consideration of the affective responses to events, which become part of everyday routine and a

causal factor in events in young people’s lives. 

Through its current focus on improving the outcomes of Leeds’ most vulnerable children and

young people, Leeds City Council recognises that there are complex structural and socio-

cultural factors that shape social exclusion. 

Neither NEET services in isolation, nor young people themselves can change these factors. For

this reason NEET services would be at their most effective as part of a comprehensive strategy

that includes pre-emptive (for instance improved school-based IAG) measures, improvements

to the youth training and labour markets and continued support after young people re-engage.

To deliver this aspiration would require significant change at national policy level as well as

continuing the concerted effort from the Council and other partners to change local practice.

Without this, there is a risk that the benefits young people say they experience will prove little

more than a period of respite before the onset of another crisis point.  
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Support changed how young people perceived themselves. 

Those who had received most support over a longer period of time were most able to describe the

impact of support on their lives. They described a complete transformation of self from a younger,

more troubled self who had been overwhelmed at a crisis point to a more informed person with

greater agency who could navigate education and labour markets more successfully. 

“I think I have more ambition to do something in the future, ‘cos I’ve realised this might really

be the route to being successful, which is what I want to be.” 

“Now I’m more positive and I know what I want from life, and I don’t isolate myself. Whereas

back then I was down, I was out, I was doing drugs, I was drinking. I don’t do none of that

now. I don’t isolate myself from people.”

“I’ve only really grown up since I’ve been here really. A lot more understanding of what it takes

to get somewhere. Like I used to be able to think: you can pretty much click your fingers and

get to where you wanna be. [Back then I thought] I can just do it whenever I want to do it.”
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