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Welcome to the latest of our NI Futures (formerly Government 
Futures) series, in which we examine a range of public policy 
issues that are central to Northern Ireland’s (NI) future prosperity       
and wellbeing.  

The focus of this issue is on young people who are not in 
education, employment or training (NEETs). Although this is not 
a new phenomenon, the number of young people now falling into 
the NEETs category has been growing rapidly since the economic 
downturn. The latest regional figures suggest that over one in five 
people aged 16-24 are considered NEET. This is slightly higher 
than the NEETs average  in England. Furthermore, one in six 
young people in NI aged 16-19 are NEET; and, as the number of 
young people opting for a university education continues to 
decline, so the pressure on school-leavers to enter the job market 
increases.  

It is clear that in a difficult labour market, young people are 
finding it more challenging than ever to gain a foothold in work. 
Those in the NEETs groups applying for jobs, even unskilled jobs, 
are now in competition with recent graduates for posts.   

For the individual, the long term, direct implications of early 
alienation from the labour market include wage scarring and 
reduced job prospects. For the economy, lost productivity and 
increased social security payments are but two concerning factors.  

Understanding what causes young people to fall into this category 
and the factors which have led to the overall increase in NEETs is 
critical if we are to successfully reduce the size of the problem in 
the future.  

About NI Futures 

 

 
 
A strategy to deal with the increasing number of NEETs is 
expected to be developed and brought to the Assembly for 
agreement during 2012.  

It is recognised that addressing the issue now, and preventing              
it in the future, will not be without challenges. This paper sets    
out PwC’s thinking on the causes of the problem and importantly, 
what can be done about it. 

I trust you will enjoy this and our other NI Futures articles. 

 
Paul Terrington 
Regional Leader 
PwC Northern Ireland 
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_________________________________________________________ 
1 Armstrong, D., ed.(1997). Status 0: A socio-economic study of young people on the margin. Belfast: Northern 

Ireland Economic Research Centre. 
2 Kingman, D. (2011, September 26).Youth Unemployment: A global problem. [Online] (URL 

http://www.if.org.uk/archives/1060/youth-unemployment-a-global-problem). (Accessed 10 March 2012). 

There are currently nearly 50,000 NEETs in NI… 

A little over one in five of Northern Ireland’s (NI) youth are 
currently considered NEET despite a significant fall from the post-
recession peak in 2009. While this statistic alone appears bleak, 
when compared with data from only five years ago, the extent of 
the NEET problem becomes evident – increasing by 20% since 
2006. Alongside a general upward trend, in comparison to data 
from England, the proportion of NEETs in NI remains 
consistently higher and has also increased at a greater rate. 

Whilst the term NEET may be relatively new, the concept              
of measuring and evaluating youth activity is not. This has 
previously been referred to as ‘Status 0’1.    

Figure 1: Number of NEETs  (16-24) in NI relative to 
England 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: DFPNI (Q3 data used based on LFS) 

Is there a NEETs problem in NI? 

 

The gap between youth and adult unemployment has 
widened in recent years… 

By using youth unemployment as an additional measure, we can 
draw further comparison with the active labour market. A key 
consideration is whether youth unemployment is high, largely 
because overall unemployment is high (and will therefore reduce 
pending economic recovery) or whether structural changes to the 
labour market have taken place which will permanently 
disadvantage this generation of workers2. 

Historically, youth unemployment has followed the same general 
trend as overall unemployment (remaining constantly higher). 
However, since 2007 this gap has become wider and more 
pronounced. This is perhaps indicative of the problem of high 
unemployment and an increasing proportion of NEETs going 
beyond a general trend of high overall unemployment. 

Figure 2: NI youth unemployment rate relative to the 
total labour market 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 

Source: DETI 

Year 

Northern Ireland England 

Total % of age 
group 

Total % of age 
group 

2006 40,000 17.5% 1,193,000 20.1% 

2007 38,000 16.3% 1,151,000 19.0% 

2008 44,000 19.3% 1,216,000 19.9% 

2009 52,000 22.5% 1,311,000 21.4% 

2010 46,000 20.1% 1,265,000 20.6% 

2011 48,000 21.4% 1,335,000 18.6% 0% 
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The nature of the problem globally is varied… 

Disproportionate increases in youth unemployment have         
been experienced globally since the recession. This is not overly 
surprising, fitting the premise that young people are often the first 
out and last in, making them more exposed to economic shocks.   
In general however, the western world has felt the force of rising 
youth unemployment to a greater extent3. Whilst it is comforting 
to know that we are not alone in feeling the strain of rising youth 
unemployment, there are those who have managed to manage the 
problem better, namely, Norway, Germany, Japan and the 
Netherlands.  

Figure 3: Youth unemployment rate in developed 
economies  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Source: OECD 
Note: Definition of youth used – aged 15-24. 

How does NI compare to elsewhere? 

 

The global winners… 

• Since the recession, Germany has managed to reduce its youth 
unemployment. It has been suggested that this may be to do 
with the prevalence of vocational schooling and formal 
apprenticeships. 

• Norway has the lowest youth unemployment in Scandinavia, 
which has been attributed to the emphasis placed upon 
targeting young people who are about to leave the education 
system. 

• The proportion of NEETs in Japan is relatively stable and 
youth unemployment has also remained low. Labour law 
requires high schools to play a key role in matching students 
with employers which may explain why a higher proportion    
of school leavers find employment. 

• Netherlands has one of the lowest rates of youth 
unemployment in Europe. Young unemployed people up to         
the age of 27 are offered a job, training or a combination of 
both, dependent upon skills and experience. If the offer is not 
taken up then the young person’s benefits are cut. 

Capturing the full figure… 

The magnitude of the increase in youth unemployment between 
2006-2010 is fairly stark. However, more worryingly, these figures 
do not convey the growing number of young people who may be 
removing themselves from the labour market entirely, either 
returning to a form of education or giving up on the job search 
altogether and becoming NEETs. Estimates for the Republic of 
Ireland suggest that, had these young people looked for work 
(rather than becoming NEET), Irish youth unemployment could 
be as much as 19% higher than the recorded rate  (27.5%) in 
20104. 

 

_________________________________________________________ 

  
3 International Labour Office. (2011). Global Employment Trends for Youth: 2011 Update. [Online] 

(URL http://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---ed_emp/---emp_elm/---

trends/documents/publication/wcms_165455.pdf). (Accessed 10 March 2012). 
4 International Labour Office. (2011). Ibid, at 3. 
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The number of long term NEETs in NI is growing… 

A growing concern is the length of time that young people are 
remaining NEET for, as long term alienation from the labour 
market can have severe consequences in later life. Studies have 
found that for two men with the same education, literacy and 
numeracy scores, places of residence, parents’ education and IQ , 
where one of them spends one year unemployed before the age of 
23, ten years later he can expect to earn 23% less than the other 
(for women  the gap is 16%5). Clearly this has implications for both 
the young person and for the state, in terms of tax forgone. 

Over the last decade the proportion of young people aged 24     
and under  and claiming Job Seekers Allowance for more than     
12 months has increased sharply. Although the claimant count 
measure does not fully capture the NEET group, the general 
increase in youth unemployment over the last decade alongside 
the rapid increase since 2009 is certainly noteworthy. 

Figure 4: Percentage of long term youth claimants 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Source: ONS 
 
Note: Long term youth claimants definition used – those claiming for more than 12 
months. 

How does NI compare to elsewhere? (continued…) 

 

NI is one of the worst hit UK regions… 

A regional breakdown of youth unemployment reveals that NI   
has experienced the greatest increase in claimants over the period 
2006-2012 of any UK region. The analysis also unveils a familiar 
UK North-South divide with NI experiencing the second highest 
rate of youth unemployment. Whilst the region has been badly 
affected, no region has avoided rising youth unemployment 
entirely. 

Figure 5: Regional youth unemployment (16-24) before 
and after the recession 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Source: ONS 
 
Note: Regions ranked in descending order of rise in unemployment rates. Claimant 
count data used. 

_________________________________________________________ 

  
5 Bell, D.N.F. and Blanchflower, D.G.(2010). UK Unemployment in the Great Recession. National    

  Institute Economic Review, 2010(214), pp.3-25. Youth unemployment, Labour Economics 
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Cost to the individual…  

The cost to the individual of being NEET goes beyond potential 
earnings forgone in the short term and can impose a wage scar6 
later in life – where a wage scar is the effect of unemployment on 
earnings. Alongside this, evidence suggests that individuals suffer 
from an increased vulnerability to unemployment post 
displacement, which increases the risk of multiple periods                 
of unemployment or falling into long term unemployment7. 

Prolonged periods of inactivity and disengagement from the 
labour market increase the risk of skills becoming obsolete and 
could extend alienation from the workplace. NEETs have also 
been linked with an increased likelihood of developing mental 
health problems such as depression, stress and decreased 
motivation and self confidence8. These combined factors    
increase the probability of remaining in the NEET category. 

Cost to the economy… 

It has been estimated that lost productivity owing to youth 
unemployment costs the UK economy £10m a day9 (or £4bn per 
annum). A significant expense is also associated with the issuance 
of Job-Seeker’s Allowance – around £20m per week. In NI this 
equates to a cost of around £250m per year10 for the local 
economy, representing a large opportunity cost.   

 

Why does the NEETs issue matter? 

 

A further cause for concern is the threat of an increasing number 
of NEETs undermining the skills base and productive capacity     
of the economy. This is a worry as it has the potential to hamper 
future economic gains. A lack of skilled workers, for example,   
may discourage foreign direct investment. This may have several 
spill over effects such as loss of potential jobs and diffusion              
of knowledge. Further repercussions could include migration         
of skilled workers, creating a “brain drain”. It should be noted  
that NEETs are now competing against recent graduates for low 
skilled/ unskilled jobs. 

Cost to society… 

Aside from the strain on public finances, the social cost of being 
NEET has been linked with educational underachievement, 
involvement in drug and alcohol abuse11 and crime12.  The social 
cost of the additional resources used over the lifetime of NEETs 
aged 16-18 in England has been estimated at between £21.7bn 
(low estimate) and £76.7bn (high estimate)13. A study by the 
Prince’s Trust also found that young offenders  were more likely to 
be a victim of social exclusion than the general public and 13 times 
as likely to be unemployed14. However, there is scope for more 
research to be carried out to explore the causality of this 
relationship.  

_________________________________________________________ 

  
6 Gregg, P. and Tominey, E. (2004). The Wage Scar from Youth Unemployment. CMPO Working Paper, 04(097). 
7 Stevens, A. H.(1997). Persistent effects of job displacement: the importance of multiple job losses. Journal of Labor Economics, 15(1), pp. 165-88. 
8 The Prince’s Trust. (2007). The Cost of Exclusion.  Counting the cost of youth disadvantage in the UK. London: London School of Economics. 
9 The Prince’s Trust. (2007). Ibid, at 8. 
10 Agenda NI (2011, March 10). Learning and Skills: Joining up to help NEETs. [Online]. (URL http://www.agendani.com/joining-up-to-help-neets). (Accessed 10 March 2012). 
11 McWhirter, L., ed. (2004). Equality and Inequalities in Health and Social Care: A Statistical Overview. Belfast: DHSPSS. 

12 Bell, D.N.F. and Blanchflower, D.G.(2010). Youth Unemployment : Déjà vu? Institute for the Study of Labour, 2010(4705). 
13 Coles, B., Godfrey, C., Keung, A., Parrott, S. and Bradshaw, J. (2010).  Estimating the life-time cost of NEET: 16-18 year olds not in Education, Employment or Training. York: University of York. 
14 The Prince’s Trust. (2007). Ibid, at 8. 
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15 Department for Employment and Learning. (2010). A Scoping Study of those people Not in Education, Employment or Training (NEET) in Northern Ireland. [Online]. (URL 

http://www.delni.gov.uk/scoping-study-young-people-not-in-education_-employment-or-training-neet.pdf). (Accessed 10 March 2012). 
16 Department for Employment and Learning. (2011). Qualifications of school leavers by gender and school type. [Online]. (URL http://www.deni.gov.uk/qualifications_and_destinations_2009_10.pdf). 

(Accessed 10 March 2012).  
17 Department for Education. (2008). Youth Cohort Study and Longitudinal Study of Young People in England. [Online]. (URL http://www.education.gov.uk/rsgateway/DB/SBU/b000937/b01-2010v2.pdf ). 

(Accessed 10 March 2012). 

Pinpointing contributing factors… 

Although the NEET group cannot be described as homogenous, 
there are certain traits which may be pinpointed as potential 
reasons for entering this category, for example, leading a ‘chaotic’ 
lifestyle15. The characteristics may make the already difficult 
transition from compulsory schooling into further education, 
employment or training even more problematic.  

Figure 6: Characteristics of Core NEETs 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

What are the contributing factors to becoming NEET? 

 

Potential points of risk… 
 

There are distinct points at which the risk of becoming NEET           
for a young person are heightened. These danger points are at 
transitional stages when one activity comes to an end and a 
decision needs to be made as to the next engagement. This    
threat becomes particularly prevalent at the end of compulsory 
education and can lead to disengagement from society and a sense 
of social exclusion.  
 

The impact of education… 
 

Qualifications gained at school are a key measure of how a young 
person will progress post-compulsory education. In NI, just over 
half of pupils currently leave with A-level qualifications and more 
than 59% gain at least 5 GCSEs A*- C including English and 
Maths16. However, around 3% of young people still leave with no 
formal qualifications and many more do not achieve the necessary 
qualifications in numeracy and literacy. 
 

The intergenerational effect… 
 

A further concern is that the problem is intergenerational and        
as such, negative conditioning from a young age could occur.   
This opens the potential for the formation of areas with high 
NEET populations, where generation after generation is classified 
in this category. This group is typically quietly disaffected, 
commonly with issues surrounding low motivation and confidence 
sometimes resulting from generations of disadvantage. On the 
other side of the scale, a Department for Education study in 
England found that only 3% of people whose parents were in 
professional occupations were NEET17.   
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Core NEETs… 

Some young people will have identifiable traits that make them 
susceptible to becoming NEET (as shown in Figure 6). These NEETs 
can be considered Core NEETs and are the most disengaged from the 
labour market – making them hardest to reach.       

 

Downturn NEETs… 

It is inevitable that an event such as an economic downturn will result 
in higher unemployment – some of which will affect young people and 
result in them becoming NEET. Young people are disproportionately 
affected by fluctuations in the labour market explaining to an extent 
why the NEET category has increased since the recession. This group 
includes an enhanced number of young people taking a break 
(enforced or otherwise) from education, employment or training at  
key transitional phases e.g. between school and continued education 
or between higher/further education and the labour market. 
 

Disengaged NEETs… 

The NEET category may be increasing but prior to the downturn, 
youth unemployment still stood at around 7%. So whilst the labour 
market remained buoyant, NI still had relatively high levels of youth 
unemployment. This suggests that the current problem i.e. increasing 
numbers of NEETs, goes beyond a stagnant market and points to deep 
seated structural issues within NI’s labour market as a whole. This is 
important as it suggests that even with economic recovery, the number 
of disengaged youths is unlikely to fall below pre 2008  levels unless 
additional policies are implemented which address these structural 
issues. 

 

Quantifying the NEET groups 

 

_________________________________________________________ 

  
18 Department for Employment and Learning. (2010). Ibid, at 16. 

Note: We note the figures total 101%, however, suggested breakdown based upon 
research by the National Foundation for Education Research (as cited in DEL, 2010) 
which used Youth Cohort Study data (2001-2003)  in England18. The groups used in the 
study were core NEET (38% - where many barriers to engagement exist), transitional or 
gap year NEET (41% - few issues readily associated with the NEET group and optimistic 
about the future) and floating NEET (22% - quietly disaffected NEETs with negative 
view of school and low educational achievement). 

38% 

41% 

22% 
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The importance of ‘the right skills’… 

Though it is reasonable to point to a structural problem within 
the labour market, it is less simple to ascertain what that might be. 
One potential cause for this might be that the needs of the labour 
market are not being addressed by the supply of labour - creating 
a skills mismatch. Science, Technology, Engineering and Maths 
(STEM) skills are thought to be vital for NIs future prosperity, 
suggesting that this is where the demand for labour will lie19.  
However, there are currently not enough high quality STEM 
graduates entering the economy and young people with ‘the  
wrong skills’ may find that they are simply not in demand.    

Lack of signposting post-compulsory education… 

A further concern is the lack of signposting for students who do 
not wish to pursue higher education. It has been suggested that 
whilst there is a good deal of advice given to students wishing to 
attend university, those wanting to explore other options may not 
be fully aware of their options20. This lack of awareness can stretch 
beyond an understanding of opportunities in further education to 
available jobs in the labour market. The lack of information and 
advice given to young people at critical transitional phases is a 
concerning issue which needs to be addressed.  

Disparity between schools… 

A large and persistent disparity is apparent between grammar  
and non-grammar schools in NI. For grammar, 94% of leavers 

 

in 2009/2010 gained at least 5 GCSEs A*- C including English  
and maths. For non-grammar this was only 35%. 

Leaving education with no soft skills… 

PwC’s 2001 Northern Ireland Economic Review and Prospects 
found that employer demand for ‘soft’ or ‘employability’ skills   
was not being matched by the available supply 21. General 
communication skills, for example: 69% said they were very 
important but only 25% found them easy to source. Customer 
handling skills, according to 92% of FDI companies, were very 
important, but only 25% found them readily available amongst job 
applicants. Similar results were observed for team working skills. 
More recently an ACEVO Commission on Youth Unemployment 
report 22 came to the same conclusion: that ‘soft’ skills which were 
highly regarded by employers were not readily available in the 
generation of workers entering the labour market. What is clear 
from this research is that ‘soft’ skills are essential if young people 
are to successfully make the transition from education or training 
into employment. 
 

“In a world in which the UK’s competitive 
advantage will depend increasingly on 
innovation and high-value products and 
services, it is essential that we raise the level           
of our STEM skills.”  

Sainsbury Review – The Race to the Top23 

 
_________________________________________________________ 

  
19 Russell Group of Universities. (2009). Stem Briefing. [Online]. (URL http://www.russellgroup.ac.uk/uploads/STEM-briefing.pdf). (Accessed 10 March 2012). 
20 The ACEVO Commission on Youth Unemployment. (2012).Youth unemployment: The crisis we cannot afford. [Online]. (URL 

http://www.cesi.org.uk/sites/default/files/event_downloads/ACEVO_report.pdf). (Accessed 10 March 2012). 
21 PwC. (2001). Northern Ireland Economic Review and Prospects. Belfast: PwC. 
22 ACEVO. (2012). Ibid, at 21. 
23 Sainsbury, D. (2007). The Race to the Top. Norwich: HMSO. 
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What needs to be done? 

 

Entry into 
education 

Early 
identification 

and 
prevention of 

high risk 
individuals  

Prevention  
of early   

drop out  
pre-Level 2 

qualification 

Effective 
careers 

guidance  

Continued 
support 
through 
further 

education 
and skills 
training 

Linking skills 
to jobs 

Entry into 
employment 

Various barriers to 
engagement which may 
indicate those at risk of 
becoming NEET can be 
present from a young age.  
An early identification 
approach, as used in much 
of Scandinavia, could 
enable more successful 
prevention measures. 

A working paper produced 
by The Personal 
Development Point found 
that young people are 
significantly more likely to 
become NEET aged 16 if 
they do not hold five or 
more A* - C GCSEs and 
persistent absentees are 
seven times more likely to 
be NEET at age 1624. 

Further strategy to allow 
young people to achieve 
these basic qualifications 
should be explored e.g. 
retention and tracking 
through the use of regular 
meetings and mobile 
technology. 

 

 

A report on behalf of GEMS NI 
Ltd found that NEETs were 
more likely to cite “what mates 
were doing” as the biggest 
influence on their choices aged 
16 than a “careers officer” or 
“school/teachers” combined 25. 

It seems that too few have 
access to high quality advice 
and information, potentially 
impacting upon work 
experience and training 
opportunities. 

Whether through funding 
such as EMA or bursary 
schemes, support to offset 
the cost of continued training 
can outweigh the benefits of 
claiming Job Seekers 
Allowance (JSA) and 
encourage continued 
participation. With the cost 
of higher education set to 
increase, the need for this 
support will become more 
pressing in  coming years.  

Ensuring a skills match 
between the supply and 
demand for labour is 
critical in enabling a 
smooth transition to the 
workplace. Should NI 
follow Japan’s example 
and cement this through 
changes to labour law? 

_________________________________________________________ 

  
24 Oginsky, P (2008). The 8 Steps of Effective NEET Support. [Online]. (URL http://www.dkhlegacytrust.org/uploads/Introduction%20to%20working%20with%20disengaged%20young%20people-

%20The%208%20Steps%20of%20Effective%20NEET%20Support.doc). (Accessed 10 March 2012). 
25  Atkinson, S.(2010). Extending Choices: Focus Group Information Report. Belfast: GEMS Northern Ireland. 
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The importance of peer mentoring  

Heads, Teachers and Industry (HTI) is a national educational  charity, 
established in 1986 which works with business and education to 
enhance the life opportunities of young people. HTI  runs Inspire 
which is an innovative peer mentoring scheme with the aim of raising 
the aspirations of disaffected students by matching them with young 
people who have overcome similar challenges. The theory is that if 
underachievers are not inspired, then they risk further exclusion. The 
outcomes show measurable improvements in behaviour, motivation, 
as well as reduced referrals for disruptive behaviour and exclusions. 
This year the focus for mentors is apprentices and young people in 
jobs with training opportunities 

Education 
 

Eliminating underachievement 

The government must focus on eliminating literacy and 

numeracy underachievement at primary school level so                

that fewer young people enter secondary education already 

disadvantaged. The school system must be modernised to 

provide essential support for pupils at risk of leaving the 

education system with few or no qualifications. Early 

identification, as seen in Scandinavia and the Netherlands, could 

enable more successful outcomes. At a community level there is 

evidence that schemes by voluntary organisations and the PSNI 

have been successful at diverting young people away from crime 

and anti social behaviour and improving their self esteem.  
 
Recognising the value of peer mentoring  

Young people at risk of becoming NEET should experience peer 

mentoring support (including those expelled from school, those 

in transition from the end of compulsory education and entrants 

to the youth justice system). A mentor would give them an 

individual they can confide in, relate to and aspire to. The 

mentor would establish action focused goals for the individual 

and plan how the individual can achieve these. In terms of the 

opportunity costs it should be noted that it costs circa £1,500 to 

fund a mentor and £95k to keep a young person in prison.   
 
Ensuring education post-16 is affordable 

The opportunity cost of remaining in education needs to be kept 

low. Reforms to Education Maintenance Allowance (EMA) in 

England should be closely monitored to determine whether the 

new system (16-19 Bursary fund) is more effective and should be 

adopted in NI. It should be noted that in England NEETs levels 

increased once the EMA was scrapped.  

 
 

 

 

Innovative third sector / private sector models of 
improving outcomes  

Achievement for All is a tailored school improvement framework   
that aims to raise the aspirations, access and achievement of pupils 
identified with special education needs and disabilities (SEND). The 
programme has had a proven impact on attainment and behaviour in 
schools, including dramatic improvements in attendance among 
persistent absentees (including those who may be at risk of becoming 
NEET). The impact of Achievement for All is that it is helping 
improve pupils' chances of going on to further education or 
employment.  
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The role of the third sector in addressing NEETs 

In NI, third sector providers such as the Prince’s Trust and        

Opportunity Youth have secured funding through the European 

Social Fund to address the NEETs  issue. The Prince’s Trust ‘Get 

Into....(e.g. cooking, youth work)’  is an intensive programme with 

an integrated work placement whereby individuals learn 

interpersonal and sector specific skills. Evidence shows that circa 

75% of participants go into education, training or employment on 

completion. Opportunity Youth is running the Switch onto 

Employment Programme employability programme that can           

fast track young people into training or employment.  

Training 
 

Emphasising a cohesive strategy 

As emphasised in the NI Economic Strategy, a holistic,            

cross-departmental training strategy aimed at improving skills, 

productivity and employability is needed to build essential skills 

for the workplace. Such a strategy would need to involve DEL, 

DE, DSD and OFMDFM26. The DEL NEETs Strategy to be 

published in Spring 2012 is eagerly awaited.    
 
Increasing the role of the third sector 

The voluntary and community sector should play a greater role 

in combating prolonged periods of unemployment and 

inactivity. Not only would this provide employment, reduce 

vulnerability to mental health problems, crime etc. but it would 

also enable young people to maintain the skills necessary to 

access paid employment in the future. The importance of inter-

personal skills gained during periods of training or work 

experience should not be underestimated. 
 
Supporting specialist advice  

Any future prospects and opportunities for all young people in 

education, training and employment are threatened by a lack of 

specialist and intensive support for those young people who are 

hard to reach. This threat is intensified for NEETs with multiple 

barriers where, for support to be effective, it must be targeted.  

The voluntary sector, which has the breadth and depth of 

experience of working with hard to reach young people, is          

well placed to ensure that young people remain in appropriate 

education, training and employment and are supported with 

their learning needs. 

26 NI Executive. (2012). Economic Strategy: Priorities for Sustainable Growth and Prosperity. Belfast: DETI. 
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Towards new partnership working  
The Fire Station in London is a pioneering three-way partnership 
between the private sector (PwC), public and voluntary sectors.        
The Fire Station is fitted out with a bistro, wine bar, private dining 
and a training and demonstration kitchen. It has the capacity to train 
40 social enterprise students every year (some of whom are in the 
NEETs group) and brings together a unique combination of 
organisations which are working together to make a positive          
social impact. 

Employment 
 

Reconsidering the minimum wage and replacement 
ratio   

A key consideration is the impact of the minimum wage upon 
employers and potential employees. A wage floor  that is too high 
may inhibit the ability of employers to create jobs – too low and 
it may be a disincentive to work. 
 

Reducing ‘red tape’  

The effect of employment legislation on job creation is 
significant: simplifying employment law for new entrants may 
encourage labour market flexibility and improve the ability of 
firms to create training schemes and jobs. Alongside this, a more 
flexible approach regarding entrance qualifications, particularly 
for young people who have experienced multiple barriers to 
engagement, may help to reintroduce these young people onto 
education, employment and training schemes. A good example 
of this locally is the Bombardier Aerospace Community Based 
Apprenticeship programme, established a decade ago. This 
programme provides employment opportunities for workless 
individuals from some of the most disadvantaged areas of 
Belfast.  The programme runs alongside Bombardier’s normal 
apprenticeship but for the community-based programme, the 
entrance requirement of two GCSEs is waived. On successful 
completion of the programme, participants receive an NVQ III.    
 

Recognising the importance of ‘soft’ skills 

Work experience must be recognised as giving young people 
interpersonal, team working and communication skills. Schools 
must work with businesses and the third sector  to give young 
people a ‘taste’ of the world of work. For example, more 
emphasis should be placed on realising the value of essential  
soft skills gained in any work placement.   
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Business in the Community: Engaging a disengaged 
workforce 
Business in the Community (BITC) provides support to 
disengaged individuals through a number of its Programmes.  
 
For example:  
 
• Graduate Acceleration Programme provides training, work    

placements and employment to unemployed graduates. 
 

• Employers’ Forum and Strive 2 Work programmes 
provides training, apprenticeships and jobs to long-term 
unemployed people, many of whom are young people aged 
18-24.  
 

• Mentoring programmes provide support to young people at 
risk. These are delivered in partnership with organisations 
such as the Youth Justice Agency and the Probation Board 
NI.   
 

• Promoting complimentary organisations such as the 
Princes’ Trust and Opportunity Youth. For example, BITC 
encourages member companies to provide appropriate 
support to these third sector organisations.  
 

 

Employment 
 

Improving links with business  

Young people need to be better prepared for the workplace and 
the options available to them. Essential to this is significantly 
improved school/industry links, an emphasis on work 
experience and excellent careers advice. Schools should second 
articulate and charismatic  business  experts as career advisers 
and mentors, helping young people transition into work or 
further education. For workplace experience programmes to be 
effective, employers need to provide inspirational and innovative 
approaches to work experience. A good example of this the work 
being carried out by Business in the Community (BITC).  
 

Incentivising the tax system 

In February 2012, the government commenced a scheme 
offering NEETs unpaid work experience whilst on benefits.        
The intention was to break the cycle of ‘no experience - no job’. 
However, there has been some opposition to the scheme.               
The government needs to modernise the tax system to enable  
employers to reward those who participate, without threat to 
their benefits, demonstrating that ‘work pays’. 
 

Revising the benefit system 

The government could offer a job, work experience or training 
guarantee for all under-21s who have been unemployed for six 
months or more. It could restrict or withdraw benefits 
entitlements for those who do not take up these opportunities 
(as is the case in the Netherlands). This may require some 
enhancement to the incentives for private sector employers to 
offer jobs to this age group, such as a National Insurance holiday 
for eligible workers, and / or a cut in the young worker rate of 
minimum wage.   
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And finally... 
 
 

 
 
The economic difficulties experienced since the 2008 downturn 
are, alas, no passing phenomenon. There is not going to be a 
speedy return to high and steady economic growth or a return to 
the heady days of the 1950s and 1960s or 1990s and mid 2000s.   

Today we are living in what will become the ‘new normal’ where 
global growth is driven by the so-called ‘emerging’ nations, where 
both their GDP and their population growth will set the pace for 
the first half of the 21st century. 

For small open economies like NI, this ‘new normal’ will prove        
a challenge. Many global trends are beyond the influence of the 
Westminster government, let alone the NI Assembly. We must 
learn to live with the new normal and embrace its opportunities, 
and at the same time, we must also address its problems. The 
inexorable rise of NEETs is one that cannot either be ignored          
or left to the devices of a single Department or Minister. 

Unskilled jobs are vanishing, semi-skilled jobs are contracting and 
even a basic third-level education is no longer a guarantee of a job 
– let alone a rewarding one. The recent PwC Millennials report 
concluded that 65% of UK and Irish graduates had compromised 
their preferred sector, employer, reward package and location, just 
to get a job. 

NEETs are competing with qualified school-leavers and graduates 
for many of the jobs that remain and NEETs are the losers. 
Addressing this means changing the structure and shape of the 
economy, as well as how we educate, train and reward young 
people entering the workplace. It may also mean managing and 
changing the expectations of educationalists, employers and a new 
generation of workers. 

But as we move towards a new economic model, there are some 
things we can do now. 

The first priority is to eliminate literacy and numeracy 

underachievement at primary school level and make that an 
absolute priority. There is a direct correlation between literacy 

and numeracy underachievement and the likelihood of  becoming 

NEET and of the adoption of anti-social behaviours. We must 
eradicate this by modernising the education system. 

The school careers system is perhaps not addressing 21st Century 

needs. Improving links between schools and businesses will bring 
the reality of the world of work to the classroom. Ideally, this will 

enable more routes to participation in real work experience 

programmes, leading to greater opportunities in later life. In that 
regard, we can look to best practice in Europe and Japan to see 

just how effective these programmes can be. 

The government too, must become a real partner for change, 
making hard decisions about employment regulations, the 
minimum wage and the tax system. Businesses must be 
incentivised to create employment, take investment risks and      
to offer opportunities to the workers of tomorrow. Real work 
experience – delivering the ‘softer’ skills of team working, 
communications and problem-solving should be financially - as 
well as career rewarding – for the young people and the employer. 

We need to be radical, brave and innovative if we are to address 
the problem of NEETs. The status-quo just won’t do. 
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