UK youth disengagement accelerates as more teenagers remain outside education and work
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The number of young people in the UK who have never worked is rising significantly, sparking concern among policymakers and social analysts about the future of youth employment and social mobility. According to a report by the Resolution Foundation, 65% of individuals born between 1996 and 2000 had never held a job by the age of 17, a sharp increase from 38% for those born between 1981 and 1985. This shift is partly attributed to legislative changes requiring young people to remain in education until the age of 18, which has led to a higher percentage of 16 and 17-year-olds staying in full-time education—increasing from 75% in 2005 to 86% this year.
Despite more young people staying in education, worrying disparities exist in the number of teenagers not in education, employment, or training (NEET). Across the UK, 4-5% of 16-17-year-olds are classified as NEET, but this figure varies starkly by region—from just 1% in Barnet to a striking 21.5% in Dudley. The Resolution Foundation warns that early disengagement from education or work at this critical age greatly increases the risk of longer-term unemployment or lower-paid jobs later in life, underscoring the profound impact of early career setbacks.
More recent data from the Office for National Statistics shows that youth disengagement is rising more broadly. Between October and December 2024, 13.4% of 16 to 24-year-olds in the UK were NEET, totaling nearly one million young people. This represents an increase from 12.1% in the same period the previous year. The NEET rate specifically for 16-17-year-olds rose to 4.6%, up from 3.9%, highlighting a continuing upward trajectory. Meanwhile, unemployment among young people aged 16 to 24 remains high, with over 620,000 reported as unemployed in mid-2025 and a youth unemployment rate above 13%.
The Trades Union Congress (TUC) emphasises the urgency of addressing these challenges through structured support systems to help reintegrate young people into education, employment, or training. Their analysis points to the long-term negative consequences of NEET status, including persistent unemployment and economic inactivity among young adults. The TUC reports that as of mid-2025, 15% of those aged 18-24 were NEET, with 6% unemployed and 11% economically inactive—addressing this demographic's needs is critical to preventing entrenched socio-economic disadvantage.
The Department for Education’s annual NEET statistics corroborate the trend of rising disengagement among 16-17-year-olds since the Raising the Participation Age legislation was introduced. Although the law has increased the length of time young people spend in education, it has not fully eliminated the risks of youth disengagement. The NEET proportion at this age is increasing, suggesting that policy adjustments may be required to provide alternative pathways into work or training.
On a more optimistic note, longer-term data from the Resolution Foundation’s broader 'Not Working' report points to improvements in youth worklessness over the past few decades, particularly among young women. Between 1995 and 2021, worklessness among 18-24-year-olds decreased from 22% to 15%, with young women benefiting from a much larger reduction than their male counterparts. This highlights that while challenges remain, progress is possible through targeted interventions.
The growing portion of teenagers and young adults who remain outside education and work underscores a complex challenge for the UK in fostering skills development and economic inclusion. The varying regional rates of NEET status and worklessness indicate that solutions will require tailored local strategies as well as national policy frameworks. Without addressing this issue, there is a risk that a significant fraction of the next generation could face enduring economic hardship and reduced life chances.
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