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What evidence-based support mechanisms and interventions are most effective in re-engaging NEET (Not in Education, Employment, or Training) learners within Further Education (FE) settings in Wales?

Introduction
The term NEET refers to young people who are "Not in Education, Employment, or Training", typically aged between 16 and 24. This was introduced in the UK in the late 1990s and is increasingly being adopted as a crucial policy and statistical category to assess the extent to which young people have become disconnected from key social institutions (Office for National Statistics, 2022). Issues of young people not in education, employment, or training (NEET) have been increasingly acknowledged over recent years in UK education and policy, and in Wales in particular. From a policy perspective, NEET status is a symptom of social and economic exclusion, and of systemic failures of educational provision, mental health services and routes into fulfilling employment. In Wales, approximately 11.2% of those aged 16–24 were NEET in 2023, with some localities and community groups experiencing more than their fair share (Welsh Government, 2023). Despite continued policy action, such as the Youth Engagement and Progression Framework (Welsh Government 2022), the rate of NEET remains high for young people with a background of disadvantage. The move from compulsory schooling to further education (FE) is viewed as the critical moment for young people. Huxley and Davies (2023) suggests 16-year-olds falling under the ‘NEET’ category prove how some are denied access or fail to maintain engagement in FE in Britain. Factors relating to NEET status include low educational achievement, lack of qualifications, mental health problems and social disadvantage (Simmons & Thompson, 2011; Spielhofer et al., 2009). On this basis, there is argue that young people who are NEET might lack not just educational engagement but also structured support to help them navigate complex social and organisational structures. 
The aim of this literature review is to examine and assess the extent to which support systems and interventions to re-engage with NEET learners in the FE sector in Wales. The review aims to identify the profile and issues of NEET leaners in the Welsh context and to critically reflect on the policies, practices, and programmes that are available to support them to re-engage. Through the review of academic and government and organisational reports, I will review different interventions such as pastoral support, vocational training and mentoring that have been implemented in order to understand their effectiveness and to identify good practice. It will review the importance of individuals such as educators, government agencies and third-sector organisations as champions for action to support these approaches being taken forward and sustained. In so doing, the review seeks to draw together what is known currently, identify what isn’t and suggest recommendations that can be reasonably expected to be put into place in policy and practice in the interest of ensuring improved outcomes for NEET learners in Wales.
Positionality Statement
As a practitioner delivering face to face to NEET learners in the Further Education (FE) sector in Wales, my professional role played a decisive part in how I have approached this review of literature. Every day I support young people with an incredibly complicated combination of education barriers based on their socio-economic disadvantage, mental health, family instability, or low confidence, because of their low value of self. Being a lecturer in an FE setting, and teaching NEET learners’ day to day, I have an insight into what is needed to get NEET learners back into education, what will motivate them, and how we can keep them on track. It has also made me more aware of some of the holes in provision, particularly mental health support, the move from school to FE and the requirement for more flexible, learner-led teaching within my own delivery. 
My background in this area may add something to the review, but I am aware that it possibly introduces any number of biases, including a bias towards qualitative evidence and approaches which align with my own experience of working with practitioners and interventions. To maintain a balanced perspective, I have intentionally read the literature reflectively and critically, being open to different perspectives and types of evidence. This review aims to contribute to an 'evidence-informed and evidence-generating' field by presenting evidence that could help improve and support practical teaching approaches for NEET learners in Wales.
Background
The issue of NEET learners among young people in Wales has emerged alongside significant changes in policy, society, and the economy. To fully understand how this has developed over time, it’s important to look at Welsh education from the late 19th century through to the present day.

Firstly, The Welsh Intermediate Education Act 1889 was a key moment for Welsh education, intending to give access to secondary education to more people. Before that, there was very little access to secondary education, and children, especially girls, had very little chance of going to school beyond the primary level. The Law attempted to fill this void with courses that taught a more practical curriculum, one that catered to local economies. However, the Act was not without problems and financial difficulties and obstruction from a few local authorities limited its success in terms of reaching all its intended participants (BBC, 2013).

Another key milestone was the Tripartism and its influence under the Education Act 1944, Wales introduced a Tripartite System which would divide secondary education between grammar schools, secondary technical schools and secondary modern schools. Pupils were selected for these schools by their performance in the 11-plus exam. It was hoped the system would align educational supply with students’ abilities, but it also reinforced social divisions. Those that did not pass the 11-plus would typically go to secondary modern schools which were viewed as providing a less academic curriculum and had higher rates of disengagement and dropping out. This layering of disadvantage was thought to give rise to a generation who were at risk of being NEET (Gillard, 2018).

Then in the later 20th century greater focus was placed on vocational education and training (VET). Efforts to establish VET programs and to offer training more closely related to the demands of the employment sector were under way. In Wales this involved the expansion of FE colleges and the development of vocational qualifications. Although these efforts were designed to reduce the number of NEET learners by improving students’ employability, making VET routes accessible and appealing those particularly from disadvantaged backgrounds remained a significant challenge (BERA, 2019).

When Wales took control of its own education system in 1999, the establishment of the National Assembly for Wales brought education policy closer to home, able to react more directly to problems such as disengagement among young people. Welsh Government implemented various programmes targeting low rates of NEET students such as the Production Youth Engagement and Progression Framework (YEPF), which seeks early identification of at-risk young people and to ensure they receive of targeted support. These approaches are part of a broader understanding of why people are NEET, which is allegedly more comprehensive than merely educational, and people should regard social, economic, and psychological factors, as well (Welsh Government, 2021b).
The history of NEET students in Wales corresponds to changes in policy and background socioeconomics across the country. Between the creation of secondary school opportunities in the late 19th century and the contemporary emphasis on comprehensive support systems, the development of this problem reveals how crucial it is to have educational policies that are responsive and inclusive. 
Methodology
This review of literature seeks to answer the question, “What evidence-based support mechanisms and interventions are most effective in re-engaging NEET (Not in Education, Employment, or Training) learners within Further Education (FE) settings in Wales?" A qualitative systematic narrative literature analysis was performed to collect and evaluate academic literature and government reports.
The review includes evidence from the published literature up to 2025 and focuses on the experiences, outcomes, and interventions in relation to NEET learners, 16–24 in Wales. Sources identified through research of review were considered to explore the interventions aimed at re-engaging NEET young people in FE. The review comprised qualitative and quantitative studies related to policies, reports, and academic literature; studies that concentrated only on employment outcomes, or those that were not evidence-based, were excluded.
I conducted a systematic search of academic databases including ERIC, Scopus, and Google Scholar, as well as reports from the Welsh Government, Estyn, Careers Wales, and third-sector organisations including Youth Cymru. Literature relating to "NEET", "re-engagement", "further education", "support systems", "interventions", and "Wales" were searched for keywords.
The extracted information from the studies was categorised in a framework, consisting of the type of intervention, its target group, outcomes reported, and the strength of its evaluative evidence which is support by Furlong & Cartmel, (2007).
Publication bias was taken into account in the grey literature (Welsh Government, 2021a). Evaluation methods of the included studies were of different quality and might influence the applicability of the results (Department for Education, 2017). Moreover, some locally grown or -evaluated interventions could be under-represented (Youth Employment UK, 2020).
Therefore, this method allowed for the systematic collection of evidence, a process that has served to develop an in-depth understanding of how NEETs can be re-engaged within the Welsh Further Education system.

Theoretical Framework 
A theoretical framework to support re-engagement NEET Young People into Further Education in Wales, it is important to have a strong theoretical base around the re-engagement with these students. This model should include elements for addressing the multiple dimensions that shape youth disengagement: individual, interpersonal, and systemic. The following are some of the theoretical frameworks offer a comprehensive way to understand and access interventions for NEET youth.
1. The Ecological Systems Theory that was founded by Urie Bronfenbrenner, who suggests that development occurs within various environmental systems, from immediate settings such as family and school to broader systems such as society (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). The model seems particularly relevant when it comes to NEET students, as their disengagement is usually contributed to by factors in different ecological levels. For example, Lőrinc et al. (2020) noted that childhood trauma and instability, which originated from the care system, had a large role to play in reduced school attendance and academic, both of which are closely associated with NEET status. Otherwise, there’s a risk of encouraging long-term withdrawal among NEET students regarding their role and well-being in society. This highlights the importance of interventions that take into account all aspects of a young person’s life and environment.
2. The PRECEDE–PROCEED model (Green & Kreuter, 2005) represents an overarching framework for planning and evaluating health promotion activities. And it promotes a participatory model, where one begins with ends and works backwards to strategies that might serve to attain those ends. This model is particularly applicable when designing interventions for NEET students as it takes into account contributing, enabling and reinforcing factors which may impact on behaviour change. Using this model, people who are NEET can have their unique situation and individual requirements met, and therefore will receive appropriate support that is relevant to the context in which they live.
3. Theories of student development, such as Sanford’s Challenge and Support Theory, attend to the need to balance challenge and support to promote student development (Sanford, 1966). Appropriate to FE where students are encountering new academic and social pressures. Through challenging and support, schools can establish cultures that enrich engagement and prevent indifference. Moreover, knowledge of developmental stages of the students can help to create developmentally sufficient and tailored interventions for NEET learners.
4. Intersectionality as introduced by Crenshaw (1989) extends how different social identities intersect to create different forms of discrimination and privilege. For NEET students, this model can serve to emphasise that disadvantage is increased within this group of students through not only race, gender, and socio-economic differences, but through other factors as well. The Welsh Government early identification guidance specifically recommends taking a multi-risk indicator approach when identifying young people at risk of NEET (Welsh Government, 2023). Taking an intersectional approach could help to design interventions that adequately target the needs of specific problems experienced by particular groups of the NEET population.

Integrating a range of theoretical perspectives provides a comprehensive understanding of the factors influencing NEET status and the pathways to re-engagement. By considering young people's personal choices, their environment, how different types of support work, their stage of development, and their individual backgrounds we can create better, more effective ways to support NEET students in Further Education in Wales.
Support Systems and Interventions for Re-engaging NEET Students in Further Education in Wales
The extent of young people Not in Education, Employment or Training (NEET) in Wales has been a major cause of concern in terms of its impact on the futures of individuals and on society. Drawing upon the study, this thematic review identifies four sectors of intervention that are crucial for understanding and dealing with young people who are NEET in Wales; early identification and intervention; targeted provisions of support; employability focused interventions; and the impact of mental health and well-being.
NEET youth is a long-term socio-educational problem with significant implications in both individual and societal levels. Early identification and intervention have become strategic priorities in Wales as part of its ‘reducing the number of NEET’ strategy. Although national frameworks, such as the Youth Engagement and Progression Framework (YEPF) (Welsh Government, 2021b), provide a systematised approach, the extent, accuracy, and inclusivity of such initiatives need to be questioned. 
The literature consistently confirms that NEET status does not tend to occur abruptly but constitutes a process of declining opportunities that accumulate and become intertwined over time (Tomlinson, 2013). Therefore, early identification of students at risk of disengagement may be more about taking proactive steps to prevent potential disengagement pathways, rather than simply following a procedural checklist. According to Maguire (2021) students who displayed earlier indicators of academic underperformance, challenging behaviour, or truancy were significantly more likely to be NEET. But early warning is only helpful if those signs are interpretable, not just in isolation, but in the way of everything else. Although the YEPF encourages the reliance upon attendance, attainment, and well-being data to determine risk, there is a danger in the over-reliance on quantitative data. For example, children who have hidden vulnerabilities (e.g., caring duties or exposure to domestic violence) may not show obvious academic deterioration but still be at substantial risk (Henseke and Schoon, 2025). This implies the necessity for more comprehensive data systems that integrate the qualitative perspectives of pastoral staff and outside organisations.
One of the strengths of the Welsh approach is this focus on multi-agency work. This is based on Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory which recognises that youth developmental outcomes are influenced by multiple factors such as family, school, community, and broader policy contexts (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). Effective prevention requires schools, young people’s services and social care to work together, share real-time data and co-design solutions (Welsh Government 2022c). But although the partnership model is sound in theory, its practice is quite different between different local authorities. Maguire (2021) speculates that uneven resource distribution, Insufficient staff training and poor communication between agencies undermine the effectiveness of frameworks that are otherwise effective. Some local councils, for instance, have found it difficult to retain dedicated youth workers or pastoral staff, making lack of consistency in care for vulnerable students apparent (Maguire, 2021). 
While low academic attainment remains a key indicator for identifying at-risk students, effective preventive support should extend beyond traditional corrective approaches. In Welsh schools, Additional Learning Support (ALS) is fundamental in supporting those with Additional Learning Needs (ALN) (Welsh Government, 2022b) yet recent evaluations have demonstrated that its effectiveness is not particular consistent. Hickey and Riddle (2023) maintain that, without the integration of ALS into relational pedagogy and inclusive teaching approaches,  ALS has the potential to further exclude learners by reinforcing negative, limitation-focused perspectives. 
Skills-based support is vital in removing the barriers for NEET and those at risk of becoming NEET in Wales. These services are based on making the interventions personal and responsive to the individual schools not just a curriculum response to children, but to the socio-economic, emotional, and behavioural barriers impacting on children’s engagement with education. This is the type of support needed to re-enrol these young people into education or training, with the skills and motivation to succeed. One of the models of tailored support in Wales is NEET Teams that were set up within local authorities to engage directly with young people at risk. These professionals are multi-disciplinary and offer individualised advice and support that young people may be struggling with. In many cases, the NEET Teams provide a mix of academic support, career guidance, and emotional well-being support. They have a close working relationship with schools, colleges and community organisations and provide students with personalised packages, tailored specifically for them and their circumstances (Swansea City and County Council, 2025). The interventions offered are tailored and responsive to the student and the specific challenges they are experiencing. Mentoring is one type of tailored support that has been found to be effective. There is also evidence that youth who receive direct mentorship are more likely to remain connected to educational and training programming (Claro & Perelmiter 2022). Mentors offer support, inspiration, and a positive example, enabling students to face personal and academic challenges. In Wales, mentoring programmes form part of the overall NEET youth support structure, with research indicating that they are successful in reducing the risk of disengagement by contributing to students’ sense of belonging and self-esteem (Claro & Perelmiter 2022). 
Although important efforts focused on social and emotional challenges to learning. Claro & Perelmiter (2022) observed substantial adjusted reduction in disengagement among at risk of NEET females from school-based mentor programs, especially when mentors delivered strong emotional support and advocate for mentees within the school system. But the success of mentoring is based largely on the presence of quality relationships, as well as on the cultural competence of mentors, which suggests the need for professional development and a system of evaluation.
Behavioural and socioeconomic factors Miller and Flint-Stipp (2019) stress that behaviour such as aggression or withdrawal should be seen not as indicators of deviance, but as symptoms caused by trauma, bullying or unmet mental health needs. From this perspective, intervention has moved from a punitive disciplinary one to a trauma-informed one. However, the current provision in Welsh schools to meet the needs of such students is patchy. The Children's Commissioner for Wales (2021) has reported that the provision of school-based counsellors varies widely with rural and deprived areas experiencing the greatest deficit. Furthermore, socioeconomic background continues to be one of the strongest and most durable indicators of NEET status (Goudeau, 2025). Many young people from low-income families experience multiple disadvantages that overlap, relating to insecure housing, food poverty and digital access, that affect their capacity to learn. The Welsh Government has established programmes such as the Pupil Development Grant (PDG) to reduce these gaps, but there are observations that funding is not always translated into evidence-based outcomes as a result of a coordinated approach with weak monitoring and accountability arrangements in place (Estyn, 2019). 
NEET can be averted not only through remediation but also through aspirational interventions that link education, however basic, to a life with possibility. The Welsh Government’s focus on employability and apprenticeships offer students an opportunity to develop hands-on, work-ready skills. VET programmes close the gap between formal education and world of work needs by providing individualised pathways into work (Welsh Government, 2022a). This sort of support makes sure that even if young people struggle to succeed in more traditional for education, they can still find a place to do something meaningful and learn the things they want to know. Services are tailor-made to meet the needs of individual’s so that those barriers which prevent access to education, employment are removed totally. Integrating academic, social, and emotional support, targeted interventions provide a comprehensive approach to supporting at-risk youth who are likely to become NEET while giving them the tools and direction they need to succeed however there is unequal access to these. In deprived or remote localities, young people may lack the transport and social capital necessary to access work placements (Divan et al., 2022). There should also be a balance to employment outcomes with the necessary focus on career education that enhances self-efficacy and future planning. As OECD (2021) suggest, career guidance should be initiated early and given continuously in terms of exposure to different role models. This provision can and should be improved in Wales, especially to address the risk of disengagement. 
There have been significant policy developments in Wales, especially concerning employability-focused programmes. The objective of these schemes is to give young people fundamental experience, qualifications, and skill sets required to gain sustainable employment. Given the established connection between education and future work opportunities, programs of this kind have become crucial to support the NEET, and to make a smoother passage between education and work (Holmes et al., 2021). One sector which the Welsh Government (2022a) highlight is this of vocational qualifications as they can contribute to vocational qualifications with areas such as construction, hospitality and health and social care providing young people with skills that are responsive to employment market needs.
As discussed previously one of the successful models of VET in Wales is apprenticeships, which combine practical training at work with study in the classroom. According to the Institute for Apprenticeships and Technical Education (2021), apprenticeships are found to be effective at helping young people to make transitions from school or college into work, since they offer formal qualifications and practical training that have direct employability value. In Wales there is a growing focus of apprenticeships in industries with high demand, notably engineering, information technology (IT) and public services, which offer young people direct access to the job sector (Welsh Government, 2022c). Nevertheless, obstacles remain, notably in designing apprenticeships that keep up to date with the changing requirements of industries (Institute for Fiscal Studies, 2023). 
Employer engagement in education and training is a crucial element of Wales’s efforts to improve employability. The combination of schools, local government and employers means that young people are directly given the skills and relationships with job creators. Efforts such as the Apprenticeship Matching Service where young people are put in touch with an employer working within their skill set and field of desired employment not only enhances the chances of finding a sustainable job (Welsh Government, 2022c). Such programmes, which give young people the chance to gain work experience and take part in employability skills workshops, are designed to give the young people soft skills they need to succeed in the working world. National Foundation for Educational Research (2023) adds that such interventions not only enhance the potential for NEET individuals to secure a job but also increases their overall confidence and readiness in working. By connecting young people with real opportunities and relationships with future employers, these programmes make a significant contribution to social development and long-term success.
There is a supportive environment in Wales in which FE colleges play a key role in employability-based programmes. These institutions provide a variety of vocational programmes designed to prepare people for the needs of the local and national employment sectors. As the Welsh Government (2022c) highlights qualifications in fields like health, hospitality and engineering are highly sought-after, with the FE Colleges working closely on curriculum design with local employers to make sure that the curriculum is up to date and meets employer demands. Meanwhile, programmes such as Future Skills Wales have been created to ensure skills learnt are not just technical skills, but coaches’ graduates in broader skills such as leadership, digital literacy, and customer service. These soft skills are imperative in achieving this, in order that young people become work ready and flexible across sectors (Furlong et al., 2021). In offering these qualifications and skills, FE colleges are playing a crucial role in bridging the gap between education and employment, thereby raising the chances of students securing meaningful, long-term employment. Obstacles such as mental illness, family instability and social/economic issues can be barriers to young people transitioning between education and employment. Recognising those complexities, employability initiatives in Wales support young people not just in terms of their educational requirement, but through the personal issues which could be acting as a barrier to engagement with education and work.
A number of programs that provide mentoring and personal development support is effective in supporting young people with multiple needs, such as the NEET Team in Swansea. Such schemes deliver personal one to one mentoring, enabling young people to deal with academic and personal work preparation barriers, in both confidence, mental health and personal and life skills such as being able to show resilience and adapt to different situations. (Swansea City and County Council, 2025). By taking a holistic approach, integrating work-related skills development with psychological and emotional support, preparing young people not just for the world of work, but for the wider responsibilities of adulthood. Although employability-related programmes in Wales have proven successful in both lowering the number of NEET learners and upskilling young people, various issues and concerns are still to be addressed. 
Moreover, and despite the proliferation of VET courses, a disconnect remains between the available qualifications and the rapidly changing needs of the job market, particularly in new industries such as digital technology and green energy (Institute for Fiscal Studies, 2023). Nevertheless, the evidence of the impact of employability-focused programmes in Wales is supportive. These programs play a major role by offering young people direct skills, certification, and work skills, making them far more likely to gain and maintain an attachment in the long-term to the world of employment and the wider fabric of the country. By increasing employability, the Government of Wales (2022) argues that more young people in Wales can be motivated to remain involved in education, training and work, and that adverse consequences of NEET status would be lessened.
Through integrating vocational education and training, employer engagement, further education offers and overcoming personal obstacles to work, these projects provide young people what they need to set out in the world of work. Although availability and alignment challenges persist, the increasing investment in these programs represents a promising shift toward pathways to sustainable employment. Veroniki et al., in a review and meta-analysis (2021) found that although intensive, multi-component interventions can bring about a reduction in unemployment among NEET individuals, the quality of the existing evidence is low and that policymakers therefore find themselves in need of support to develop and implement new projects. Therefore, going forward it will be crucial to build on partnership working between educational institutions, government, and employers to make sure Wales’s young people have the skills and opportunities they need to succeed.
Mental Health and Well-being 
When it comes to young people staying involved in education, employment or training, there’s a growing realisation that mental health and emotional well-being are crucial influences. Teachers in Wales believe meeting the psychological and emotional requirements of young people is key to resolving the NEET challenge. The association between mental health and disengagement is detailed, multi-focused, and sometimes mental health problems can result from and contribute to educational or occupational disengagement. The relationship between mental health and NEET status is critically considered for Wales, to include current forms of provision, as well as system interventions that focus on prevention and early intervention within the policies. It is increasingly evident that poor mental health is both a forerunner and an outcome of being NEET. Young people who become NEET are also at higher risk of mental health problems like anxiety, depression, low mood, and trauma-related disorders. Gariepy et al. (2022) revealed that students who face psychological difficulties experience challenges in terms of focus and motivation and self-esteem which undermines academic engagement and performance significantly. These must have roots early and contribute to truancy, behavioural problems, and poor educational attainment, all of which are strongly associated with NEET in later life.
Gariepy et al. (2022) suggest that young people who were already NEET face a higher risk of psychological distress because of social exclusion, economic insecurity, and loss of purpose. This was supported by the Mental Health Foundation (2022), which found that NEET young people were at increased odds of feeling hopeless, suffering from chronic stress, and experiencing low life satisfaction. These undermining emotions serve to maintain disengagement and increase the probability of failing to re-engage with education or work in a never-ending spiral of disadvantage. The need for comprehensive mental health and educational strategies, is, therefore, critical in preventing and intervening with NEET learners. Wales has developed an expanding portfolio of mental health supports for young people at risk of disengaging in response to these challenges. At the heart of this is the Youth mental Health Support model, focusing on an integrated offer of mental health services in schools and colleges. The Welsh Government (2022) describes this structure as a medium through which mental health professionals in schools and colleges would be based to achieve early identification, prompt intervention, and seamless support for children and young people who are showing signs of distress. In addition to school-based support there are local community-based programmes. For example, the youth service provision of Mind Cymru targets mental health interventions at those between 16-25. These programs are based on cognitive-behavioural treatments, peer mentoring, and stress management trainings. Young people attending these programs are found to present increased levels of emotional resilience, interpersonal skills, and preparedness to return to education or employment pathways (Mind Cymru, 2021).
In addition to clinical treatment, what contributes to the success of these programs is their accessibility and the way they help to normalise mental health support. Many young people who are at risk of NEET have a background in which mental health problems may not be recognised or treated. For this reason, provision of support in places where young people are used to be, for example, in schools or local youth services, is a key factor in the uptake and effectiveness of support (Mental Health Foundation, 2022). We also need to have “early alerts” to prevent mental health problems becoming long term disengagement. In Wales the Whole School Approach to Emotional and Mental Well-being has been adopted as a key strategy (Welsh Government, 2021). This is a model that blends mental health education into the school curriculum, trains staff to spot signs of distress and nurtures emotional literacy among pupils. Taylor et al. (2025) reported that schools which adopted this strategy saw a significant reduction in Low attendance rates and behaviour incidents, as well as increased student engagement and academic achievement. By implementing mental health support into the educational process, this model changes the conversation from crisis to prevention, helping students at a time when problems can best be reduced. Meanwhile, Welsh schools and local authorities are increasingly employing screening tools and well-being surveys to monitor mental health measures on the youth population. These instruments are capable of identifying high-risk individuals in a data-driven manner as a way to provide timely and focused interventions. Strategies like these are particularly crucial in prevention of "silent" disengagement, in which students appear well-behaved but are affectively and cognitively absent from their education (Klassen et al., 2021).
Since mental health and engagement are shaped by both institutional influences and the support of family and community, they must be understood as interconnected rather than considered separately. Family-related, socioeconomic, and ACEs are all significantly associated with poor mental health and being NEET. Parent support interventions, family therapy and school-home communication plans are potential support approaches to engage families that can be a stabilising support to children and add to the effects of school-based support (Jones et al., 2022). Community involvement is again an essential component to promote youth mental health. Youth clubs, peer networks, sport and creative arts projects provide informal, low-threshold spaces for young people to develop confidence, social capital and coping mechanisms. Jones et al. (2022), claim that these community interventions are instrumental in decreasing the sense of loneliness and promoting a feeling of belonging, which are essential to providing emotional well-being and preventing long-term alienation. They also offer opportunities for informal mentoring and role modelling and further demonstrate the importance of peer and adult connections for supporting resilience and self-awareness. The fact is mental health is a core factor deciding if young people in Wales will effectively participate in education, training, or work.
While additional investment in mental health literacy, intersectoral partnerships, and inclusive community initiatives is essential for sustaining and enhancing progress in reducing NEET rates, such approaches also present notable challenges. A 'whole-community, whole-person' approach would require substantial resources and may be difficult to sustain due to economic constraints and pressures on public services (Public Health England, 2021). Differences in local systems and organisational capacity across Wales could result in inconsistent access to and delivery of support services, potentially widening the inequalities faced by disadvantaged communities (Taylor et al., 2025). The challenges of working across education, health and social care institutions and systems may also create administrative and logistical problems that make it harder to implement interagency collaboration, which can slow things down or reduce its effectiveness (Davies & Hall, 2020). Moreover, community-led responses are crucial, however, the success of these initiatives will rely on the engagement of local people, especially in areas where social capital is low or trust in institutions is limited.
Research
Although there has been an expansion in the research base with respect to NEET young people in Wales in recent years, there are still important gaps, which hinder the development of truly inclusive, sustainable, and effective interventions. The lack of longitudinal studies, following the participants after the intervention would have an added impact to the literature. Although there are numerous reports of success with re-engaging young people in the short term, it is not known whether these lead to young people staying in education or employment. For instance, Raposa et al. (2019) describe some short-term benefits of mentorship programmes, these are not accompanied with follow-up data through time so the resilience of these has not been tested. This is supported by Stea et al. (2021) who suggests the lack of longitudinal evidence means we cannot know whether interventions have long-term implications or are merely providing temporary relief.
Another concern is the narrowness of attention to overlooked sub-groups of the NEET population, including ethnic minorities, socio-economically disadvantaged households, and young people with disabilities. A “one-size-fits-all” strategy is pursued by many interventions, though research indicates that these groups face unique compound challenges (Rasalingam et al., 2021). Furlong et al. (2006) argue that targeted culturally sensitive interventions are required to fair access and effectiveness, however few studies offer clear recommendations on what such interventions might look like or how they might be implemented.
The potential contribution of digital means and platforms to re-engage NEET youth is another under researched topic. Digital interventions provide the flexibility and ease of access that many young people require, especially in rural areas or with mobility limitations. Virtual mentorship, virtual learning and career counselling platforms might be useful instruments in this regard in order to close engagement gaps. However, Lehtimakiet al. (2021) note that empirical research on their effectiveness within the Welsh context is relatively sparse, meaning it is challenging to discern what may be their genuine promise.
Finally, a fuller picture of the socio-economic backdrop against which 'NEETs' are made can be seen to be missing in the literature. Though aspects relating to a student as a person, such as academic disengagement, are more frequently talked about, the structural conditions​ for example, those related to income inequality, housing instability, and family are rarely discussed. Furlong et al. (2006) and Rasalingam et al., (2020) emphasise that interventions may be simply substituting one set of symptoms for another outside the clinic room if these complex challenges are not being addressed.
In summary, to better support NEET youth in Wales the research community needs to respond to these knowledge gaps. Longitudinal data analysis, tailored approaches to disadvantaged populations, assessing the performance of digital tools, and more focus also on the influence of socio-economic structures are much needed to support better informed and integrated policy measures.
Conclusion
Wales’ NEET young people is complex problem and demands a thorough understanding of disengagement causing barriers. To do this, the review explores a range of support systems and interventions, including early identification, personalised support, employment-oriented interventions, mental health, and well-being. There is substantial agreement in the literature that early intervention can avoid long-term disengagement. The Welsh Government’s Youth Engagement and Progression Framework (Welsh Government, 2022a) provides a structure to ensure early help for young people at risk, and research conducted by Brown et al. (2025) and Goodman et al. (2021) give evidence of how timely mental health support, academic monitoring, and outreach programs can help alleviate withdrawal rates.
It also shows there is a need for customised support services, including mentoring, to help meet the specific needs of young people, especially those at a social disadvantage or with emotional problems. Research by Rinne et al. (2020) shed light on the importance of long-term mentoring for academic engagement and well-being. What's more employability-focused related programmes, such as apprenticeships and vocational education offer rewarding routes to a secure job for those who don't thrive through regular academic means. According to Furlong et al. (2006the necessity of aligning educational offerings with working market demands in order to strengthen the effectiveness of these measures.
Mental health is a significant factor for NEET status, with increasing evidence linking poor mental health to disengagement (Graiepy et al., 2020; Mental Health Foundation, 2022). Mental health interventions like counselling and integrated approaches, for example the Whole School Approach are also important in re-engagement. Community activities, such as those offered by Mind Cymru (2021) also offer much needed emotional sustenance. Yet, the literature highlights several shortcomings, such as the absence of longitudinal studies, the under-representation of underprivileged populations, and the scarce evidence for the efficacy of digital interventions (Lehtimaki et al., 2021). 
A comprehensive, coordinated approach is most effective in supporting NEET young people, addressing not only educational and employment factors but also emotional, social, and economic challenges. Only by working across the sectors, school leaders, local authorities, employers, and community groups can a sustainable support system be created. Further work will be required to embed these interventions within a policy framework and continued research is needed to enable all young people in Wales to have fair access to success. The findings demonstrate that Wales has made steps in tackling mental health issues for NEET young people through whole school approaches, accessing community services and early intervention.
Future Recommendations: 
• Longitudinal research is needed to determine longer-term impacts of interventions as well as wider social outcomes for NEET young people. 

• Second, the needs of overlooked communities must be addressed through targeted intervention: helping those from low-income families, ethnic minorities and the disabled. 

• Furthermore, use of digital platforms and technology-based interventions should be explored, with a focus on accessibility, engagement, and impact for NEET young people in Wales. 

• Multi-agency partnership among schools, employers and mental healthcare providers is needed to develop holistic support systems addressing academic and non-academic obstacles. 

• Mental health support must be paramount, with increased investment in school-based approaches, community services and early intervention programs. 

• Lastly, relevance of vocational education and employment-oriented initiatives to employability market demand is important. Work with industry representatives to create programs that are relevant and meaningful.
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