Action Research Project
Which young people are most at risk of becoming NEET in the UK today and what can be done to tackle this issue?
 
Introduction
When looking into post-16 education, more attention is recently being drawn to why young people may end up being NEET (Not in Employment, Education or Training), and what could be done to support them, with more policies across the UK recognising the need to support the vast amount of young people leaving school early and not achieving any qualifications or gaining steady employment (Maguire, 2021). This action research project plans to investigate why this may be the case, considering various factors that may prevent young people from carrying out education or maintaining employment. This will determine if this issue could be prevented, and how to support learners who become NEET following compulsory education in the UK. The research questions examined during this project will include: ‘What learners are at the highest risk of becoming NEET?’ and ‘What provisions could support the reduction of NEET young people in the UK?’ This project aims to achieve this by conducting a literature review to try to answer these questions and will include case studies of three young people within a training programme in Wales, supporting them to gain employment, these will be from varied backgrounds. This work will then be followed by a reflection of both the literature review and findings of the case study, compared and a proposed plan going forward.
 
Methodology
Action research is research conducted specifically to solve a problem, acting, and reflecting on the results to create an action plan for improvement. As a person conducting action research, you need to start by identifying a problem or challenge in your workplace or practice. Then, you need to develop a plan to discuss the problem and carry out either primary, secondary or both types of research on the issue. Following this, you would devise an action plan using your findings, and observe and reflect on what happens, continuing the process for further development. This cycle of planning, action, observation, and reflection is repeated, allowing you to refine your approach each time (McAteer, 2013). One of the main reasons action research is used is that it helps you find practical, real-world solutions to problems, including solutions and ideas that you may not have considered otherwise. As you work through the cycles, you learn from your actions and can adjust your strategies based on what you discover, making the process flexible and supportive (Bell, 2018).
When considering this, action research is valuable because it focuses on change and improvement, which can benefit both practice and personal development, as you continue to learn from the research and experience of putting plans into action. Since you are fully involved in the problem-solving process and see the results first-hand, you can make educated decisions and adapt your approach as necessary. The process encourages you to keep learning, implementing, and perfecting your methods, which then creates continued improvement as practice progresses. Therefore, I am using this research method to better understand what specific factors and barriers can impact our chances of success in post-16 education or employment. As someone working in post-16 education, specifically with NEET young people looking for work, I want to gain a better understanding of why some young people thrive in further and higher education, whereas others struggle to continue with education or even find or maintain a job. With the number of NEET young people continuing to rise in recent years (Office for National Statistics, 2024), it seems ideal timing to better understand what factors could contribute to this, to work on more effective prevention and intervention methods.
 
Literature Review
The first question considered within this research project is ‘Who are the learners at the highest risk of becoming NEET?’ Maguire (2021) believes that leaving school early prevents learners from gaining valuable qualifications, including GCSEs, which can often prevent them from accessing further education or developing the necessary skills for work, putting them more at risk of becoming NEET. She believes that the focus needs to be on putting more effort into keeping young people in school until the end of comprehensive schooling. Byrne and Smyth’s (2010) research suggests that historically, there was a higher number of male early leavers than females, but in more recent years, he finds that this gap has reduced massively, and the statistics now show a larger divide by social class and parental professions. They find that many more early leavers are from lower-class families and have parents of lower educational backgrounds, suggesting that the biggest influence for young people leaving school could be related to their family and home environment. However, Rawlings’ (2024) more recent findings explain that there are now three times higher numbers of male NEET young people than females in the UK, so this may be a contributing factor, do male young people have less motivation or encouragement? Looking at the next question, ‘What provisions could support the reduction of NEET young people?’ the answer could lay in preventing school pupils from leaving early, more support for families and more support for young male learners. Janmaat et al. (2015), look further into the early school leaver issue, explaining that the number of early leavers in the UK seems to be higher in comparison to the rest of Europe, he also explains the rate of NEET people aged 19-24 almost doubles when compared to fresh school leavers (aged 16-18), meaning those just leaving school are not leaving with the tools they need to maintain work or continue within further or higher education. Janmaat et al relate this directly to the issue of learners leaving school early, believing that learners do not fully understand the implications of not completing their education and overestimate their readiness to work. As a result, they explain that a course of prevention could be with an increase in the compulsory education age in the UK from 16 to 18.  Janmaat et al. (2015) also discuss another issue in rising NEET figures, talking of a significant decline in 19–24-year-olds applying for higher education since the rise of university tuition fees to £9000. This suggests that potential students from lower-income families who do not have access to financial support are also at a disadvantage and become more at risk of becoming NEET. Jabber et al. (2018), also researched this issue, explaining that the government policy originally set tuition fees maximum to £9000 in the hope that not all institutions would charge the full amount. However, they found that due to universities not wanting to seem second best or a ‘cheaper option’, £9000 became the standard around the UK. They continue that this decision, therefore, created a sense of entitlement amongst some students who were able to pay, as he says some developed the opinion that they had paid for their degrees, and therefore did not need to put in the effort themselves to achieve the qualification, resulting in some students failing to complete studies and obtain their qualifications. This takes us back to question two, what provisions can support the reduction of NEET young people? Based on this information, it would seem part of the answer lays in financial support for students. The initial thought to this would be student finance, which became available to students in 1998 (Gibbs, 2024), when fees were only around £1000 per year, rising to £3000 in 2006, then to £9000 in 2012 and are currently £9250 as of 2023, this has, of course, meant that student finance rates have increased, leaving students with much greater debt rates following graduation with the average student debt amount for students in Wales being £35,780 on completion of their studies. Following these figures, students are now publicly saying that they feel they would have been better off had they chosen not to enrol in higher education (Otte, 2024). She explains that these students have had to turn down high-paying roles, knowing that this would result in higher student loan repayments, others have discussed struggles in buying a home and the financial pressure negatively affecting their mental health. Otte’s article includes several case studies from students who are suffering the consequences of student debt and are trying to spread awareness to potential future students. This begs the question, are the struggles of previous students contributing to the number of NEETs, with people becoming too worried about putting themselves in similar situations and instead opting to stay home? This seems to be somewhat of a controversial topic however, with Ungoed-Thomas (2023), encouraging students to go for the higher paying jobs, highlighting that those on the higher wages will end up paying off the debt sooner and with less interest than those on lower to middle-income rates. He also highlights the benefit of student loans for learners from low-income backgrounds, expressing that for some, this is their only solution to accessing higher education. Nonetheless, is this negative media influencing young peoples’ decisions on higher education and stopping them from reaching their goals, potentially leaving them without options and becoming NEET? Looking back at Rawlings’ (2024), research of insights into the NEET crisis, she suggests a rise in mental health struggles has contributed to young people leaving education and failing to transition into employment, along with disruption in education, specifically following the COVID-19 pandemic, after which left learners feeling less prepared and confident to work or study independently. This could coincide with another of her concerns, which is community disconnection, stating that only half of young people feel like belong within their community, could this be from time spent locked indoors? Whichever the cause, however, she feels this issue needs intervention, expressing extreme concern in NEET leading to further issues including higher crime rates, further mental health difficulties, physical disabilities, and higher levels of unsocial behaviours in society. When considering this research, prevention would have been vital during the 2020-2021 lockdown years, however, due to the uncertainty at the time, the priority was on physical health and prevention of infection spread, meaning mental health suffered significantly (Pokhrel and Chhetri, 2021). Goldman-Mellor et al. (2015) investigated another prime reason for NEET; they considered young people’s skills, perception, and readiness for work. They conducted primary research on both NEET and non-NEET 18-year-olds to understand why some young people struggle to work. Their findings show substantial differences in mentality and skillsets; they established that although NEET young people show aspirations to work and were generally keen to find work, they have fewer soft skills than their non-NEET peers and had more pessimistic perspectives when looking into their futures, this study suggests that the NEET issue within the UK could stem from lack of encouragement and preparation from a younger age and that those who have lower expectations of themselves, generally achieve less, as agreed by Frith (2017). Frith finds that only 30% of the young people they spoke to felt they could achieve a higher standard of living than their parents, whereas 70% did not feel like they were capable of more, which suggests most of those from lower-class backgrounds were not aiming to achieve more than this for themselves and would not apply themselves to achieve further than the level of education than their parents. He suggested employers’ attitudes towards employees and their efforts in encouraging ambition and progression could improve this issue, as supporting adults to achieve more could have a more positive, lasting effect on their children and future generations. He also believes social media may have a part to play in driving optimism in young people and that what people see online may be disheartening and unmotivating, as young people see a lot of unrealistic lifestyles posted online.  Mawn et al. (2017), discuss the rapidly growing issue of NEET young people in the UK, finding that in 2017, young people made up 40% of the world’s NEET figures, they suggest differences in education and society, including the rise of social media in recent years could be responsible and believe that more needs to be done to prevent young people from becoming NEET in the first place, finding low improvements in interventions already being implemented for current NEET young people. One of the solutions they researched was the use of training and work-based learning provisions, finding this has been beneficial for thousands of young people across the UK, but that the overall increase in employment prospects was still only at 4%. Brown (2021), looks specifically at NEET provisions within Wales and highlights issues in funding, explaining that NEET training providers in Wales rely solely on grants. He said efforts are being put mainly into prevention through Educational Workforce Officers (EWO) work with, schools, children and their families who are highlighted as being at risk of becoming NEET, also identified through school attendance. He continues to discuss some links between NEET and the COVID-19 pandemic, finding that young people who were forced to stay at home without face-to-face socialisation struggled to return to everyday life, including the daily school routines. She explains that to support these learners, EWOs need to build good relationships with families to understand their challenges, so they can provide the right support, but unfortunately, despite efforts, some families in Wales refuse to engage, which causes further issues in the YP’s school attendance.
 
Case Study
Here are three case studies (learners A, B and C) of young people who are currently NEET in South Wales, as a teacher working within a training-providing company that is working to support young people to gain qualifications and find steady workplaces.
 
Learner A has been NEET since shortly after leaving compulsory education, she originally went to study at her local college but decided to leave in the first term after struggling to commit to the routine. Her attendance in school was low, despite living a walking distance. Learner A lives at home with her mother, two older siblings and two younger siblings, one of her older siblings is also NEET, the other has a part-time job. Learner A spends a lot of free time with her family, specifically supporting her mother to look after her youngest siblings and nephews. When Learner A first started in the training programme, her attendance was low, however, following support from the training provider slowly showed improvement and she was able to obtain a placement within a local nursery, which she has now been attending for six months. She has had good feedback from this placement and has started a level 2 qualification in childcare, which she receives one-to-one support with.
 
Learner B has been NEET since leaving school early, turning 16 in the Spring before her exams, she has a statement of mild learning difficulties and is attending classes with the training provider but will be leaving shortly due to pregnancy. Learner B currently lives with Mum, Dad and younger brother but is soon to move in with her boyfriend’s family, as they have been more supportive of her pregnancy. While in training, Learner B struggled to maintain friendships and would come in upset often following arguments with her mother, her mother works full-time and cares for her father, who is unable to work due to ill health she tells Learner B that she is disappointed that she is now not able to find work herself.
 
Learner C is struggling to gain a placement in a workplace due to continued low attendance and struggling to engage during the days, often arriving late and leaving early. Learner C is currently living with his aunt, as his mother is unable to care for him due to struggles with drug misuse. Leaner C is currently on bail after being accused of stealing motorcycles and displaying unsociable behaviour in the community. Learner C often discusses his ambition to work but says he struggles to focus due to his difficulties in his homelife.
 
Reflection
To reflect on this research, I will be using Gibbs’ Reflective Cycle (Gibbs, 1988), to talk through his six stages of reflection.
Description
Starting with description, this project looked into the ongoing NEET crisis in the UK; it discussed why young people are becoming NEET, including gender, lack of education, low school attendance, social class, parental educational level, disengagement following the Covid-19 pandemic, perspective/aspiration, financial issues and rise in university tuition fees, and mental health issues (Byrne and Smyth 2010, Frith 2017, Gibbs 2024, Goldman-Mellor et al. 2016, Jabber 2018, Janmaat et al. 2015, Mawn et al. 2017, Otte 2024, Rawlings 2024 and Ungoed-Thomas 2023). When considering a solution, there have been suggestions and attempts at reducing the number of NEET young people, including employers pushing more for career development, use of training providers in the UK, support for funding and use of EWOs working with young people and families to improve education, however, some research has suggested the best long term solution is in the prevention of NEET before school leaving age, how this may look however, is a little unclear and would need further study and primary research. I also conducted some first-hand secondary research using three case studies of learners I have taught within a Welsh training provider for 16-20-year-old NEETs. The first case study showed a NEET learner who had low attendance in school and lacked family support to attend training classes due to a need for her to support the family, however, through encouragement from her training provider, was able to find work-based learning and seems to be thriving. The second opted to leave school early and is now pregnant, despite encouragement from family, her future in education or employment is unclear. The third has minimal family support, has issues with law enforcement and struggles to prioritise education or employment.
Feelings
I found this to be a fascinating research topic, having worked with several NEET young people and those at risk of becoming NEET in various settings, I have a specific interest in finding out why this is and what can be done about it. Having seen this first-hand, I feel like I had some idea of the cause, but this research project has been able to widen my knowledge on the subject and provided me with a greater appreciation of young people’s varying situations, supporting me not to make assumptions on those who find themselves NEET.  During my research, I found myself empathising further with those coming from difficult backgrounds, understanding in more depth the difficulty of overcoming challenges to carrying out education and finding work. I was particularly overwhelmed with the new articles found on students who are struggling with the debt of university fees and loans, as this is not something I had considered before my research, as a student who relies on student finance myself, I had not thought about future complications I may find with debt owed following my studies and did not realise the worry this causes potential student who may already be struggling financially before higher education. I have a greater appreciation for my education and the work opportunities I have had and am more eager to support young people who are NEET by continuing my work within the training provider along with research into other supportive provisions in the UK.
Evaluation
My project has been valuable, it was good to see that a lot there was plenty of research into the topic, showing that the issue is being recognised, which gives hope towards reducing NEET among young people in the UK. It was disappointing to see that numbers are rising, and no method is currently making any major differences, along with challenges that are getting worse with time such as the rise in costs to study at a higher education level. There does seem to be more efforts put into the prevention of NEET over the reduction of current NEET, and evidence suggests better success rates may be found in prevention methods, which is worrying for those young people who are already NEET and struggling to find education or work suitable for them, which is also detrimental for the community (Rawlings, 2024). I am hopeful that my contribution to both research and my work with NEET young people in my community together will have some positive effect on my local community, however small that may be. I would like to be able to further my research following this project and apply myself further to supporting NEET young people in South Wales, aiming to reach and support as many young people as possible with this project having further educated and motivated me to join the effort to tackle the NEET issue. I feel my research could have benefited from further research into the consequences of NEET and further developing my knowledge on what is being done to support NEET young people around the world, and research into the chances of other methods being successful in the UK, however, due to the size of this project and the vast amount of recent studies being carried out worldwide, it was important to focus this assignment just on the UK alone.
 Analysis
This research project has been a positive experience for me, due to the large amount of recent research being available, but am aware that parts may be somewhat biased, coming from a background of working directly with NEET young people. I strived to ensure that any prior perceptions did not direct my research or writing and am hopeful that no unconscious bias is evident. I found first-hand opinions of past students’ financial experiences to be eye-opening and interesting and am glad to see students raising awareness of the distress many faces from trying to further their learning and do better for themselves. This issue is something I have not experienced myself yet, having mainly worked with further education learners with different barriers to education and work, so before this research, I had mainly thought about this as the main issue for NEET, such as learning difficulties, lack on family support and low school attendance. I still feel these issues are equally as important however and feel that these learners often require more support to thrive, as they have less support and understanding of how to improve their situations (Goldman-Mellor et al. 2016). Another way this research project could be improved or expanded on is by using primary research along with secondary, having my study of perceptions of NEET from various backgrounds and being able to ask them questions about their aspirations, goals, educational experiences, and opinions on why they feel they are NEET, could expand findings and make for more interesting research that may or may not coincide with the literature found. To further my findings, I would have liked to continue research on older NEET people who have been NEET from a young age to better understand the consequences of being NEET and carry out a questionnaire with them on why they feel like they were unable to find work, and what support they feel could have helped them as young people to find consistent work. These questions would have included ‘What were your future aspirations as a young person?’, ‘What age did you leave education?’, ‘What support did you receive as a young NEET person?’, and ‘How do you feel this could have been better?’, this could help understand what methods have not been helpful to stop repeated unsuccessful methods or improve upon them.  Another way to expand findings is by working with another researcher with different experiences and skills who could provide an alternative perspective and varied ideas around secondary and primary research to create more contrasting, objective findings; I could also research to determine if some areas have higher NEET rates than others, to see where in the UK the issue is greater.
Conclusion
From this experience, I feel I have a better grasp on the need for support for NEET young people in the UK, and the realisation that there is currently no definitive solution for all in the UK. I have realised that there are more people out there invested in this issue than I had anticipated, which comes as a relief, especially having found the issue continues to rise. I also realised how small my role is in comparison to the overall issue, but that every effort to improve support is important. I will use my findings in both my practice and my study going forward to spread awareness of the NEET issue and accept that there is always room for improvement. If I were to do this research again, I would go into it with more of an open mind and fewer expectations.
Action Plan
Going forward, I plan to apply for ethics and carry out my primary research on NEET young people, using questionnaires to find out more about what they feel their barriers to work are and what support they feel they need. I will compare these findings to my literature review and further research on the subject to see if I can find a pattern. This will help me to continue my learning and enable me to support better my learners and any future learners I may have, who are looking for work. I would like to complete this extended research by November 10th, 2025, and carry out the same progress again in late 2026 to compare and further my findings.
 
Overall Conclusion
In summary, there is currently a growing number of NEET young people in the UK, but assumptions in why this is difficult as there are so many contributing factors. However, recent events, including COVID-19 and the rise in the cost of education, could be partially to blame for the recent rise. The NEET crisis seems to now be a widely recognised problem that is being researched, and various methods are being used to try to reduce the statistics. It is an interesting topic to study, although it is disappointing to see that there are no highly successful solutions in place just yet, as it is of common opinion that prevention is easier than solution, but there seems to be some resistance from families of those identified as higher risk of becoming NEET. Further research is necessary for this, and funding is a must in tackling the issue nationwide but looking at factors such as areas in the UK where NEET rates are higher could be beneficial in finding cause and targeted support for individuals.
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