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Young people and work report: Call for evidence  

UNISON response  

 

Introduction : UNISON  

UNISON is the UK's largest trade union with 1.3 million members. Our members are 

people working in the public services and private contractors providing public services, 

including essential utilities.  

They include frontline staff and managers working in local authorities, the NHS, the 

police service, colleges and schools, the electricity, gas and water industries, transport 

and the voluntary sector. Many of them are part time and low paid, working in 

traditionally low paid sectors like care, catering, security and cleaning.  

We welcome the opportunity to contribute to this important consultation on young 

people and work. !ǊƻǳƴŘ мл҈ ƻŦ ¦bL{hbΩǎ ƳŜƳōŜǊǎ ŀǊŜ ȅƻǳƴƎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŀƎŜŘ мс-30 , 

and come from a wide range of educational, social, and ethnic backgrounds ; their 

experiences as they start their working lives  have informed our response .  

In addition, UNISON represents significant  numbers of workers in sectors which work 

with and for young people , including  in further and higher education, local youth 

services,  careers services, the NHS, and probation services. Their experiences and 

expertise also inform our response.  

For data we have drawn on  a number of surveys done  with our own members on their 

experiences of work and the workplace, particularly around questions of mental health 

and disability. Our response  is further informed by  information gathered to support  

UNISONΩǎ bargaining work with  public service  employers .  
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{ǳƳƳŀǊȅ ƻŦ ¦bL{hbΩǎ ǊŜŎƻƳƳŜƴŘŀǘƛƻƴǎ  

In our response we first summarise the situation for young people starting work today , 

the social context in which they are doing that , and the pressures they face .  

We then identify a number of areas which we believe contribute to the rising numbers 

of young people not in education, employment or training (NEETS). These are:  

1. The need for well -funded, accessible further and higher education   

2.  The impact of cuts to essential services supporting young people  

3.  The need for social and employment support for young disabled people  

4.  The minimum wage and the need for well paid, secure jobs, including high 

quality apprenticeship schemes  

5.  Mental health and the importance of mentally healthy workplaces.  

For each area we make a number of detailed recommendations , which are summarised 

below. 

 

¦bL{hbΩǎ ǊŜŎƻƳƳŜƴŘŀǘƛƻƴǎ 

Further education  

¶ The establishment of binding national pay bargaining for support staff in 

English further education.  

¶ Introduction of a duty  for colleges in England to provide on -site counselling or 

mental health support for students.  

¶ Reinstatement of the EMA, or a comparable grant system, for young FE 

students in England.  

¶ A review of the impact on benefits of enrolling in full time education.  

Higher Education  

¶ The restoration of free higher education  and the removal of tuition fees . 

¶ A significant uplift in student maintenance support  and the reintroduction of 

universal, generous maintenance grants . 

¶ Sustainable public funding for universities . 

¶ Increased investment in student mental health and wellbeing services . 

¶ Action to address student housing insecurity . 

¶ An end to the political and public devaluation of higher education . 

¶ Improved access to high -quality, impartial careers advice in HE . 
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Youth services and youth workers  

¶ Sustainable  financial settlements to local authorities that fully fund all locally 

delivered services , including youth services.  

¶ A ŎƻƳƳƛǘƳŜƴǘ ǘƻ ǊŜōǳƛƭŘ ǘƘŜ ¦YΩǎ ŎǊǳƳōƭƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ŘŜǾŀǎǘŀǘŜŘ ȅƻǳǘƘ-service 

infrastructure.  

¶ Focused recruitment and development of professional youth -services staff, 

with new career pathways  to improve diversity . 

Career services  

¶ Careers advice to  be embedded in the school curriculum from an early age, 

with  ring -fenced funding so that schools can provide impartial, high -quality 

advice to every student.  

¶ More resource s for local authority NEET teams, with partnership working with 

schools allowing for early intervention for those at risk of becoming NEET.  

Social and employment support for young disabled people  

¶ Reform welfare and benefits to offer stable, guaranteed support, so that work 

is safeτnot risky τfor disabled young people.  

¶ Deliver transport equity for young disabled people. Accessible, reliable 

transport is fundamental to employment for disabled young workers.  

¶ Challenge stigma and strengthen employer accountability ; enforce 

accessibility standards .  

The minimum wage and the need for well paid, secure jobs, including high quality 

apprenticeship schemes  

¶ Elimination of the discriminatory, fundamentally unfair lower minimum wage 

rates  for younger workers . 

¶ Reform of the apprenticeship system which promotes high quality 

employment and training provided by fully funded further education colleges.  

¶ The apprenticeship minimum wage rate to  rise to align with the National 

Minimum Wage.  

¶ Abolition of  exploitative zero hours contracts, and strengthened rights to 

flexible working .  

Mental heath and mentally healthy workplaces  

¶ We welcome many recommendations of the Keep Britain Working report, and 

strongly believe trade unions have an essential role in building mentally 

healthy workplaces . 

¶ Implementation of the Employment Rights Act, ending exploitative zero -hours 

contracts  and strengthening the role of trade unions in the workplace  in order 
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to more effectively combat  poor management, bullying and discrimination.  

¶ Improved  access to sick pay and flexible working arrangements , which  should 

have a beneficial effect on young people experiencing mental health 

problems . 

¶ Improved access to mental health care , including addressing the notoriously 

difficult transition from CAMHS into adult services. UNISON stresses the need 

for mental health services to be properly funded and provided through the 

NHS, and not via private firms and charities .  
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Young people entering work today  

Six years ago, the world was experiencing the first warnings of what became the global 

coronavirus pandemic. By the end of March 2020, the UK had gone into lockdown, 

schools were closed across all four UK nations, and 8.9 million jobs had been 

furloughed u nder the Coronavirus Job Retention Scheme 1Φ ¢ƻŘŀȅΩǎ му ǘƻ нп-year-olds 

were at the time aged between 12 and 18. Education for all of  these young people, 

including those starting further and higher education, was disrupted for over a year, 

and lockdown restrictions severely curbed their ability to have normal social lives , at a 

crucial age for  emotional, physical and social  development. It is not surprising that this 

has had a huge  ongoing  impact on the mental health of this cohort of children and 

young people 2 3, including a worse impact on young people living in poverty 4, those 

with already existing mental health problems 5 and young Black people 6 7.  

UNISON believes that this context is essential to understanding the reasons for 

increasing numbers of young people not in education, employment or training ( NEETs). 

Mental health has been a central issue for our own young members for some time and 

while our members are by definition young people in work, we believe their experiences 

as they have started their working lives can also shed light on the growing numbers o f 

people not in employment.  

The pandemic also came at a time when nearly ten years of government austerity 

policies had eroded many of the public services ς education, youth services, 

healthcare ς which supported young people to develop and flourish and, had their 

capacity not been e roded after years of cuts, could have played a greater role in 

supporting young people in responding to the effects of the pandemic.  

The effects of austerity policies on children and young people were wide -ranging 8, 

including a significant rise in child poverty: 30% of children were living in poverty by 

 

 
1 House of Commons library (2021). Coronavirus Job Retention Scheme: statistics  [pdf].   
2 University of Oxford (2023). ¸ƻǳƴƎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ƳŜƴǘŀƭ ƘŜŀƭǘƘ ŘŜǘŜǊƛƻǊŀǘŜŘ ŀǘ ƎǊŜŀǘŜǊ ǊŀǘŜ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ 

the pandemic .  
3 /ƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ {ƻŎƛŜǘȅ όнлнмύΦ The impact of Covid -19 on children and young people  [pdf].  
4 Child Poverty Action Group (2021). Poverty in the pandemic: the impact of coronavirus on low -

income families and children  [pdf].  
5 Young Minds (2021). The impact of Covid -19 on young people with mental health needs.   
6 Centre for Mental Health (2021). ¸ƻǳƴƎ .ƭŀŎƪ ƳŜƴΩǎ ƳŜƴǘŀƭ ƘŜŀƭǘƘ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ /ƻǾƛŘ-19 [pdf].  
7 Bernard, Claudia, et al (2024). wŀŎƛŀƭƭȅ ƳƛƴƻǊƛǘƛǎŜŘ ȅƻǳƴƎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ƻŦ ƴŀǾƛƎŀǘƛƴƎ 

COVID-19 challenges .  
8 British Medical Association (2016). /ǳǘǘƛƴƎ ŀǿŀȅ ŀǘ ƻǳǊ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ŦǳǘǳǊŜǎΥ Ƙƻǿ ŀǳǎǘŜǊƛǘȅ ƛǎ 

affecting the health of children, young people and families  [pdf].  

https://researchbriefings.files.parliament.uk/documents/CBP-9152/CBP-9152.pdf
https://www.ox.ac.uk/news/2023-09-21-young-people-s-mental-health-deteriorated-greater-rate-during-pandemic-major-new
https://www.ox.ac.uk/news/2023-09-21-young-people-s-mental-health-deteriorated-greater-rate-during-pandemic-major-new
https://www.childrenssociety.org.uk/sites/default/files/2021-01/the-impact-of-covid-19-on-children-and-young-people-briefing.pdf
https://cpag.org.uk/sites/default/files/2023-08/Poverty%20in%20the%20pandemic-%20The%20impact%20of%20coronavirus%20on%20low-income%20families%20and%20children.pdf
https://cpag.org.uk/sites/default/files/2023-08/Poverty%20in%20the%20pandemic-%20The%20impact%20of%20coronavirus%20on%20low-income%20families%20and%20children.pdf
https://www.youngminds.org.uk/about-us/reports-and-impact/coronavirus-impact-on-young-people-with-mental-health-needs/
https://www.centreformentalhealth.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2021/03/CentreforMentalHealth_ShiftingTheDial_YBM_Covid_0.pdf
https://academic.oup.com/bjsw/article/54/7/3258/7690178
https://academic.oup.com/bjsw/article/54/7/3258/7690178
https://www.bma.org.uk/media/2060/cutting-away-at-our-childrens-futures-austerity-child-health-guuk-2016.pdf
https://www.bma.org.uk/media/2060/cutting-away-at-our-childrens-futures-austerity-child-health-guuk-2016.pdf
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2025 9, and many of the cohort of young people under consideration may have grown 

up in poverty. Cuts to local authority funding have been linked by some researchers to 

declines in mental health outcomes for young people ς particularly in areas with high 

levels of deprivation before 2010 10. Much of this increase in poverty is related to 

benefit changes imposed by the co alition and conservative governments 11; but the 

significant cuts to local authority budgets since 2011 have also removed many of the 

local services which mitigated and softened the impacts of poverty and deprivation.  

Further and higher education have historically been ways for young people to broaden 

their opportunities, develop skills and knowledge and potentially widen career 

opportunities. Neither sector was adequately supported under earlier governments: 

young peop le whose Education Maintenance Allowance (EMA) grants were removed by 

the coalition government joined university students protesting radically increased fees. 

Today, universities across the country are experiencing financial crisis, and further 

education c olleges struggle to provide a broad curriculum and the pastoral services 

which are particularly essential to support people who are experiencing additional 

barriers to complete and succeed in their studies.  

Young NEETs are more likely to have physical and mental health conditions and many 

are claiming health -related benefits. Some may be disabled; others may not technically 

be disabled under the Equality Act, but may have much in common with those who are. 

An essential factor in supporting disabled people to work and breaking down barriers is 

a welfare system 12 which supports disabled people to work and participate fully in 

society.  

Finally, it is important that young people starting their working lives are able to work in 

dignity and to plan for their futures. However, young people are more likely to be in 

low-paid and precarious work 13, and have been one of the groups most affected by the 

cost of living crisis. Young people are more likely than many other age groups to be in 

insecure privately rented housing 14, to struggle to heat their homes, are more likely to 

be food insecure 15, and have lowered their own career aspirations 16, feeling that they 

are not able to plan for a secure future. These impacts are even worse for marginalised 

 

 
9 Institute for Fiscal Studies (2025). A closer look at child poverty: understanding the problem 

and potential policy solutions .  
10 Understanding Society (2024).  !ǳǎǘŜǊƛǘȅ Ƙƛǘ ȅƻǳƴƎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ƳŜƴǘŀƭ ƘŜŀƭǘƘ.  
11 Child Poverty Action Group (2025). The two -child limit: our position . 
12 UNISON (2025). Welfare reforms risk forcing disabled people out of work . 
13 Trades Union Congress (2023). Jobs and pay monitor - young workers . 
14 Intergenerational Foundation (2025). ¢ƘŜ wŜƴǘŜǊǎΩ wƛƎƘǘǎ .ƛƭƭ ς a win for younger generations . 
15 British Youth Council (2024). The impact of the cost of living crisis on young people . 
16 The Guardian (2023). Young people ditching ambitions over UK cost of living crisis, research 

finds . 

https://ifs.org.uk/articles/closer-look-child-poverty-understanding-problem-and-potential-policy-solutions
https://ifs.org.uk/articles/closer-look-child-poverty-understanding-problem-and-potential-policy-solutions
https://www.understandingsociety.ac.uk/blog/2024/09/09/austerity-hit-young-peoples-mental-health/
https://cpag.org.uk/policy-and-research/our-position/two-child-limit-our-position
https://www.unison.org.uk/news/2025/06/welfare-reforms-risk-forcing-disabled-people-out-of-work-says-unison/
https://www.tuc.org.uk/research-analysis/reports/jobs-and-pay-monitor-young-workers
https://www.if.org.uk/2025/01/23/the-renters-rights-bill-a-win-for-younger-generations/
https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm5804/cmselect/cmyouth/cost-living-crisis-young-people/report.pdf
https://www.theguardian.com/society/2023/sep/19/young-people-ditching-ambitions-over-uk-cost-of-living-crisis-research-finds
https://www.theguardian.com/society/2023/sep/19/young-people-ditching-ambitions-over-uk-cost-of-living-crisis-research-finds
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young people and especially young Black people 17. UNISON has called for many years 

for the removal of the discriminatory minimum wage rates for young people and we 

continue to believe that removing this injustice in the workplace is essential to make 

young workers feel valued and to give them a more sus tainable start to their working 

lives. 

  

 

 
17 National Centre for Social Research (2023). Low-income households, young people and 

.ƭŀŎƪ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ŦƛƴŀƴŎƛŀƭ ǿŜƭƭōŜƛƴƎ Ƴƻǎǘ ƛƳǇŀŎǘŜŘ ōȅ Ŏƻǎǘ-of -living crisis . 

https://natcen.ac.uk/news/low-income-households-young-people-and-black-peoples-financial-wellbeing-most-impacted-cost
https://natcen.ac.uk/news/low-income-households-young-people-and-black-peoples-financial-wellbeing-most-impacted-cost


 

8 

 

1. The need for w ell -funded, accessible further and higher 

education  

Further education  

FE funding and staffing levels  

A key barrier is the severe and sustained under -resourcing of further education (FE) 

over the past decade. Colleges have endured substantial funding cuts since 2010. 

Between 2010 ς11 and 2019ς20, funding per student for 16 ς18-year-olds in colleges fell 

by 14%  in real terms. Even after recent increases, spending per student remains 

significantly below 2010 levels. Chronic resource squeeze has narrowed curriculum 

options (England now has one of the narrowest post -16 curricula in the world) and 

forced colleges to  redirect scarce funds in response to constant policy changes. The 

result is fewer opportunities and less flexibility for young people to find courses suited 

to their needs. Crucially, underfunding has also led to staff shortages and reduced 

support servic ŜǎΦ wŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜ ŦƻǊ CƛǎŎŀƭ {ǘǳŘƛŜǎ ǎƘƻǿǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŎƻƭƭŜƎŜǎ άƭƻǎǘ 

ƻǳǘ ƳƻǊŜ ǘƘŀƴ ƻǘƘŜǊ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ǎŜŎǘƻǊǎέ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ нлмлǎΣ ƭŜŀǾƛƴƎ Ƴŀƴȅ ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴǎ ƛƴ 

financial difficulty. By 2022 ςно ƻǾŜǊ ƘŀƭŦ ƻŦ ŎƻƭƭŜƎŜǎ ǿŜǊŜ ƛƴ ŘŜŦƛŎƛǘΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǎŜŎǘƻǊΩǎ 

financƛŀƭ ƘŜŀƭǘƘ ƘŀŘ άŘŜǘŜǊƛƻǊŀǘŜŘ ǎƘŀǊǇƭȅέ ŎƻƳǇŀǊŜŘ ǘƻ нлмлΦ Recent cuts to the Adult 

Skills Fund, that many colleges rely upon for all or substantial elements of their 

ŦǳƴŘƛƴƎΣ Řƻ ƴƻǘ ŀƭƛƎƴ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΩǎ ǎǘŀǘŜŘ ŀƳōƛǘƛƻƴ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ 

skills. A decade of austerity in FE has, in sum, eroded the capacity of colleges to 

engage and retain young learners.  

Within this underfunded system, the support staff who are critical to student success 

have been left undervalued. Pay in further education has fallen by approximately 35 ς

40% in real terms since 2009/10. This means that dedicated professionals who 

support l earners are increasingly underpaid and demoralised. At one large college 

(South and City College Birmingham), years of negligible pay awards and delayed 

increments have resulted in over half of the support staff now earning only the 

minimum legal wage. Thi s is not an isolated case but illustrates a wider problem of 

άǇƻǾŜǊǘȅ Ǉŀȅέ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǎŜŎǘƻǊΦ ! ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴǘ ǇǊƻǇƻǊǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŎƻƭƭŜƎŜ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ǎǘŀŦŦ ς 

especially those in outsourced services ς are on wages so low that they struggle with 

the basics of living. Such c onditions make it difficult for colleges to attract or retain the 

skilled support staff that students rely on. Indeed, many colleges report persistent 

vacancies in key support roles (learning support, student services, facilities, etc.), as 

staff leave for  better -paid work elsewhere.  

¦bL{hbΩǎ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜǎ ƴǳƳŜǊƻǳǎ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜǎ ƻŦ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜŘ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ǎǘŀŦŦ ǉǳƛǘǘƛƴƎ 

to take jobs in retail, hospitality or warehousing, where pay and stability are better. 

This exodus creates a vicious cycle: poor pay leads to vacancies, vacancies increase 

workloads on remaining staff, and the resulting stress drives more people out of the 
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sector. The consequence is that students lose out on support ς there are simply fewer 

adults in the college to mentor, advise and assist them outside of formal classes. 

Thriving colleges require well -paid, secure support staff, but after years of funding 

cǳǘǎ ŀƴŘ ŦŀƭƭƛƴƎ ǇŀȅΣ C9 ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ǎǘŀŦŦ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ άōǊƻǳƎƘǘ ǘƻ ώǘƘŜƛǊϐ ƪƴŜŜǎέ ōȅ ƻǾŜǊǿƻǊƪ 

and low morale. It is little surprise that such an environment is less able to engage 

young people who need extra help.  

To underpin fair pay and employment conditions, UNISON strongly recommends the 

establishment of binding national pay bargaining for support staff in English further 

education. The lack of a national pay framework in England has been a major factor in 

the eǊƻǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ Ǉŀȅ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ άǇƻǎǘŎƻŘŜ ƭƻǘǘŜǊȅέ ƻŦ ǎǘŀŦŦ ǘǊŜŀǘƳŜƴǘ ŀŎǊƻǎǎ ŎƻƭƭŜƎŜǎΦ Lƴ 

contrast, national bargaining structures already exist (and succeed) in comparable 

sectors: for example, support staff pay is negotiated nationally in Scotland, Wales and 

NorthŜǊƴ LǊŜƭŀƴŘΩǎ C9 ǎŜŎǘƻǊǎΣ ŀǎ ǿŜƭƭ ŀǎ ŦƻǊ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ǎǘŀŦŦ ŀƴŘ ǎƛȄǘƘ ŦƻǊƳ ŎƻƭƭŜƎŜ 

ǎǘŀŦŦΦ 9ƴƎƭŀƴŘΩǎ ŦǊŀƎƳŜƴǘŜŘΣ ŎƻƭƭŜƎŜ-by-college approach has meant that even when 

the Association of Colleges (AoC) agrees to a pay recommendation, fewer than one 

third of  colleges implement it. We need a robust mechanism where pay awards and 

core terms are negotiated at national level and binding on all colleges. Such a system 

would immediately end the unfair disparities where staff doing identical jobs in 

different colleg es are paid vastly different rates. It would also bring efficiency: 

hundreds of separate local negotiations would be replaced by one national process, 

saving time and resources for both employers and unions. Perhaps most importantly, 

national bargaining wo uld ensure that public funds designated for staff pay actually 

reach pay packets, rather than being diverted to other purposes. As a baseline, every 

college should become a Real Living Wage employer, as is already the case across 

Scotland and Wales.  

Lack of pastoral support  

When college budgets are tight, the vital student support services are often the first to 

be cut. The roles of mentors, counsellors, welfare officers and learning support 

advisors are crucial for helping students, particularly those from disadvantaged 

back grounds or with additional needs, stay on track. And yet, these roles have too 

often been deemed expendable in cost -cutting exercises. UNISON members report 

ǘƘŀǘ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ ŎƻƭƭŜƎŜ άǊŜǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊƛƴƎέ ŀƴŘ ǊŜŘǳƴŘŀƴŎȅ ǊƻǳƴŘǎΣ ǇŀǎǘƻǊŀƭ ǎǘŀŦŦ ŀǊŜ 

frequently targeted, despite the escalating need for their support. This erosion of 

ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜǎ ŘƛǊŜŎǘƭȅ ƘŀǊƳǎ ȅƻǳƴƎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ŀǘǘŀƛƴƳŜƴǘΦ CƻǊ 

example, a student with learning difficulties might struggle or drop out if a specialist 

learning support assist ant post is left vacant; a care -experienced teenager facing 

personal crises might have nowhere to turn if the college counselling service has been 

reduced. The prevalence of mental health difficulties has surged ς in 2023, one in five 

children aged 8 ς16 had a probable mental health disorder, a more than 50% increase 

since 2017. Yet access to professional support remains grossly inadequate: less than 

half of young people with a diagnosable mental health condition receive any treatment, 
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and only 22% manage to see services more than once. Unlike schools and colleges in 

Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland, colleges in England are under no legal 

requirement to provide on -site counselling or mental health support for students. The 

absence of  such a mandate, coupled with funding constraints, means many English 

colleges have little or no dedicated mental health provision. The consequence is that 

ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ƴŜŜŘǎ Ǝƻ ǳƴƳŜǘΣ ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ŀōǎŜƴǘŜŜƛǎƳΣ ŘǊƻǇƻǳǘǎΣ ƻǊ ŦŀƛƭǳǊŜ ǘƻ 

progress. Additional resourcing for counselling services in FE would alleviate financial 

pressure in other public services, such as the NHS and policing. In short, cuts to 

support staff and student services remove the very safety nets that at -risk young 

people need to stay in education or training.  

Financial hardship  

Beyond institutional issues, the personal economic barriers facing young people are 

significant. Chief among these is the loss of the Education Maintenance Allowance 

(EMA) in England. The EMA, a small weekly grant for 16 -19 year-olds from lower -

income fami lies, was scrapped in England in 2010 (although it remains in place in 

Wales, Scotland and Northern Ireland). Its removal has had a chilling effect on 

participation. The EMA gave disadvantaged young people a modest but reliable 

income to cover basics like transport, meals and study materials, enabling them to 

remain in education. Without it, many English students from low -income households 

ǎƛƳǇƭȅ άŘƻ ƴƻǘ ŦŜŜƭ ŀōƭŜ ǘƻ ŎƻƴǘƛƴǳŜ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴέΦ /ƻƭƭŜƎŜǎ ŀǊŜ ƴƻǿ ǎŜŜƛƴƎ ŦŜǿŜǊ 

students from disadvantaged backgr ounds enrolling and staying on, a trend directly 

linked to the absence of EMA support combined with the broader effects of 

underfunding. It has been well documented that EMA had a clear link to improved 

attendance and retention in FE, and that removing it has left a gap that no other policy 

has filled. The wider cost -of -living pressures exacerbate this barrier: young people in 

poverty may be compelled to take up any immediate job opportunity, however low -

paid, rather than pursue further education or trainin g which offers no short -term 

income. Similarly, the current welfare system can deter unemployed young adults from 

entering full -time courses due to the risk of losing benefits. In summary, many young 

people are held back by financial insecurity as they can not afford the direct and 

indirect costs of education or a training placement without greater support.  

¦bL{hbΩǎ ǊŜŎƻƳƳŜƴŘŀǘƛƻƴǎΥ 

ω UNISON strongly recommends the establishment of binding national pay 

bargaining for support staff in English further education.  We need a robust 

mechanism where pay awards and core terms are negotiated at national level 

and binding on all colleges. Such a system would immediately end the unfair 

disparities where staff doing identical jobs in different colleges are paid vastly 

diffe rent rates. As a baseline, every college should become a Real Living 

Wage employer, as is already the case across Scotland and W ales. 

ω The introduction of a duty, with an a ppropriate  funding settlement, for 

colleges in England to provide on -site counselling or mental health support 
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for students .  

ω Reinstatement of the EMA, or a comparable grant system, for young FE 

students in England. This would support more young people from 

disadvantaged backgrounds to take up further education τand to remain in 

education.  

ω A review of the impact on benefits of enrolling in full time education, with a 

view to avoiding the situation in which young people in receipt of welfare are 

deterred from taking up full time education due to concerns about losing 

benefits.  

 

 

Higher education  

¦bL{hb ōŜƭƛŜǾŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ȅƻǳƴƎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ ƘƛƎƘŜǊ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ Ƙŀǎ ŘŜŎƭƛƴŜŘ ŀǎ 

a result of a combination of financial barriers, structural inequality, and sustained 

policy and public narratives that undermine confidence in the higher education syste m. 

These factors do not operate in isolation; rather, they reinforce one another to make 

university study appear financially risky, socially devalued, and increasingly 

inaccessible to many young people.  

The current tuition fee system has fundamentally altered how young people perceive 

university, particularly those from lower -income and working -class backgrounds. The 

prospect of graduating with very high levels of debt creates a significant psychological 

barrier to participation, even where repayment is income -contingent. 18 For many 

prospective students, debt aversion is rational, shaped by wider economic insecurity 

and limited family financial support. The framing of higher education as an individual 

investment rather than a public good has shifted risk onto young people th emselves 

and has weakened participation. UNISON would argue that restoring free higher 

education would remove this barrier, reaffirm education as a collective investment, and 

widen access for those currently excluded.  

Alongside tuition fees, the rising cost of living has become one of the most immediate 

and practical reasons young people choose not to enter higher education. 

Maintenance support has failed to keep pace with inflation, rent increases, and 

essential living  costs, leaving many students unable to afford accommodation, food, 

transport, and study materials. 19 In real terms, maintenance loans are increasingly 

inadequate, particularly for students living away from home, in high -cost areas, or 

without parental financial support. This disproportionately affects students from low -

 

 
18 Callender, Claire and Mason, Geoff (2017).  Does Student Loan Debt Deter Higher Education 

Participation? New Evidence from England .  
19 House of Commons Library (2022). How is the rising cost of living affecting students?    

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/313438464_Does_Student_Loan_Debt_Deter_Higher_Education_Participation_New_Evidence_from_England
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/313438464_Does_Student_Loan_Debt_Deter_Higher_Education_Participation_New_Evidence_from_England
https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/how-is-the-rising-cost-of-living-affecting-students/
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income households, care -experienced students, disabled students, and many Black 

and ethnic minority students. 20  For many young people, the issue is not whether they 

can afford tuition, but whether they can afford to live while studying. Maintenance 

loans must therefore be significantly more generous and aligned with real living costs, 

with targeted non -repayable su pport for those most at risk of hardship. We welcome 

ǘƘŜ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΩǎ ŎƻƳƳƛǘƳŜƴǘ ǘƻ ǊŜƛƴǘǊƻŘǳŎŜ ƳŀƛƴǘŜƴŀƴŎŜ ƎǊŀƴǘǎΣ ōǳǘ ǘƘŜǎŜ Ƴǳǎǘ ōŜ 

universal and sufficiently generous.  

Participation has also been undermined by a hostile policy and media environment that 

repeatedly questions the value of higher education. Public discourse has increasingly 

framed university education through narrow metrics such as short -term graduate 

earniƴƎǎΣ ǿƘƛƭŜ ǇƻǊǘǊŀȅƛƴƎ ǎƻƳŜ ŎƻǳǊǎŜǎ ŀƴŘ ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴǎ ŀǎ άƭƻǿ ǾŀƭǳŜέ21. This 

approach devalues subjects central to public services, civic life, and cultural 

development, including education, social sciences, humanities, modern foreign 

languages, and the arts . Young people are acutely sensitive to these signals and are 

less likely to commit to higher education when it appears politically unstable, publicly 

criticised, or subject to continual reform. While further education and apprenticeships 

are vital pathways  that should be properly funded and expanded, setting them in 

opposition to higher education creates a false choice and undermines confidence 

across the entire education system. 22  

Confidence in higher education is further weakened by visible pressures within 

universities themselves. Chronic underfunding has led to deteriorating staff -to -student 

ratios, reductions in student support services, course closures, and growing reliance 

on insecure employment contracts for teaching and support staff. Prospective students 

are increasingly aware of industrial action, financial instability, and declining provision, 

which raises legitimate concerns about whether universities can offer a stable a nd 

supportive learning environment. UNISON would emphasise that participation is 

closely linked to the sustainability of the workforce and that secure funding and fair 

employment for university staff are essential to maintaining quality and trust in the 

sector.  

aŜƴǘŀƭ ƘŜŀƭǘƘ ǇǊŜǎǎǳǊŜǎ ŀƭǎƻ Ǉƭŀȅ ŀ ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴǘ ǊƻƭŜ ƛƴ ȅƻǳƴƎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴǎ ŀōƻǳǘ 

higher education. Rising levels of anxiety and poor mental health, combined with 

financial stress and academic pressure, make university feel overwhelming for many 

prosp ective students. 23  While awareness has increased, funding for professional 

student support services has not kept pace with demand, leaving many students 

without timely access to counselling, wellbeing support, or disability services. Without 

 

 
20  Higher Education Policy Institute (2025). Maintenance loan in England now covers just half of 

ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ Ŏƻǎǘǎ.  
21 Willetts, David (2025). Are universities worth it?  [pdf]  
22  Vignoles, Anna (2020) . Iƻǿ Řƻ ǿŜ ŘŜŦƛƴŜ ΨǾŀƭǳŜΩ ƛƴ ƘƛƎƘŜǊ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴΚ   
23  Universities UK ( 2025).  Cost of living crisis: impact on university students .  

https://www.hepi.ac.uk/2025/08/12/maintenance-loan-in-england-now-covers-just-half-of-students-costs/
https://www.hepi.ac.uk/2025/08/12/maintenance-loan-in-england-now-covers-just-half-of-students-costs/
https://www.kcl.ac.uk/policy-institute/assets/are-universities-worth-it.pdf
https://www.thebritishacademy.ac.uk/blog/how-define-value-higher-education/
https://www.universitiesuk.ac.uk/what-we-do/policy-and-research/publications/cost-living-crisis-impact-university
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properly funded, specialist support services, many young people reasonably conclude 

that higher education does not offer a safe or supportive environment.  

Housing insecurity and accommodation costs further compound these challenges. 

Student rents have risen sharply, with many young people facing unaffordable costs, 

poor quality housing, or an inability to secure accommodation at all. In some areas, 

shortages  of affordable housing make participation impossible regardless of academic 

ability. This issue cannot be addressed through maintenance support alone and 

requires wider action on housing supply, regulation of student accommodation 

providers, and stronger p rotections for renters.  

According to Ofsted, many young people are making decisions about higher education 

without access to high -quality, impartial careers advice. 24  Under -resourced guidance 

services and inconsistent information about costs, repayments, and outcomes 

contribute to misunderstanding and risk aversion. Improved, publicly funded careers 

advice is essential to enable informed choice rather than deterring pa rticipation 

through misinformation or narrow labour market messaging.  

Taken together, high tuition fees, inadequate maintenance support, rising living costs, 

workforce instability, mental health pressures, housing insecurity, and the persistent 

political devaluation of higher education have combined to suppress participation . 

UNISON would argue that reversing this trend requires structural reform, including the 

restoration of free higher education, more generous and realistic maintenance support, 

sustainable funding for universities and their staff, and a clear, consistent co mmitment 

to higher education as a public good rather than a private risk.  

¦bL{hbΩǎ ǊŜŎƻƳƳŜƴŘŀǘƛƻƴǎΥ 

ω The restoration of free higher education, removing tuition fees to eliminate 

debt aversion and reaffirm higher education as a public good rather than an 

individual financial risk.  

ω A significant uplift in student maintenance support, with maintenance loans 

aligned to real living costs and the reintroduction of universal, generous 

maintenance grants, alongside additional non -repayable support for students 

most at risk of hardship.  

ω Sustainable public funding for universities, to protect course provision, staff -

to -student ratios, and student support services, and to restore and improve 

upon eroded staff pay, secure employment, and a stable workforce across the 

sector.  

ω Increased investment in student mental health and wellbeing services, 

including counselling and disability support, so that higher education offers a 

 

 
24  OFSTED (2025).  Navigating post -16 careers guidance: supporting learners from lower 

socioeconomic backgrounds .  

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/navigating-post-16-careers-guidance-supporting-learners-from-lower-socioeconomic-backgrounds/navigating-post-16-careers-guidance-supporting-learners-from-lower-socioeconomic-backgrounds
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/navigating-post-16-careers-guidance-supporting-learners-from-lower-socioeconomic-backgrounds/navigating-post-16-careers-guidance-supporting-learners-from-lower-socioeconomic-backgrounds
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safe and supportive learning environment.  

ω Action to address student housing insecurity, including increased supply of 

affordable accommodation, stronger regulation of student housing providers, 

and improved protections for student renters.  

ω An end to the political and public devaluation of higher education, rejecting 

ƴŀǊǊƻǿ άǾŀƭǳŜ ŦƻǊ ƳƻƴŜȅέ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜǎ ōŀǎŜŘ ƻƴ ǎƘƻǊǘ-term graduate earnings 

and recognising the social, civic, and public service value of all  disciplines.  

ω Improved access to high -quality, impartial careers advice in HE, with publicly 

funded guidance that provides clear and accurate information on higher 

education pathways, costs, and outcomes.   
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2.  The impact of c uts to essential services supporting 

young people  

Youth services and youth workers  

Council -run youth centres have been devastated by government cuts since 2010, with 

the scale of closures far higher than previously reported, according to research by 

UNISON25 . Freedom of Information (FoI) requests revealed that 1,243 council -run youth 

centres across England and Wales were closed between 2010 -23 26Φ ¢ƘŀǘΩǎ ŀƭƳƻǎǘ рлл 

more than recent estimates. More than four in ten (42%) local authorities admitted 

they had no council -run youth centre in their area by the end of 2022/23. Many had 

chosen to support statutory youth services (including the provision of youth centres) 

through outsourced agencies, or v oluntary and private sector organisations.  

¦ƴŘŜǊ ǘƘŜ 9ŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ !Ŏǘ мффсΣ ŎƻǳƴŎƛƭǎ ƘŀǾŜ ŀ ƭŜƎŀƭ Řǳǘȅ ǘƻ άǎŜŎǳǊŜΣ ǎƻ ŦŀǊ ŀǎ ƛǎ 

reasonably practicable, sufficient provision of educational and recreational leisure -time 

ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘƛŜǎ ŦƻǊ ȅƻǳƴƎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜέΣ ŀƴŘ ŜƴǎǳǊŜ ȅƻǳƴƎǎǘŜǊǎ ǎƘŀǇŜ ƭƻŎŀƭ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜǎΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ȅƻǳǘƘ 

ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜǎ Řǳǘȅ ǇǊŜǾƛƻǳǎƭȅ ŜƴǎǳǊŜŘ ŜŀŎƘ ƎŜƴŜǊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ .ǊƛǘŀƛƴΩǎ ȅƻǳƴƎǎǘŜǊǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǎǘŀŦŦ 

and volunteers who assist them, were supported.  

According to the Local Government Association (LGA), youth services provide young 

people with safe spaces, trusted relationships and stop them from being drawn into 

ΨƴŜƎŀǘƛǾŜ ǎƛǘǳŀǘƛƻƴǎΩ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ŎǊƛƳŜ ƻǊ ŀƴǘƛǎƻŎƛŀƭ ōŜƘŀǾƛƻǳǊΦ Youth workers may often be 

ΨǘǊǳǎǘŜŘ ŀŘǳƭǘǎΩ ŦƻǊ ȅƻǳƴƎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΣ ǎƻ ƛǘ ƛǎ ŜǎǎŜƴǘƛŀƭ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ŘǊŀǿƴ ŦǊƻƳ ŀ ŘƛǾŜǊǎŜ 

cross -section of society. To enable this, career pathways into youth work should be 

broad and accessible. UNISON wants to see youth workers  with degree -level specialist 

qualifications, but we also support proposals by the National Youth Agency (NYA) to 

create new career pathways and to allow youth workers to qualify not only through 

traditional full -ǘƛƳŜ ŘŜƎǊŜŜǎ ōǳǘ ŀƭǎƻ Ǿƛŀ Ψƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƧƻōΩ ŀƴŘ ƳƻŘǳƭŀǊ ǘǊŀƛƴƛƴƎ27 . 

Upfront investment in youth services, and the staff who provide them, has an economic 

value. It helps stop demand for acute services further down the line, boosts education 

and employment opportunities, and improves mental health for young people. This is 

echoed in research by UK Youth 28 .  

Every young person in Britain should have access to youth services . For many young 

people, these services  support their education, teach life skills , foster independence  

and give them opportunities to develop their creative talents , as well as providing them 

 

 
25  UNISON (2024). Closure of more than a thousand youth centres could have lasting impact on 

society . 
26  UNISON (2024). .ǊƛǘŀƛƴΩǎ ƭƻǎǘ ƎŜƴŜǊŀǘƛƻƴΦ  
27  National Youth Agency (2025). Pathways to practice . [pdf]  
28  Frontier Economics & UK Youth (2022). The Economic Value of Youth Work.   

https://www.unison.org.uk/news/2024/06/closure-of-more-than-a-thousand-youth-centres-could-have-lasting-impact-on-society/
https://www.unison.org.uk/news/2024/06/closure-of-more-than-a-thousand-youth-centres-could-have-lasting-impact-on-society/
https://www.unison.org.uk/content/uploads/2024/06/youth-services-final-FINAL.pdf
https://nya.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2025/07/NYA_Pathways-to_Practice_A_Consultation-Outcomes-Report-on-the-Future-of-YouthWork-Qualifications.pdf
https://www.ukyouth.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/11/Economic-Value-of-Youth-Work-Full-Report.pdf


 

16 

 

with leisure facilities and opportunities to socialise in safe spaces. Youth services 

should provide a space in which young people can prepare for adulthood, can develop 

in confidence and can feel supported to make decisions about work and education as 

they approach adult life.  

Council finances are under huge pressure due to structural underfunding from the UK 

government since 2010, but local authorities have a legal duty to offer youth services.  

Many councils have outsourced responsibility for this statutory duty to agencies, 

voluntary sector bodies or the private sector. In key parts of the country , iǘΩǎ ƳŜŀƴǘ ǘƘŜ 

end of council -Ǌǳƴ ȅƻǳǘƘ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜǎΣ Ƨǳǎǘ ǿƘŜƴ ǘƘŜ ¦YΩǎ ȅƻǳƴƎǎǘŜǊǎ ƴŜŜŘ ƭƻŎŀƭ ƭŜŀŘŜǊǎ 

and staff more than ever.  

¦bL{hbΩǎ ǊŜŎƻƳƳŜƴŘŀǘƛƻƴǎΥ 

ω UNISON is calling on the government to give financial settlements to local 

authorities that fully fund all locally delivered services without the need for 

ŀƴȅ ƳƻǊŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŘŜŜǇ ŀƴŘ ŘŀƳŀƎƛƴƎ Ŏǳǘǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŀǾŜ ǊŀǾŀƎŜŘ ǘƘŜ ¦YΩǎ ȅƻǳǘƘ 

services. For councils to hav e any hope of a firm footing, their future funding 

must be based on multi -year, long -term settlements. This would allow 

councils and staff to properly plan and deliver the services their communities 

need.  

ω YŜȅ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŦǳǘǳǊŜ ƛǎ ŀ ŎƻƳƳƛǘƳŜƴǘ ǘƻ ǊŜōǳƛƭŘ ǘƘŜ ¦YΩǎ ŎǊǳƳōling and 

devastated youth -service infrastructure. The cuts since 2010 have left vast 

areas without any council -Ǌǳƴ ŦŀŎƛƭƛǘƛŜǎΦ ¢ƘŜǊŜΩǎ ŀ ǊŜŀƭ ŘŀƴƎŜǊ ǘƘƛǎ ǿƛƭƭ ŎǊŜŀǘŜ ŀ 

lost generation of young people isolated from society, vulnerable to 

exploitation and, th rough no fault of their own, unable to contribute to the 

wellbeing and future of their communities.  

ω Many councils have stopped employing youth workers , which has led some 

universities to stop offering specific degrees related to their roles. That in turn 

has created a labour shortage for this crucial work. The government must 

focus resources on youth -service staffing, with relevant training and 

professio nal qualifications. UNISON wants to see youth workers with degree -

level specialist qualifications ς but also supports calls for new career 

pathways, allowing youth support workers to gain level 6 qualifica tions via 

ƻǇǘƛƻƴǎ ƭƛƪŜ ƳƻŘǳƭŀǊ ŀƴŘ Ψƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƧƻōΩ ǘǊŀƛƴƛƴƎΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ǿƻǳƭŘ ƳŀƪŜ ǘƘŜ 

qualification more accessible but also increase the diversity of youth workers.  

 

 

Careers services  

An inconsistent approach to careers guidance means that many young people are 

unaware of the courses, apprenticeships, or career pathways open to them.  

The delivery of careers advice in England is fragmented and diverse. Although schools 
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and colleges are required to provide independent careers guidance, there is no 

ringfenced funding available for them to do so, and too often the careers guidance 

offered is more dependent on affordability than on pupil need. Key initiatives like the 

Gatsby Benchmarks and the Careers Leaders Programme in schools have clearly been 

important, but their effectiveness has been inconsistent due to the fragmentation of 

careers advice and the absence of funding for Gatsby Benchmark 8 in schools. For 

Gatsby and Careers Leaders programmes to work effectively, careers advice must be 

Ŧǳƭƭȅ ŦǳƴŘŜŘΦ !ŎŀŘŜƳƛŎ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘΣ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ нлно ǊŜǇƻǊǘ ΨLƴǾŜǎǘƛƴƎ ƛƴ /ŀǊŜŜǊǎΥ ²Ƙŀǘ 

ƛǎ /ŀǊŜŜǊ DǳƛŘŀƴŎŜ ²ƻǊǘƘΚΩ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ ƻŦ 5ŜǊōȅ29 , has shown the economic 

value of investing in properly qualified careers advisers.  

While some schools employ a dedicated careers adviser, others buy in services from 

careers guidance companies or charities, or from freelance advisers. UNISON 

members working in this capacity have reported that they are often asked to cut down 

on the amoun t of time they spend advising each student because schools are unable 

to pay for their time. {ǳŎƘ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜ Ƙŀǎ ǎŜŜƴ ǘƘŜ ƳŀƛƴǎǘǊŜŀƳƛƴƎ ƻŦ ол ƳƛƴǳǘŜ Ψ/ŀǊŜŜǊǎ 

ƳŜŜǘƛƴƎǎΩ ǿƛǘƘ ŎŀǊŜŜǊǎ ŀŘǾƛǎŜǊǎΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŀǊŜ ƛƴŀŘŜǉǳŀǘŜ ǘƻ ŀƭƭƻǿ ŀ ȅƻǳƴƎ ǇŜǊǎƻƴ ǘƻ 

access the help the y need.  

Similarly, financial pressures impact the guidance that is offered. Despite the statutory 

requirement for impartial advice, careers advisers report that they are often asked to 

steer students towards school sixth forms, in order to maximise school funding,  and to 

ǇǳǎƘ ǘƻǿŀǊŘǎ ƘƛƎƘŜǊ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ǎŎƘƻƻƭΩǎ ǇǊŜŦŜǊǊŜŘ ǊƻǳǘŜ ŦƻǊ ƭŜŀǾŜǊǎΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ 

excludes many young people for whom these pathways are less suitable than other 

routes such as key vocational options.  

Arranging work experience and work placements also poses problems, due to the lack 

of employers willing to participate in work experience. Arranging suitable placements 

for students is time consuming and often there is not enough dedicated resource to 

make the arrangements, meaning that for many students, work experience is not as 

engaging as it should be. An unsuitable placement may in fact have the opposite effect 

to that intended, making young people feel that they do not fit into the world of work.  

Such  issues are greatly exacerbated for SEND young people who often face 

discrimination and need extra support.  

Once a young person leaves school or college, their access to careers advice becomes 

even more dependent on geography and funding. Years of austerity and cuts to local 

services mean that some local authorities are providing the minimum NEET provision. 

Careers advisers report that there are not enough staff in NEET teams to engage 

meaningfully with all young people who need their help. These  harmful cuts to NEET 

careers services are ongoing.  

 

 
29  Hooley, Tristram; Percy, C.; Neary, Siobhan  (2023). Investing in careers: what is careers 

guidance worth?  

https://www.derby.ac.uk/news/2023/more-strategic-approach-to-career-guidance-needed-says-new-report/
https://www.derby.ac.uk/news/2023/more-strategic-approach-to-career-guidance-needed-says-new-report/
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¦bL{hbΩǎ ǊŜŎƻƳƳŜƴŘŀǘƛƻƴǎΥ 

ω Careers advice should be embedded in the school curriculum from an early 

age, and there should be ring -fenced funding to require schools to provide 

every student with impartial advice from an adviser with a level 6 

qualification. Resource should allow adeq uate time for both careers guidance 

and work experience planning, ensuring that pupils receive the most from 

ŎŀǊŜŜǊǎ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ƴƻǘ ΨǘƛŎƪ ōƻȄΩ ŜȄŜǊŎƛǎŜǎΣ ŀƴŘ ƛƴ ǘƘƛǎ ǿŀȅ 

NEET can be more effectively prevented.  

ω More resource is needed for local authority NEET teams, with partnership 

working with schools allowing for early intervention for those at risk of 

becoming NEET. Such services also need to be clearly accessible, especially 

to SEND young people, and be able  to work in partnership with other support 

services such as youth workers.  
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3.  The need for s ocial and employment support for young 

disabled people  

¢ǿƻ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ǎǳǊǾŜȅǎ ŎƻƴŘǳŎǘŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ¦bL{hbΩǎ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ƳŜƳōŜǊǎ group  are relevant 

to the situation of young NEETs, many of whom are disabled , have a physical or mental 

health condition , and/or are receiving health or disability -related benefits. .  

Our Welfare Reform Survey in 2025 30  demonstrated  that Personal Independence 

Payment ( PIP) ŜƭƛƎƛōƛƭƛǘȅ ŎƘŀƴƎŜǎ ǿƻǳƭŘ ǎŜǾŜǊŜƭȅ ǳƴŘŜǊƳƛƴŜ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ 

work, removing essential financial support used for daily living, health, transport and 

independence, and causing significant risk of job loss, poorer health and increased 

reliance on overstretched public services.  

¦bL{hbΩǎ 9ƳǇƭƻȅƳŜƴǘ support for disabled people survey 31, conducted to support our 

submission to the 2025 Work and Pensions Committee inquiry into employment 

support for disabled people  revealed that  disabled UNISON members face widespread 

workplace barriers, limited support from employers and government schemes, and 

inconsistent access to adjustments, resulting in significant challenges to remaining in 

work and progressing in their careers.  

Benefits and welfare interactions  

Benefits and welfare interactions can make work financially and practically 

unsustainable . ¦bL{hbΩǎ ǎǳǊǾŜȅ ŜǾƛŘŜƴŎŜ ǎƘƻǿǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŜƭŦŀǊŜ ǊǳƭŜǎτespecially  PIP 

eligibility changes τcould significantly reduce the ability of disabled young people to 

work or study.  

ω 75% of working PIP recipients said losing the daily living component would 

affect their ability to work, often meaning they would have to quit altogether.  

ω Many disabled people includ ing young disabled people rely on PIP for travel to 

work (60.2%), medication (45.9%), therapies (59.7%), and essential home 

support τall core to maintaining stability for work or learning.  

ω Comments repeatedly show that losing PIP would cause rapid health 

deterioration, increased fatigue, flare ups, and mental health crises, making 

employment impossible.  

ω The Motability scheme is also unstable: workers lose vehicles when PIP is 

downgraded, even during appeals, cutting off their only commuting option and 

threatening their jobs.  

ω In supported accommodation, benefit tapers can make small increases in 

 

 
30  UNISON (2025). Welfare Reform Survey . 
31 UNISON, Unpublished 2025 survey data.   

https://shop.unison.site/content/uploads/2025/10/987-welfare-reform-survey.pdf
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earnings financially damaging, removing any incentive or ability to take up 

training or employment.  

The combined effect: for young disabled people, work often risks leaving them worse 

off, less mobile, and less able to manage their condition.  

Transport  

Transport is one of the biggest structural barriers for young disabled people.  Public 

transport is frequently inaccessible, unreliable, or unaffordable, forcing workers to rely 

ƻƴ ǘŀȄƛǎ ƻǊ ǇǊƛǾŀǘŜ ŎŀǊǎ ǘƘŜȅ ŎŀƴΩǘ ŀŦŦƻǊŘ ǿƛǘƘƻǳǘ tLt ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘΦ ό9ƳǇƭƻȅƳŜƴǘ {ǳǇǇƻǊǘ ŦƻǊ 

disabled people survey 2025) Many survey respondents cannot use buses or trains 

safely, especially those with mobility, sensory or neurological impairments, making 

them dependent on Motability or Access to Work -funded transport.  

! ǎǳǊǾŜȅ ƻŦ ¦bL{hbΩǎ ȅƻǳƴƎ ƳŜƳōŜǊǎ ƛƴ bƻǾŜƳōŜǊ нлнр32  found that 61.3% of young 

disabled members sometimes or always use public transport to get to work. Of the 

remainder who do not use public transport, 17.9% said this was because available 

public transport options were not accessible for them, and 30.4% said that no suitable 

transport existed in their area. тр҈ ƻŦ ¦bL{hbΩǎ ȅƻǳƴƎ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ƳŜƳōŜǊǎ ŀƎǊŜŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ 

ǘƘŜ ǎǘŀǘŜƳŜƴǘ άPublic transport needs to be more accessible for disabled people έ ŀƴŘ 

пуΦу҈ ŀƎǊŜŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǎǘŀǘŜƳŜƴǘ άI would use public transport more if my local 

services were better έΦ 

Young workers reported long commutes causing pain, fatigue and flare -ups, directly 

limiting their ability to increase working hours or take on training opportunities.  When 

mobility support is lost, transport to work collapses immediately.  

Workplace stigma, discrimination and missing adjustments  

¦bL{hbΩǎ Employment Support survey shows widespread evidence of attitudinal and 

structural barriers . Many  respondents  ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŜƳǇƭƻȅŜǊΩǎ ά5ƛǎŀōƛƭƛǘȅ /ƻƴŦƛŘŜƴǘέ 

status as a tick box exercise, with little real impact on culture or accessibility.  

Young workers report ed slow or absent reasonable adjustments,  bullying or disbelief 

about disabilities,  rigid return to work rules,  punitive sickness policies,  inaccessible 

buildings and digital systems , all of which make it harder for young disabled workers to 

succeed and flourish at work ς and which may even drive them out of the workplace.  

Neurodivergent young workers frequently face misunderstanding, rigid communication 

styles, and unrealistic expectations.   

These barriers make entering and staying in employment extremely difficult for young 

disabled people.  Addressing them would do much to support young disabled people 

(and young people with physical or mental health conditions which do not technically 

qualify as disabilities under the Equality Act ) to find suitable work and to sustain 

 

 
32  UNISON, Unpublished 2025 survey data.  
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successful careers.  

¦bL{hbΩǎ ǊŜŎƻƳƳŜƴŘŀǘƛƻƴǎΥ 

ω Reform welfare and benefits so that work is safe τnot riskyτfor disabled 

young people. Evidence from both  UNISON surveys shows that stable, 

guaranteed support is the foundation that enables participation. Key actions 

include:  

o Protect continuity of PIP/Motability during reviews and appeals so 

young people do not lose vehicles, mobility, or support overnight.  

o Reject any proposed PIP eligibility changes which would push large 

numbers of working disabled people out of employment entirely (75% 

affected).  

o Review harsh tapers in supported accommodation so work and training 

leave young people better off, not penalised.  

o Simplify PIP and Motability processes, which young respondents 

describe as complex, confusing and inaccessible.  

ω Deliver transport equity for young disabled people. Transport is fundamental 

to employment for disabled young workers. Key improvements would be:  

o Youth and disabled concessions for public transport to reduce reliance 

on PIP for basic commuting costs.  

o Accessible, reliable and integrated networks, including buses with 

consistent coverage, level access, audio/visual announcements, and 

working lifts.  

o Devolved transport powers so local authorities can restore routes, 

ǊŜƎǳƭŀǘŜ ŦŀǊŜǎΣ ŀƴŘ ŘŜǎƛƎƴ ƴŜǘǿƻǊƪǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƳŜŜǘ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ȅƻǳƴƎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ 

needs.  

o Investment in safe active travel (e.g., protected cycle routes, safe 

walking environments), which can open access for some disabled 

young people.  

ω /ƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜ ǎǘƛƎƳŀ ŀƴŘ ǎǘǊŜƴƎǘƘŜƴ ŜƳǇƭƻȅŜǊ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘŀōƛƭƛǘȅΦ .ƻǘƘ ƻŦ ¦bL{hbΩǎ 

surveys highlight that culture τnot just policy τis a major barrier. We suggest:  

o A national campaign showcasing young and disabled workers would 

counter stereotypes and normalise disabled youth participation in the 

workforce.  

o Enforce accessibility standards: many employers currently meet only 

the minimum legal duty, if that. Respondents called for external checks 

on commitments such as Disability Confident, rather than self 

assessment.  
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o Promote and adopt the Disability Employment Charter 33 , of which 

UNISON was a founder member , which sets clearer standards around 

adjustments, inclusion, and anti -discrimination.  

o Do more to require employers to address hidden disabilities, 

neurodivergence, fluctuating conditions and sensory needs τnot just 

visible impairments.  

 

 

 

 
33  Disability Employment Charter   

https://www.disabilityemploymentcharter.org/
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4.  The minimum wage and the need for well paid, secure 

jobs, including high quality apprenticeship schemes  

The minimum wage  

UNISON believes that the lower National Minimum Wage rates that continue to apply to 

young workers and apprentices remain a fundamentally unfair and discriminatory 

feature of the minimum wage system. To have a young employee working alongside an 

older employee receiving different rates for doing exactly the same job represents an 

unacceptable inj ustice in the workplace. This discouraging introduction to working life 

can only have a negative impact on the retention, morale and motivation of young 

employees. The great majority of employers do not apply  the youth rates, as suggested 

ōȅ ǘƘŜ [ƻǿ tŀȅ /ƻƳƳƛǎǎƛƻƴΩǎ Řŀǘŀ ƻƴ ŎƻǾŜǊŀƎŜ34 , showing that 91% of employers pay 

above the 18ς20 -year-old minimum and 84% above the 16 ς17-year-old minimum.   

In 2017 UNISON commissioned research on Young adults and the  minimum wage : the 

case for lowering age eligibility 35 . Though now getting a little  dated , and at that time 

dealing mainly with research related to the 21 -24 -year-old age group , that report found 

that άincreasing the value of youth minimum wages for people under the age of 21 in 

the UK has not had negative employment effects outside of economic downturns, and 

ŘƻŜǎ ƴƻǘ ŀŦŦŜŎǘ ȅƻǳƴƎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŎƘƻƛŎŜǎέ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ άŜvidence from both of 

the UK and abroad indicates that increasing the value of the minimum wage for 

teenagers encourages greater labour market activity in this group. έ It further suggested 

ǘƘŀǘ άhigher wages could encourage higher labour market participation by yo ung 

people in sectors where they are needed, such as social care έ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ άǇaying young 

people already in employment the same rates as older workers would bring an end to 

ΨŘƛǾƛǎƛǾŜΩ ǿŀƎŜ ǇƻƭƛŎƛŜǎ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŎƻǳƭŘ ōǊƛƴƎ Ƴŀƴȅ ōŜƴŜŦƛǘǎ ŦǊƻƳ ƛƳǇǊƻǾŜŘ ƳƻǊŀƭŜΣ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ 

lower turnover and higher productivity. έ 

Apprenticeships  

Apprenticeships can be an excellent route into employment and can provide a way of 

earning while learning ; however, apprenticeship start and completion rates showed 

drastic falls under the last government , with the TUC reporting 36  that between 2017/18 

and 2023/24:  

¶ Start rates  fell by 26% for under 19s,  and by 15% for 19 ς24 -year-olds.  

 

 
34  Low Pay Commission (2024). National Minimum Wage Low Pay Commission 2024 Report  

[pdf].  
35  New Policy Institute (2017). Young_adults_and_the_ minimum wage  [pdf].  
36  Trades Union Congress ( 2025).  !ǇǇǊŜƴǘƛŎŜǎƘƛǇ ǊŜŦƻǊƳǎ άŘŜǎǇŜǊŀǘŜƭȅ ƴŜŜŘŜŘέ ŀŦǘŜǊ ŦŀƛƭŜŘ ¢ƻǊȅ 

era.  

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/679ce5e8a9ee53687470a34e/Low_Pay_Commission_2024_report.pdf
https://www.npi.org.uk/files/7514/9978/2329/Young_adults_and_the_NLW-_NPI_for_Unison.pdf
https://www.tuc.org.uk/news/tuc-apprenticeship-reforms-desperately-needed-after-failed-tory-era
https://www.tuc.org.uk/news/tuc-apprenticeship-reforms-desperately-needed-after-failed-tory-era
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¶ Achievement rates  fell by 44% for under 19s,  and by 31% for 19 -24 -year-olds.   

UNISON believes that apprenticeships have a vital role to play in supporting young 

people to begin fulfilling careers, however they must not simply be a source of cheap 

labour. Apprenticeships must combine high quality employment and training, ideally 

provided by well -funded Further Education colleges , and should lead on to permanent 

employment where possible. While we believe that training for apprentices should be 

provided through Further Education colleges, we also see this as another reason 

urgently to address the funding crisis in further education (see above). We welcome 

the announcement of reforms of apprenticeships and improved funding , but it is 

important that apprenticeships not only provide employment for the duration of the 

scheme but also lead on to secure, well paid and permanent employment . 

High quality , secure  employment  

Nearly half of those working on zero hours contracts are young worker s. 1.2 million are 

on zero hours contracts across the UK, of which  508,000 are aged 16 -24 37 : Workers 

on zero hours contracts are not the only ones in insecure work : other forms of insecure 

work include pay/hour volatility, low -paid self -employment  ƻǊ ΨƎƛƎ ǿƻǊƪΩ, having a non -

permanent job and being under -employed. More than half of low -paid workers are also 

in insecure work , and young workers are among those disproportionately affected by 

insecure work 38  . UNISON represents a number of low-paid workers in insecure work, in 

particular in the social care sector, in some parts of the charity sector, NHS agency 

workers and others.  

Those in insecure work may experience a number of disadvantages : they are more 

likely to struggle financially, may struggle to progress at work, are unable to plan for 

the future,  may not have access to workplace pension schemes,  and may experience 

worse mental health  (see below) . In particular, research published in partnership  

ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ¦bL{hb ŀƴŘ [ŀƴŎŀǎǘŜǊ ¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅΩǎ ²ƻǊƪ CƻǳƴŘŀǘƛƻƴ found that younger 

people (aged 16 -24 years) who were in insecure work άwere significantly more likely to 

ŦŜŜƭ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƘŜȅ ƘŀŘ Ψƴƻ ŎƘƻƛŎŜΩ ƻǊ ΨƘŀǊŘƭȅ ŀƴȅ ŎƘƻƛŎŜΩ ǿƘŜƴ ǎŜƭŜŎǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƛǊ Ƨƻōέ 39 . This is a 

demoralising start to working life  and demonstrates the need for high quality, secure 

and well paid job opportunities  which offer sustainable and fulfilling career paths  and a 

flexibility which cuts both ways: not just for employers but also for employees  Young 

people need to feel that work is something that will allow them to plan for their futures.   

 

 

 
37  Lancaster University Work Foundation (2025). Zero -hour contracts continue to rise as figure 

hits 1.2 million . 
38  Living Wage Foundation (2023). Precarious pay and uncertain hours: insecure work in the UK 

Labour Market . 
39  Lancaster University Work Foundation (2023). Limiting choices: Why people ris k insecure 

work  [pdf]  

https://www.lancaster.ac.uk/work-foundation/news/zero-hour-contracts-continue-to-rise-as-figure-hits-12-million
https://www.lancaster.ac.uk/work-foundation/news/zero-hour-contracts-continue-to-rise-as-figure-hits-12-million
https://www.livingwage.org.uk/precarious-pay-and-uncertain-hours-insecure-work-uk-labour-market
https://www.livingwage.org.uk/precarious-pay-and-uncertain-hours-insecure-work-uk-labour-market
https://www.lancaster.ac.uk/media/lancaster-university/content-assets/documents/lums/work-foundation/reports/limiting-choices.pdf
https://www.lancaster.ac.uk/media/lancaster-university/content-assets/documents/lums/work-foundation/reports/limiting-choices.pdf
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¦bL{hbΩǎ ǊŜŎƻƳƳŜƴŘŀǘƛƻƴǎΥ 

ω UNISON welcomes the commitment by the government to end discriminatory 

youth rates of the minimum wage  for adult workers . We urge the government 

and the Lo w Pay Commission to move faster towards the elimination of these 

discriminatory, fundamentally unfair rates.  

ω UNISON welcomes the  announcement of new funding for and reform of the 

apprenticeship system, and would like to see more emphasis on high quality 

employment and training . We would strongly  recommend that training is 

provided through better funding of further education colleges; and emphasise 

the importance of apprenticeships leading on to high quality, secure and 

permanent employment. The apprenticeship minimum wage rate should rise 

to align with the National Minimum Wage.  

ω We welcome the implementation of the Employment Rights Act, in particular 

the commitment to abolishing exploitative zero hours contracts, but also the 

strengthened rights to flexible working which will rebalance the right of 

employees versus employers.  However, it is important that exploitative zero 

hours contracts are not replaced by other  forms of insecure work, which can 

also have negative effects on empl oyees. 
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5.  Mental health and mentally healthy workplaces  

Mental health  

Mental health problems are endemic among young people today. A 2022 survey 40  of 

UNISON young members found that 81% had experienced a mental health problem in 

the previous year; other research has also found high levels of mental health problems 

among young people 41 42 .  

The 2026 Burnout report found one in five workers (20%) took time off sick due to 

poor mental health caused by stress,  but this rose to  two in five (39%) among 18-24 -

year-olds 43 . ¢ƘŜ IŜŀƭǘƘ CƻǳƴŘŀǘƛƻƴ ŦƻǳƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ άThree in ten young people ώΧϐ had 

either left a previous job or are planning on leaving their current job as a result of its 

impact on their mental health (19% and 11% respectively). Rates are higher among 

those who have an impairment, disability or health condition and among those wh o 

specifically have a mental health condition. έ44  

Impact of work  

Nearly 1 in 5 (19.8%) of young UNISON members told us their mental health problems 

ǿŜǊŜ ŎŀǳǎŜŘ ōȅ ǿƻǊƪ ŀƴŘ о ƛƴ р όрфΦо҈ύ ǎŀƛŘ ǘƘŜȅ ǿŜǊŜ άǊŜƭŀǘŜŘέ ǘƻ ǿƻǊƪΦ {ǘǊŜǎǎΣ 

understaffing, poor management and overwork all impacted on their mental health; 

over two -thirds (69.6%) of respondents said  ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ άƻŦǘŜƴ ŦŜŜƭ ǎǘǊŜǎǎŜŘ ŀǘ ǿƻǊƪέ 

and 59.7% agree d ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǎǘŀǘŜƳŜƴǘ άbƻ ƳŀǘǘŜǊ Ƙƻǿ ƘŀǊŘ L ǿƻǊƪΣ ƛǘΩǎ ŘƛŦŦƛŎǳƭǘ ǘƻ ƎŜǘ 

ŜǾŜǊȅǘƘƛƴƎ ŘƻƴŜέΦ  

.ǳƭƭȅƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ŘƛǎŎǊƛƳƛƴŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƪǇƭŀŎŜ ŀƭǎƻ ŀŦŦŜŎǘŜŘ ȅƻǳƴƎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ 

at work, with 21.6% of young members saying that they had been bullied at work, and 

нлΦс҈ ŀƎǊŜŜƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŀŘ άŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜŘ ŘƛǎŎǊƛƳƛƴŀǘƛƻƴ ŀǘ ǿƻǊƪέΦ Examples given 

included racist, homophobic and transphobic bullying and harassment, and related 

situations such as working environments in which young trans people did not feel 

confident in coming out to their colleagues.  

Most UNISON young members thought their employer would be very supportive 

(19.4%) or quite supportive (52.7%) if they reported a mental health problem, but 

8.6% of members said they thought their employer would not be at all supportive, and 

that they would  be worried about raising this at work. Nearly half of members who had 

 

 
40  UNISON (2022). Young workers and mental health . 
41 Young Minds (2025). Mental Health Statistics UK . 
42  Institute for Employment Studies (2023). ¸ƻǳƴƎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ƳŜƴǘŀƭ ƘŜŀƭǘƘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƪǇƭŀŎŜ. 
43  Mental Health UK (2026). Burnout Report 2026: High stress pushing workers into sick leave 

as just one in four feel mental health is genuinely prioritised and supported in the workplace . 

 
44  Institute for Employment Studies (2023). ¸ƻǳƴƎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ƳŜƴǘŀƭ ƘŜŀƭǘƘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƪǇƭŀŎŜ. 

https://www.unison.org.uk/about/what-we-do/fairness-equality/young-members/key-issues/young-workers-and-mental-health/
https://www.youngminds.org.uk/about-us/media-centre/mental-health-statistics/
https://www.employment-studies.co.uk/resource/young-people%E2%80%99s-mental-health-workplace
https://mentalhealth-uk.org/blog/burnout-report-2026-high-stress-pushing-workers-into-sick-leave-as-just-one-in-four-feel-mental-health-is-genuinely-prioritised-and-supported-in-the-workplace/
https://mentalhealth-uk.org/blog/burnout-report-2026-high-stress-pushing-workers-into-sick-leave-as-just-one-in-four-feel-mental-health-is-genuinely-prioritised-and-supported-in-the-workplace/
https://www.employment-studies.co.uk/resource/young-people%E2%80%99s-mental-health-workplace
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experienced mental health problems (45.5%) chose not to tell their employer about it.   

Precarious, insecure and low -paid work also impacts on the mental health of young 

people. Nearly a quarter (23.6%) of ¦bL{hbΩǎ ȅƻǳƴƎ ƳŜƳōŜǊǎ ƘŀŘ ΨǊŜƎǳƭŀǊƭȅΩ ŦƻǳƴŘ ƛǘ 

difficult to afford food, utilities or other essentials in the last year, with a further 38.2% 

saying that they had occasionally struggled with the cost of living.  Young workers also 

had mixed views of their own job security, with 45.1% agreeing that they could plan for 

the future and 42.0% disagreeing . Nearly half of the 1.2 million people on zero -hours 

contracts in the UK are young people, with 508,000 young workers aged 16 -24 on 

zero-hour contracts  as of November 20 25 45 . Young workers are also more likely to be 

low-paid, with the TUC finding in 2023 that median hourly pay  for all age groups under 

30  is lower than the median across all employees 46  (see above). 

While, by definition, our young members are in work, we believe their experiences shed 

light on the difficulties experienced by many young people as they start , or struggle to 

start,  their working lives, and that addressing the problems highlighted by young 

UNISON members in the workplace will also make the transition into working life easier 

for many young people, and support young NEETs into employment.  

We welcome many of the recommendations of the Keep Britain Working re port 47  for a 

more open and supportive attitude towards mental health issues in the workplace, and 

for employers to assume more responsibility for, and a more proactive approach 

towards,  the mental health of their staff. UNISON research with our young members 

has shown that this is  often  not the case , but where employers are supportive, this 

helps young people stay in work, flourish and succeed . 

Mental health care  

Access to NHS mental health care is oversubscribed for all ages, with persistently long 

waiting times, and longer waiting times for mental health care than for physical health 

problems. Among UNISON members experiencing mental health problems 38.5% had 

got help from the NHS . However, mental health support is not adequate to give 

everyone the support they need: 17.8% of our members told us they had sought  help 

from the NHS but had not been successful.   

Mental health charity YoungMinds found that in  2023/24, there were 78,577 young 

people waiting over a year for mental health treatment from the NHS, with 44% of 

these waiting over two years 48 . Lack of access to mental health care is a downward 

spiral, with a large proportion  of those waiting for care saying that their mental health 

deteriorates as they wait for support. Young people transitioning from Children and 

 

 
45  Lancaster University Work Foundation (2025). Zero -hour contracts continue to rise as figure 

hits 1.2 million . 
46  Trades Union Congress (2023). Jobs and pay monitor - young workers . 
47  Department for Work and Pensions (2025). Keep Britain Working: Final report . 
48  Young Minds ( 2025).  Mental Health Statistics UK . 


