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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. Around 10% of UNISON’s members are young people aged 16-30,
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
UNISON'’s bargaining work with public service employers.



Summary of UNISON’s recommendations

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

guality 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.

UNISON’s recommendations
Further education

1 The establishment of binding national pay bargaining for support staff in
English further education.

1 Introduction of a duty for colleges in England to provide on-site counselling or
mental health support for students.

1 Reinstatement of the EMA, or a comparable grant system, for young FE
students in England.

1 A review of the impact on benefits of enrolling in full time education.
Higher Education
1 The restoration of free higher education and the removal of tuition fees.

1 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.
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Improved access to high-quality, impartial careers advice in HE.




Youth services and youth workers

T

Sustainable financial settlements to local authorities that fully fund all locally
delivered services, including youth services.

A commitment to rebuild the UK’s crumbling and devastated youth-service
infrastructure.

Focused recruitment and development of professional youth-services staff,
with new career pathways to improve diversity.

Career services

1

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 resources 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

f

Reform welfare and benefits to offer stable, guaranteed support, so that work
is safe—not risky—for 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

1

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

f

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




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.




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 under the Coronavirus Job Retention Scheme'. Today’s 18 to 24-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? 3, including a worse impact on young people living in poverty*, those
with already existing mental health problems® and young Black people® ’.

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 of
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 - education, youth services,
healthcare - which supported young people to develop and flourish and, had their
capacity not been eroded 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?,
including a significant rise in child poverty: 30% of children were living in poverty by

"House of Commons library (2021). Coronavirus Job Retention Scheme: statistics [pdf].

2 University of Oxford (2023). Young people’s mental health deteriorated at greater rate during
the pandemic.

3 Children’s Society (2021). 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.

8 Centre for Mental Health (2021). Young Black men’s mental health during Covid-19 [pdf].

7 Bernard, Claudia, et al (2024). Racially minoritised young people’s experiences of navigating
COVID-19 challenges.

8 British Medical Association (2016). Cutting away at our children’s futures: how austerity is
affecting the health of children, young people and families [pdf].
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2025° 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 - particularly in areas with high
levels of deprivation before 2010™. Much of this increase in poverty is related to
benefit changes imposed by the coalition and conservative governments'; 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 people 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 colleges 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'? 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', 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™, to struggle to heat their homes, are more likely to
be food insecure’, and have lowered their own career aspirations'®, 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.

© Understanding Society (2024). Austerity hit young people’s mental health.

" Child Poverty Action Group (2025). The two-child limit: our position.

2 UNISON (2025). Welfare reforms risk forcing disabled people out of work.

¥ Trades Union Congress (2023). Jobs and pay monitor - young workers.

* Intergenerational Foundation (2025). The Renters’ Rights Bill - a win for younger generations.
'8 British Youth Council (2024). The impact of the cost of living crisis on young people.

'® The Guardian (2023). Young people ditching ambitions over UK cost of living crisis, research
finds.
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young people and especially young Black people'. 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 sustainable start to their working
lives.

7 National Centre for Social Research (2023). Low-income households, young people and
Black people’s financial wellbeing most impacted by cost-of-living crisis.
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1. The need for well-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 2010-11 and 2019-20, funding per student for 16-18-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 services. Research by the Institute for Fiscal Studies shows that colleges “lost
out more than other education sectors” during the 2010s, leaving many institutions in
financial difficulty. By 2022-23 over half of colleges were in deficit, and the sector’s
financial health had “deteriorated sharply” compared to 2010. Recent cuts to the Adult
Skills Fund, that many colleges rely upon for all or substantial elements of their
funding, do not align with the government’s stated ambition around education and
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-
40% in real terms since 2009/10. This means that dedicated professionals who
support learners 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. This is not an isolated case but illustrates a wider problem of
“poverty pay” in the sector. A significant proportion of college support staff -
especially those in outsourced services - are on wages so low that they struggle with
the basics of living. Such conditions 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.

UNISON'’s research includes numerous examples of experienced support staff quitting
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



sector. The consequence is that students lose out on support - 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
cuts and falling pay, FE support staff have been “brought to [their] knees” by overwork
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 erosion of pay and the “postcode lottery” of staff treatment across colleges. In
contrast, national bargaining structures already exist (and succeed) in comparable
sectors: for example, support staff pay is negotiated nationally in Scotland, Wales and
Northern Ireland’s FE sectors, as well as for school support staff and sixth form college
staff. England’s fragmented, college-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 colleges 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 would 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
backgrounds or with additional needs, stay on track. And yet, these roles have too
often been deemed expendable in cost-cutting exercises. UNISON members report
that during college “restructuring” and redundancy rounds, pastoral staff are
frequently targeted, despite the escalating need for their support. This erosion of
support services directly harms young people’s participation and attainment. For
example, a student with learning difficulties might struggle or drop out if a specialist
learning support assistant 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 - in 2023, one in five
children aged 8-16 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,



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
students’ needs go unmet, contributing to absenteeism, dropouts, or failure to
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 families, 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
simply “do not feel able to continue their education”. Colleges are now seeing fewer
students from disadvantaged backgrounds 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 training 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 cannot afford the direct and
indirect costs of education or a training placement without greater support.

UNISON'’s recommendations:

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
different rates. As a baseline, every college should become a Real Living
Wage employer, as is already the case across Scotland and Wales.

The introduction of a duty, with an appropriate funding settlement, for
colleges in England to provide on-site counselling or mental health support
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for students.

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—and to remain in
education.

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

UNISON believes that young people’s participation in higher education has declined as
a result of a combination of financial barriers, structural inequality, and sustained
policy and public narratives that undermine confidence in the higher education system.
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.'® 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 themselves
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.” 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-

'8 Callender, Claire and Mason, Geoff (2017). Does Student Loan Debt Deter Higher Education
Participation? New Evidence from England.
® House of Commons Library (2022). 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.?° 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 support for those most at risk of hardship. We welcome
the government’s commitment to reintroduce maintenance grants, but these must be
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
earnings, while portraying some courses and institutions as “low value™®'. 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.??

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 and
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.

Mental health pressures also play a significant role in young people’s decisions about
higher education. Rising levels of anxiety and poor mental health, combined with
financial stress and academic pressure, make university feel overwhelming for many
prospective students.?® 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
students’ costs.

21 Willetts, David (2025). Are universities worth it? [pdf]

22 Vignoles, Anna (2020). How do we define ‘value’ in higher education?

23 Universities UK (2025). Cost of living crisis: impact on university students.
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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 protections for renters.

According to Ofsted, many young people are making decisions about higher education
without access to high-quality, impartial careers advice.?* 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 participation
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 commitment
to higher education as a public good rather than a private risk.

UNISON’s recommendations:

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.

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.

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.

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.
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safe and supportive learning environment.

Action to address student housing insecurity, including increased supply of
affordable accommodation, stronger regulation of student housing providers,
and improved protections for student renters.

An end to the political and public devaluation of higher education, rejecting
narrow “value for money” narratives based on short-term graduate earnings
and recognising the social, civic, and public service value of all disciplines.

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.




2. The impact of cuts 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
UNISON?%. Freedom of Information (Fol) requests revealed that 1,243 council-run youth
centres across England and Wales were closed between 2010-232°. That’s almost 500
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 voluntary and private sector organisations.

Under the Education Act 1996, councils have a legal duty to “secure, so far as is
reasonably practicable, sufficient provision of educational and recreational leisure-time
activities for young people”, and ensure youngsters shape local services. This youth
services duty previously ensured each generation of Britain’s youngsters, and the staff
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
‘negative situations’ such as crime or antisocial behaviour. Youth workers may often be
‘trusted adults’ for young people, so it is essential that they are drawn from a diverse
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-time degrees but also via ‘on the job’ and modular training?”.

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?.

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). Britain’s lost generation.

27 National Youth Agency (2025). Pathways to practice. [pdf]

28 Frontier Economics & UK Youth (2022). The Economic Value of Youth Work.
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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, it’'s meant the
end of council-run youth services, just when the UK’s youngsters need local leaders
and staff more than ever.

UNISON’s recommendations:

UNISON is calling on the government to give financial settlements to local
authorities that fully fund all locally delivered services without the need for
any more of the deep and damaging cuts that have ravaged the UK’s youth
services. For councils to have 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.

Key to the future is a commitment to rebuild the UK’s crumbling and
devastated youth-service infrastructure. The cuts since 2010 have left vast
areas without any council-run facilities. There’s a real danger this will create a
lost generation of young people isolated from society, vulnerable to
exploitation and, through no fault of their own, unable to contribute to the
wellbeing and future of their communities.

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
professional qualifications. UNISON wants to see youth workers with degree-
level specialist qualifications - but also supports calls for new career
pathways, allowing youth support workers to gain level 6 qualifications via
options like modular and ‘on the job’ training. This would make the
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
fully funded. Academic research, such as the 2023 report ‘Investing in Careers: What
is Career Guidance Worth?’ from the University of Derby?°, 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 amount of time they spend advising each student because schools are unable
to pay for their time. Such practice has seen the mainstreaming of 30 minute ‘Careers
meetings’ with careers advisers, which are inadequate to allow a young person to
access the help they 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
push towards higher education as the school’s preferred route for leavers. This
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.

2% Hooley, Tristram; Percy, C.; Neary, Siobhan (2023). Investing in careers: what is careers
guidance worth?
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UNISON’s recommendations:

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 adequate time for both careers guidance
and work experience planning, ensuring that pupils receive the most from
careers education and that they are not ‘tick box’ exercises, and in this way
NEET can be more effectively prevented.

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.




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

Two important surveys conducted with UNISON’s disabled members 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%° demonstrated that Personal Independence
Payment (PIP) eligibility changes would severely undermine disabled people’s ability to
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.

UNISON’s Employment support for disabled people survey®', 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. UNISON’s survey evidence shows that welfare rules—especially PIP
eligibility changes—could significantly reduce the ability of disabled young people to
work or study.

75%0 of working PIP recipients said losing the daily living component would
affect their ability to work, often meaning they would have to quit altogether.

Many disabled people including young disabled people rely on PIP for travel to
work (60.2%), medication (45.9%), therapies (59.7 %), and essential home
support—all core to maintaining stability for work or learning.

Comments repeatedly show that losing PIP would cause rapid health
deterioration, increased fatigue, flare ups, and mental health crises, making
employment impossible.

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.

In supported accommodation, benefit tapers can make small increases in

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



https://shop.unison.site/content/uploads/2025/10/987-welfare-reform-survey.pdf

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
on taxis or private cars they can’t afford without PIP support. (Employment Support for
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.

A survey of UNISON’s young members in November 20253 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. 75% of UNISON’s young disabled members agreed with
the statement “Public transport needs to be more accessible for disabled people” and
48.8% agreed with the statement “l would use public transport more if my local
services were better”.

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

UNISON’s Employment Support survey shows widespread evidence of attitudinal and
structural barriers. Many respondents described their employer’s “Disability Confident”
status as a tick box exercise, with little real impact on culture or accessibility.

Young workers reported 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 - 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.

UNISON'’s recommendations:

Reform welfare and benefits so that work is safe—not risky—for disabled
young people. Evidence from both UNISON surveys shows that stable,
guaranteed support is the foundation that enables participation. Key actions
include:

0 Protect continuity of PIP/Motability during reviews and appeals so
young people do not lose vehicles, mobility, or support overnight.

0 Reject any proposed PIP eligibility changes which would push large
numbers of working disabled people out of employment entirely (75%
affected).

0 Review harsh tapers in supported accommodation so work and training
leave young people better off, not penalised.

0 Simplify PIP and Motability processes, which young respondents
describe as complex, confusing and inaccessible.

Deliver transport equity for young disabled people. Transport is fundamental
to employment for disabled young workers. Key improvements would be:

0 Youth and disabled concessions for public transport to reduce reliance
on PIP for basic commuting costs.

0 Accessible, reliable and integrated networks, including buses with
consistent coverage, level access, audio/visual announcements, and
working lifts.

0 Devolved transport powers so local authorities can restore routes,
regulate fares, and design networks that meet disabled young people’s
needs.

0 Investment in safe active travel (e.g., protected cycle routes, safe
walking environments), which can open access for some disabled
young people.

Challenge stigma and strengthen employer accountability. Both of UNISON’s
surveys highlight that culture—not just policy—is a major barrier. We suggest:

0 A national campaign showcasing young and disabled workers would
counter stereotypes and normalise disabled youth participation in the
workforce.

0 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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0 Promote and adopt the Disability Employment Charter®?, of which
UNISON was a founder member, which sets clearer standards around
adjustments, inclusion, and anti-discrimination.

0 Do more to require employers to address hidden disabilities,
neurodivergence, fluctuating conditions and sensory needs—not just

visible impairments.

33 Disability Employment Charter
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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 injustice 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
by the Low Pay Commission’s data on coverage®*, showing that 91% of employers pay
above the 18-20-year-old minimum and 84% above the 16-17-year-old minimum.

In 2017 UNISON commissioned research on Young adults and the minimum wage: the
case for lowering age eligibility®s. 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 “increasing the value of youth minimum wages for people under the age of 21in
the UK has not had negative employment effects outside of economic downturns, and
does not affect young people’s educational choices” and that “evidence 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?” It further suggested
that “higher wages could encourage higher labour market participation by young
people in sectors where they are needed, such as social care” and that “paying young
people already in employment the same rates as older workers would bring an end to
‘divisive’ wage policies which could bring many benefits from improved morale, such as
lower turnover and higher productivity”

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® that between 2017/18
and 2023/24:

 Start rates fell by 26%o for under 19s, and by 15% for 19-24-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). Apprenticeship reforms “desperately needed” after failed Tory
era.
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1 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 workers. 1.2 million are
on zero hours contracts across the UK, of which 508,000 are aged 16-243": 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 or ‘gig work’, 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®® . 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
between UNISON and Lancaster University’s Work Foundation found that younger
people (aged 16-24 years) who were in insecure work “were significantly more likely to
feel like they had ‘no choice’ or ‘hardly any choice’ when selecting their job” . 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.

87 Lancaster University Work Foundation (2025). Zero-hour contracts continue to rise as figure
hits 1.2 million.

%8 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 risk insecure
work [pdf]
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UNISON’s recommendations:

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 Low Pay Commission to move faster towards the elimination of these
discriminatory, fundamentally unfair rates.

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.

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 employees.
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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*° 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*' 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*®. The Health Foundation found that “Three in ten young people [...] 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%o respectively). Rates are higher among
those who have an impairment, disability or health condition and among those who
specifically have a mental health condition”**

Impact of work

Nearly 1in 5 (19.8%) of young UNISON members told us their mental health problems
were caused by work and 3 in 5 (59.3%) said they were “related” to work. Stress,
understaffing, poor management and overwork all impacted on their mental health;
over two-thirds (69.6%) of respondents said that they “often feel stressed at work”
and 59.7% agreed with the statement “No matter how hard | work, it's difficult to get
everything done”.

Bullying and discrimination in the workplace also affected young people’s experiences
at work, with 21.6% of young members saying that they had been bullied at work, and
20.6% agreeing that that had “experienced discrimination at work” 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%0) 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.

4 Young Minds (2025). Mental Health Statistics UK.

42 Institute for Employment Studies (2023). Young people’s mental health in the workplace.

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). Young people’s mental health in the 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%0) of UNISON’s young members had ‘regularly’ found it
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 2025%°. 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*® (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 report*’ 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

Lancaster University Work Foundation (2025). Zero-hour contracts continue to rise as figure
hits 1.2 million.
Trades Union Congress (2023). Jobs and pay monitor - young workers.

Mental Health Statistics UK.
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