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We work with young people.  

 

Over the last few years, we’ve noticed a number of trends and issues that increasingly worry 

us. We set these out on the following pages.  

 

At the end, we suggest some things you can do if you’re concerned about these issues too.  
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For six years, the Birmingham Voluntary Youth Sector Network engaged young people and 

youth workers in activities that supported developmental needs and aspirations. 

A large-scale conference with over 200 young people exploring the relationship between 

gangs, guns, and hip hop. 

Series of events and projects that raised awareness of the then under discussed issue of 

young women’s participation in gang crime. 

Delivered participative development sessions to over 850 young people on topics including 

racism, combating religious and cultural intolerance, and conflict resolution. 

An innovative mentoring programme that reached about 100 young people involved with, 

or at risk of becoming involved with, gang crime.  

A consultation with over 450 young Black and minority ethnic young people in Birmingham 

that explored feelings about life, society, and the future.  

 

A snappy little project that promoted apprenticeship places to local Black and minority 

ethnic young people and also encouraged more businesses to offer places.   

Over two years, provided business support to over 100 young entrepreneurs and helped 

30 of them set up an online business.  
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Youth unemployment has averaged over 15% for the past 33 years. 16-24s have the lowest 

employment levels in over 20 years and are three times likelier to be unemployed than the 

rest of the adult population. Unemployment amongst BME 16-24 year olds is even worse – 

27.5%, more than double that of young White British people. 

 

 
 

 

 

There are still 865,000 young people classified as not in education, employment, or training 

(NEET), equivalent to 12% of the 16-24 population. 

 

 
 

 



Missing in Action 

7 

 

Ethnic inequalities in educational attainment remain important but the profile of these 

inequalities has changed dramatically. Over 85% of Chinese pupils get five good GCSEs, 

but only around 59% of Black Caribbean pupils do. White British children from the poorest 

households are now the lowest performing group at age 16. The chart below shows the 

percentage of pupils attaining 5 or more A*-C grades at GCSE by ethnicity in Birmingham 

(which is where we live).

 
 
 

 

Average total debts of young people have grown by more than 200% between 2006 and 

2012. Young people now have an average unsecured debt of £12,215. 
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Almost 340,000 5-10 year-olds have a mental health issue, with young people in the poorest 

households three times more likely to experience mental health problems. The peak onset 

period for mental ill-health is 8-15 years old and more than half of all mental ill-health starts 

before the age of 14. Common disorders such as self-harming and eating disorders are 

increasing but mental health charities report that there is inadequate data to identify specific 

levels of prevalence. The transition from children’s or adolescents’ services to adult mental 

health provision has been likened by some MPs to ‘falling off a cliff edge’ and yet funding for 

young people’s mental health provision is still being cut. 

 

 
 

 

 

Youth services are in crisis. Between April 2010 and April 2016 funding for youth services 

provided by councils and others were cut by £387m. Over 3,650 public sector youth work 

posts were lost. 600 youth centres closed. Almost 139,000 youth service places for young 

people disappeared. These trends are forecast to continue in 2016/17.    

 

       

 

      

 

Source: UNISON 
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What is our work with young people telling us about how they feel, their aspirations, their 

ambitions – their frustrations? We thought we would share some of the lessons emerging 

from our own practical work. 

 

 

Sky-high rents and inadequate housing mean many young people are unable to leave home 

and get on the housing ladder.  

 

In 2015 alone, 1 in 5 20-34 year-olds was forced to move back in with parents or 

grandparents. Amongst graduates aged 22-24 the proportion is even higher, according to 

research by the LSE: around half of all graduates in this age group are now back living in the 

family home.  

 

This is a huge source of tension for both parents and offspring. Parents wonder how long it 

will go on, while young people – saddled with educational debt, unable to make a proper 

start in life, and struggling to find both employment and independent accommodation – feel 

they have not gained the improved prospects and social mobility they were told to expect 

from higher education.  

 

It amounts to a kind of deskilling – a betrayal, some might say. Anyone who’s worked with 

young people will have noticed two common outcomes: 

 there’s a lot of people out there who have to endure some pretty disruptive – and 

damaging – family relationships simply because they’ve got nowhere else to go 

 there’s a big impact on some people’s personal growth. Some of the lessons they most 

need to learn are being shunted ever further back.  

 

(Having said all this, it’s important to note that a lot of people are forced to grow up far too 

quickly. More about this below.) 

 

 

 

In recent years we’ve worked especially hard to give people the skills they need to set up a 

business.  

 

We’ve found that many young people struggled with personal confidence and motivation – 

even some who were best equipped to succeed in starting a new enterprise.  We provided 

mentors for them to work with and this was an enormous help – many said it was the first 

supportive relationship they had had with an adult. But even so, many found it hard to 

maintain motivation. 

 

Why is this? The answer is complex, but part of the reason is that a lot of young people don’t 

have access to strong, diverse social networks. This means they don’t see, on a day-to-day 

basis, people like them who have been through a difficult time but succeeded. This isn’t 
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about ethnicity, but social background: it’s about what’s expected of you and the expectation 

that you can – and will – succeed.  

 

The other consequence of a smaller social network is that some young people haven’t been 

exposed to ideas and opportunities that will help their businesses thrive. For example, we 

mentored a talented young fashion designer who had never been able to go to a fashion 

show. She had never been able to go to any of the places where fashion happens. How was 

she supposed to make connections with people who could help? How was she supposed to 

learn from people who had been there, made mistakes, and now wanted to support the next 

generation?  

 

Too many young people rarely meet people who are not like themselves. We won’t 

sugarcoat this – for some, this is because they find it hard to step outside their comfort 

zones. They have limited horizons but don’t know that they don’t know, so don’t feel the 

need to seek out new perspectives. But others – others are hungry for this. In fact, with 

some of the programmes we’ve run, we’ve found one of the most useful things we can do is 

encourage young people to go to different places, tell them about different kinds of venues, 

challenge them to talk to people they wouldn’t dream are interested in listening to them. In 

short, to take a risk.  

 

 

 

Still on the topic of businesses, it must also be said that if you are young and interested in 

starting a business, now is not a good time to try and find help and support. During the time 

brap has been working on youth enterprise we’ve seen business support for start-ups – and 

especially access to any form of grants – dry up more or less completely. Many Local 

Enterprise Partnerships have little interest in new-starts and even less in youth enterprise, 

being far more interested in what they regard as the economic big-hitters such as bio-tech 

and the auto industry. And given how much business support has previously been EU-

funded, the situation following the Referendum vote is even more uncertain.  

 

On top of that, though, a lot of the provision that used to be available to help young people 

get skills and get work have gone. We’ve quoted figures on page 8 that show the cuts in 

youth services over the last few years. A lot of that support, even if it didn’t directly train 

young people with business and employment skills, nevertheless made a world of difference 

developing their confidence, self-esteem, and belief that someone was looking out for them.  

 

At least, that’s what we always try to do with our programmes.  

 

 

 

If you’ve ever spent five minutes talking to someone who works with young people, you’ll 

know what we’re going to say next: all too often, young people with a business idea think 

they’ll be the next Amazon or Facebook. And who knows – perhaps they will. But the current 

emphasis of reality TV and social media and celebrity culture constantly dramatise success 

but downplay the importance of long-term effort and dedication. The Apprentice isn’t real life. 
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Success is not inevitable. Some people really need a reality-check. Some people need 

support to develop achievable expectations.  

 

We know this isn’t a unique observation. Many organizations have noticed it, including the 

RSA, who have been critical of the glorification of what they call ‘celebreneurs’ (if only we 

could come up with catchy terms like that). Their Manifesto for Youth Enterprise is absolutely 

spot on in calling for a light to be shone on ‘ordinary, everyday entrepreneurs’ that young 

people can relate to more readily and be inspired by. 

 

 

 

If setting up your own business isn’t all it’s cracked up to be, why do so many young people 

still want to become entrepreneurs? 

 

The answer is that, contrary to what the media would have you believe, most young people 

want to work. In part, they’re forced to. They’re in debt and without the money for a house 

deposit: they need to earn. More than that, though, they want to. Most the young people 

we've worked with want to learn new skills, do something productive, start setting 

themselves up for life with a house, family, and some kind of security.  

 

They want to work, then, but there’s one problem. There aren’t the jobs available. And when 

they are available, employers want experience – the old catch 22. (And don’t get us started 

on discrimination in the labour market: applicants with white British-sounding names are still 

29 percentage points more likely to be successful in recruitment than those with names 

associated with other ethnic groups.) So in many ways setting up your own business is a 

natural step for someone who hopes for a better future but for whom the opportunities just 

aren’t there. In fact, this is why we’re often quite pleased if someone drops out of one of our 

business development programmes because they’ve found full-time work. For some, being 

an entrepreneur is the dream; but for many others it’s an alternative to having secure, paid 

employment. (Incidentally, this is also why we, like many other organisations, have to two 

sets of project goals: what participants want and what funders have paid for. Sorry, funders, 

but you know it’s true.) 

 

 

 

The shorthand of ‘hard-to-reach’ has become a bit of a cliché but there is some truth in it. 

 

Anyone who has been active in providing services or programmes for young people, women, 

BME groups, or other disadvantaged people will understand the difficulties inherent in 

ensuring that what is provided reaches the right people. Those who are least connected, 

who are most excluded, whose personal circumstances are the most difficult, are typically 

the least likely to take advantage of a new project or service that can help them. Often, these 

groups do not engage because fundamentally they don’t believe – perhaps correctly – that 

anyone really wants to give them an opportunity. 
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In recent years the government, instead of trying to address this issue, has instead focused 

on high-profile ‘youth initiatives’ that in our view been fundamentally misguided.  

 

They have been glitzy, PR-friendly programmes designed more for how well they play on 

social media than for any lasting, long-term benefit they might offer to the most 

disadvantaged young people. To be blunt, we’re tired of leadership programmes for people 

who would have succeeded anyway. We’re tired of projects where everyone is ‘amazing’ 

and does ‘life-changing’ things.  

 

We don’t deny that these things are possible, but they are the exception rather than the rule. 

Real change generally requires much harder work. Too many of the recent initiatives that we 

have seen talk up the success of those who were most likely to achieve it in the first place. 

Whatever happened to real youth work, to real support, to community-based, grassroots 

projects designed to provide opportunities for those who most need them and who are 

currently most excluded from them? 

 

 

 

We need a conversation about what ‘youth’ means. Our own work has borne this out. The 

fact is, the problems once associated with those, say, in their twenties now persist into the 

mid-30s age group and beyond. Young people under 34 now face the worst economic 

prospects for several generations and their lives have got worse over the past five years. 

They have suffered the biggest drop in income and employment and now face higher 

barriers to achieving economic independence and success than five years ago. Why should 

they be excluded from some of the best projects around? 
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The crisis in youth provision – although now more pronounced than has been the case for 

decades – is not new. Services have been failing young people for years – and the appalling 

thing is, if you were a teenager failed by youth services during, say, the late-90s or early-

2000s, you are now excluded from the majority of youth programmes because you are too 

old! 

 

So let’s face it: it isn’t evidence that’s lacking – it’s action. 

 

We think the biggest problem is that too much of what passes for ‘youth provision’ is either 

mistimed, misjudged, or too lacking in ambition to really make a difference across all of the 

issues that have an impact on young lives. It takes more than 12 weeks to build a future. 

Policy and funding have to reflect this.  

 

Equally, though, we can’t carry on tinkering with youth provision in the hope we stumble on 

the right combination of services and activities. For a young person the opportunity cost is 

too great. At the moment, we too often fire people up, give them a glimpse of something 

else, suggest there are possibilities out there they haven’t considered – and then drop them 

because the project is over. This doesn’t help and wastes everyone’s time.  

 

So we have to get this right.  

 

There’s another reason too. The Is Britain Fairer? Report (written by the Equality and 

Human Rights Commission (EHRC)) identifies a number of priorities for action in unequal 

Britain. And while not talking specifically about young people, it is significant that seven of 

the eight priorities it identifies can all be said to apply particularly to what we should be trying 

to achieve for young people: 

1. raise standards and close attainment gaps in education 

2. encourage fair recruitment, development and reward in employment 

3. support improved living conditions in cohesive communities 

4. encourage democratic participation and ensure access to justice 

5. improve access to mental health services and support for those experiencing (or at 

risk of experiencing) poor mental health 

6. prevent abuse, neglect and ill-treatment in care and detention 

7. tackle targeted harassment and abuse of people who share particular protected 

characteristics 

 

The most important message to take away from this, we believe, is that the evidence now 

overwhelmingly indicates that inequality in Britain is increasingly a ‘youth issue’. 

 

We know that in the current funding climate things are extremely difficult and that many of 

the third sector providers expected to fill the gaps in youth provision now lack the capacity to 
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do so. But we offer the following suggestions – some guiding principles, if you like – that can 

be built into existing services, considered when writing new proposals, or that existing 

providers can be encouraged to adopt. 

 

 

Effective provision is long term. It takes time to identify those who most need help, 

to develop trust, generate motivation, and overcome cynicism – but this is what is 

required if programmes are to have a genuine chance of helping people move 

their lives forward. Programmes should also recognise they don’t work in a 

vacuum: often the problem lies not with young people, but with the way society 

works. So if we’re spending buckets of cash developing young people’s skills and 

giving them mentors, for example, let’s also spend some time working with 

employers to tackle ageism, postcodism, and other forms of discrimination. Joined 

upness is the way forward.   

  

 

There is a pressing need to understand the net worth of programmes. What 

works? What doesn’t? Programmes are happening – and finishing – so quickly 

that there is little chance to take an overview of what is being achieved. 

Sometimes we’re so caught up in delivering outputs that we fail to notice the other 

outcomes that are being achieved – sometimes the most powerful thing a 

programme can do is to simply say to someone, ‘you’re worth investing in, 

whatever you might achieve’. 

  

 

Young people don't automatically become independent adults, especially when 

we ensure their world is complex and challenging. Many young people have told 

us they wish they’d been given more support with the basics – things like money 

management, healthy cooking, and time management – and many parents and 

teachers tell us that they too need more support and don't always have the 

resources or skills they need to help young people develop their independence. 

  

 

Programme delivery models need to reflect the changing circumstances we are 

living in. ‘Youth programmes’ should routinely extend not just to 30 but even to 35. 

This is real-world result of the sort of ‘delayed independence’ mentioned earlier. It 

also reflects current thinking by EHRC and the practical experience of 

organisations working in the field. Funders need to catch up. 
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Enterprise has a strong role to play in personal development but we should also 

challenge the view that everyone can be an entrepreneur. Sometimes what young 

people need most is greater exposure to work and the world of work – they don’t 

know what’s out there. 

  

  

 

We need a new coalition of organisations committed to working together to 

address the current crisis for young people. More needs to be done than can be 

achieved by any single organisation. We need joint working across and between 

organisations. We need more joined up, collaborative programmes that seek to do 

things in a more integrated way. 

  

  

 

We need to do more to address poverty. We have soaring levels of child poverty 

in Birmingham and the city is rapidly turning into a low wage economy, especially 

for young people. You can help. The National Living Wage is a start – but it must 

apply to all ages, not just the 25s and over. You could also follow the city council’s 

lead and become a Living Wage employer. 

  

 

Employers need to become aware of bias and how it plays out in the recruitment 

process. A lot of law firms now apply some form of blind and/or contextual 

recruitment. If you don’t know what these terms mean, commit to finding out. If 

you do know, commit to finding out if they’d work for your organisation. 

  

  

  

 

Training, work placements, proper, paid internships – all of these measures can 

play a part, but they must be meaningful, they must offer real exposure in roles 

that are commensurate with young people’s skills, ambitions and aspirations, and 

they must lead to jobs. 
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Young people, you’re not off the hook. You’ve got a massive role to play in 

combating the negative stereotypes about you in the media (have you seen what 

they’re saying?). Many young people also need to examine the prejudices they 

have about their peers. Being young and growing up in a multicultural city doesn’t 

mean you’re automatically comfortable with diversity. It’s something that has to be 

worked on. It’s not always easy, but the skills it gives you – hearing people out, 

being able to resolve conflict, being able to empathise with someone else – these 

are skills that will set you up for the rest of your life. 

 

 

 

 

We hope this gives you some ideas about what your organisation can do, the areas you can 

get involved in, the points at which you can exert pressure for change. 

 

Just because successive government appear not to care doesn’t mean that no one does. 

There are funders out there who would be responsive to new bids for fresh, innovative, 

joined-up programmes. And increasingly private sector companies, philanthropists and 

independent foundations are stepping in to fund youth programmes that they see have the 

potential for real success.  

 

We can’t change everything overnight, but the time has arrived when we must think bigger 

and more ambitiously. We must also be more honest about the limitations of what we may 

currently be doing – our eyes more open to the things our activities are failing to change or 

have an impact on. 

 

The answers are not simple, but the case for doing more, and better, and working more 

collaboratively is clear. Are you in? 
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Youth unemployment: see http://www.tradingeconomics.com/united-kingdom/youth-unemployment-rate for 

historical ONS data and The Guardian https://www.theguardian.com/society/2015/feb/22/youth-unemployment-

jobless-figure. The Damage: A Future at Risk – Cuts to Youth Services, UNISON (n/d but 2016 research): 

https://www.unison.org.uk/content/uploads/2016/08/23996.pdf. NEETs: ONS: http://bit.ly/2btOw67; and The 

Guardian: https://www.theguardian.com/news/datablog/2011/feb/24/neets-statistics. Education:   

Education Select Committee: Underachievement in Education by White Working Class Children: First Report of 

Session 2014-15 http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201415/cmselect/cmeduc/142/142.pdf and BBC 

reports: http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/education-27886925. Debt: see https://www.citizensadvice.org.uk/about-

us/how-citizens-advice-works/media/press-releases/soaring-debts-trapping-young-generation-in-financial-

difficulty/. Mental health: Association for Young People’s Health, ibid., http://bit.ly/2c3UJDU; House of Commons 

Health Committee, Children’s and adolescents’ mental health and CAMHS: Third Report of Session 2014–15 

http://bit.ly/1x2RAdG; and Youth Select Committee 2015: Young People's Mental Health (British Youth Council) 

http://bit.ly/2c7GyN0. ChildLine: https://www.nspcc.org.uk/fighting-for-childhood/news-opinion/mental-health-

problems-most-common-reason-contact-childline/. Youth provision: The Damage: A Future at Risk – Cuts to 

Youth Services, UNISON (n/d but 2016 research): https://www.unison.org.uk/content/uploads/2016/08/23996.pdf. 

Also see the findings from our engagement with 450 young people in Birmingham, A line in the Sand, which is 

available from our website. Obviously. 
 

 

https://www.unison.org.uk/content/uploads/2016/08/23996.pdf
https://www.theguardian.com/news/datablog/2011/feb/24/neets-statistics
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/education-27886925
https://www.citizensadvice.org.uk/about-us/how-citizens-advice-works/media/press-releases/soaring-debts-trapping-young-generation-in-financial-difficulty/
https://www.citizensadvice.org.uk/about-us/how-citizens-advice-works/media/press-releases/soaring-debts-trapping-young-generation-in-financial-difficulty/
https://www.citizensadvice.org.uk/about-us/how-citizens-advice-works/media/press-releases/soaring-debts-trapping-young-generation-in-financial-difficulty/
http://bit.ly/2c7GyN0
https://www.nspcc.org.uk/fighting-for-childhood/news-opinion/mental-health-problems-most-common-reason-contact-childline/
https://www.nspcc.org.uk/fighting-for-childhood/news-opinion/mental-health-problems-most-common-reason-contact-childline/
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brap is transforming the way we think and do equality. We support organisations, communities, and 

cities with meaningful approaches to learning, change, research, and engagement. We are a partner 

and friend to anyone who believes in the rights and potential of all human beings. 
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