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A million young people aren’t in a job or training. Britain has a problem

Almost a million young people are not in education, employment or training. Employers are freezing their hiring plans. Unemployment is at a four-year high. Not all is right in the UK jobs market, and the outlook is getting worse. Typically, it takes a full-blown recession to spark the type of growth in unemployment that Britain is witnessing today. About 100,000 jobs have been lost from company payrolls in the past year, and the official jobless rate has hit 4.8%, up from 4.1% a year earlier. More than 9 million working-age adults are neither in employment nor looking for a job. But while this alone ought to be worrying enough, underneath these headline statistics are two troubling trends: a dramatic increase in youth unemployment and rising levels of ill health.
This week the government will respond. Sir Charlie Mayfield, a former chair of John Lewis, is expected to publish his Keep Britain Working review, outlining his recommendations for the government and business to do more to tackle rising levels of worklessness. Commissioned by ministers last year, Mayfield believes businesses must do significantly more to help people with work-limiting health conditions and those with disabilities. Support for mental health in particular is key. “This issue is a nasty one,” Mayfield told me recently at Labour’s party conference in Liverpool. “There is a tremendous opportunity to do better. “It is absolutely huge in the context of what it means for those people individually, in terms of what it means for the productive capacity that is not then available to the economy, and therefore the implications that has for growth.” As many as one in five working-age adults across the country are either not in employment or currently seeking a job, a position statisticians describe as “economically inactive”. For almost 3 million, the main reason is long-term ill-health, which is near to its highest level on record.

Separate analysis published this week by the TUC shows that unemployment for people with disabilities has jumped to the highest rate since before the Covid pandemic, and stands at more than double that of the rate for non-disabled people. With the Mayfield review, the TUC chief, Paul Nowak, believes Labour has an opportunity to turn the page on a decade of Tory neglect of disabled workers. But it will require ministers to take action. “Our employment system is failing disabled people,” he said. “We can’t carry on as we are.” The big question is how to respond. Who is best placed to help young people, and those with health conditions, to get on in the world of work?

Ahead of Rachel Reeves’s budget, business leaders have made clear that their capacity to do much more is at breaking point. But with the public finances in a tight spot, the government, too, has limited room for manoeuvre. On 26 November, the chancellor will be expected to flesh out her promise of a “youth guarantee”, announced at Labour’s annual conference in Liverpool. Investment in skills, training, apprenticeships and further eduction will also be key. The TUC is warning Reeves against taking a renewed shot at cutting disability benefits, urging her to reform the Access to Work scheme, and to raise statutory sick pay. Getting more people into work would be a much better way to cut spending on benefits. It would also benefit the economy: if the UK matched the lowest Neet rate among OECD countries, that could deliver a boost to the economy of £69bn.
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