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Foreword
The health of its young people is one of the biggest assets a country holds, 
determining its future wellbeing, costs and productivity. It forms the  
basis for the health of democracy, the economy and shapes the social fabric.  
For governments across the world, the stewardship of this asset needs  
to be a priority — any erosion is a major risk.

The gains made in young people’s health over the last few decades in the UK, 
specifically from the investment in early years, was the starting point for the 
Health Foundation’s Young people’s future health inquiry.

The inquiry’s first phase of research and engagement — described in our  
first report Listening to our future — found that while these gains are significant,  
other factors and experiences pose risks to young people’s safe and healthy 
transition to adulthood. 

Many of these experiences are shaped by the places young people grow up: 
economy and opportunities, community and the availability of public services 
affect their life chances. 

Over the past six months, we’ve visited five very different places and engaged 
with both young people and the people responsible for local systems and services 
to gain an understanding of growing up in the UK in the 2010s. Place may  
not be an absolute determinant of outcomes, but it still profoundly shapes 
experience, expectation and opportunity, and has implications for long-term 
health and wellbeing. 

What we found tells a story of young people forging their own paths in creative 
and mutually supportive ways. But it also tells a much less comfortable 
story — young people profoundly affected by the nature of their local economy, 
housing and labour markets, and by the strength of the social fabric around them.  
It describes a sense of insecurity and lack of confidence, and shows that many  
of the protective factors that are so important for future health are missing.  
In many cases, this weakens resilience to inevitable shocks and setbacks, as well  
as jeopardising their long-term health. 

The young people we met were proud of their home towns and strongly 
identified with them. Yet, they were all too aware that their life chances  
were determined by both the community and economy of these places. 

That should be a major concern for us all.  We should worry as if our future 
depends upon it. Because it does. 

Julia Unwin — Strategic adviser to the Young people’s future health inquiry
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Introduction
Between the ages of 12 and 24, young people go through life-defining 
experiences and changes. Most aim to move through education into 
employment, become independent and leave home, and it is also a time  
for forging key relationships and lifelong connections with friends,  
family and community.

These milestones have been largely the same across recent generations.  
But today’s young people face unique opportunities and challenges compared  
to their parents and carers, and from those they imagined themselves to be  
facing during their teenage years. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

This matters because these building blocks — a place to call home, secure and 
rewarding work, and supportive relationships with friends, family and 
community — are the foundations of a healthy life. And there is strong evidence 
that health inequalities are largely determined by inequalities in these areas — the 
social determinants of health.1 So, while young people are preparing for adult 
life, they are also building the foundations for their future health. Young  
people’s future health isn’t simply their own concern, it is also one of society’s 
most valuable assets.

This report is the second from the Young people’s future health inquiry and 
outlines the findings from site visits to five places across the UK. In each location, 
the inquiry team listened to the perspectives of both a mix of young people  
who lived there and the people who work in organisations to support them. 

Good  
quality work

Stable relationships  
and good  

self-esteem
Housing
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About the inquiry

The Health Foundation’s Young people’s future health inquiry is a first-of-its-
kind research and engagement project that aims to build an understanding of the 
influences affecting the future health of young people.

The two-year inquiry began in 2017 and aims to discover:

— whether young people currently have the building blocks for a healthy future 
— what support and opportunities young people need to secure them 
— the main issues that young people face as they become adults 
— what this means for their future health and for society more generally. 

The inquiry started with an engagement exercise, published in the Listening  
to our future report. The findings from the engagement work informed both  
a research programme run by the Association for Young People’s Health  
and the University College London Institute of Child Health and these site  
visits. The inquiry will conclude with policy analysis and development  
of recommendations in 2019. 
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The ‘assets’ needed  
      for a healthy life 

In the first phase of work, the Health Foundation identified the factors and 
influences that young people felt that helped or hindered their transition  
to adulthood. Over 80 young people, aged between 22 – 26, participated in five 
engagement workshops across the UK. From these workshops, four assets  
were identified as central to their current life experiences.  

Right skills and qualifications: whether they had gained  
the academic or technical qualifications needed to pursue their  
preferred career. 

Personal connections: whether they had confidence in themselves and access 
to social networks or mentors* able to offer them appropriate advice and 
guidance on navigating the adult world. 

Financial and practical support: direct financial support from their parents or 
carers, such as being able to live at home at no cost as well as practical assistance, 
including help with childcare. 

Emotional support: having someone to talk to, be open and honest with and 
who supports their goals in life. This could include parents or carers, partners  
and friends, as well as mentors. 

The initial engagement work showed that not all young people have these assets 
and whether or not they have them leads to particular patterns of experience, 
with some experiences reinforcing each other, and a number of broad groups 
emerging. For more information, see the Listening to our future report and  
the joint Health Foundation and Association for Young People’s Health working 
paper.2 A subsequent literature review supports the importance of these assets  
in providing young people with the best opportunity for a healthy life. 

In addition to these four assets, the housing and labour markets were repeatedly 
identified as external factors that affect their chances of a healthy future.3 

* Mentors here refers to any adult who is not a family member or partner.  Mentors could  
be teachers, tutors, youth leaders, parents of friends or any other trusted adult.
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Bradford

Denbighshire

Lisburn

North Ayrshire

Bristol

The purpose  
      of the site visits 

Having established the factors critical to supporting young people’s transition 
into adulthood during the engagement work, the next stage of the inquiry  
was to understand how these factors were experienced by young people in their 
day-to-day life, in order to inform the areas of further policy analysis.  
We wanted to understand: 

— are young people across the UK able to access the four assets? 
— if so, what are the opportunities and conditions that enable to access them?  
— if not, what is getting in the way? 

The insights from this exercise will now inform the areas of further policy analysis.

 
We designed a programme to explore these questions in  
five places across the UK. Site visits took place between June  
and October 2018 in:
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Five sites were chosen from rural, sparsely populated areas to inner city, 
ethnically-diverse areas. One site was chosen in each of northern England, 
southern England, Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland. While the process  
was data driven, sites not intended to be fully representative of the UK;  
instead the aim was to generate qualitative information about how places shaped 
young people’s lives and their transition to adulthood from a sufficiently  
diverse range of perspectives.

Peer researchers: 10 –15 local young people aged 14 – 24 were recruited in each 
area, trained and supported to become peer researchers.

Ahead of each individual visit:

—  8 –10 youth-led peer research workshops too place in schools and youth 
services in each place involving around 120 young people aged 14 – 24.  
They aimed to gather their experiences of developing the four assets.

—  8 –15 telephone interviews with members of the community, usually local 
leaders or services, who shape the experience of young people in that place.

Each visit involved a youth-led tour, a visit to a youth-focused service and  
a four-hour facilitated meeting at which findings were presented and young 
people and members of the community met to debate and identify opportunities 
to improve young people’s experiences.

All materials were then reviewed for common themes for further consideration 
by the inquiry.  

Methodology 

Methodology



11 A place to growMethodology

five sites chosen

youth-led peer 
research workshops

workshops with young people 
and members of community

phone interviews with 
members of the community

youth-led tours of sites

visits to youth 
focused services

Methodology 

More details on the methodology can be found in the appendix.
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Emerging themes 
Each place has specific local cultural, historical, economic influences shaping 
young people’s lives, as well as very different patterns of services. This means 
that the priorities for action, and how these could and would be addressed, 
varied. Nevertheless, across the five places, there were common themes, 
generally reflecting wider societal trends or national policies and how they play 
out in young people’s lives. These were:

 
 
 
Location and identity: the power of place.

 
 
 
Families and place: a changing support system. 

 
 
 
Education and employment: developing  
the whole person and every person. 
 

Youth services and opportunities: creating potential.

 
 
 
Transport: connecting places and people. 
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Location and identity: 
        the power of place

Place matters to young people. Where someone is from shapes who they 
 are in many ways: through the opportunities available, the culture of the place, 
the family and other networks around them and the level of belonging.

While some may argue that policy action over the last two decades and broader 
societal change has lessened the implications of place, our visits showed 
something different. Despite many UK-wide standards for service delivery,  
and approaches to resource allocation aiming to smooth out differences in 
outcomes — for instance in education and health — there is still wide variation  
in what is available. It has also been suggested that young people with high  
levels of digital engagement and access to global information and entertainment 
are perhaps less rooted in their birthplaces than once might have been the  
case, yet place clearly still has an impact on identity.  
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Each of the visits uncovered a strong sense of place, shaping the young people’s 
identity and how they described themselves. Access to the four assets varied  
in each location, both through the opportunities available to young people and  
in the relationships they could form.

Location and identity: the power of place

Local perspectives
Pride, difference and belonging

Young people frequently referenced the neighbourhood they were from, either 
naming their housing estate, village or suburb and explaining the key features  
of that area. In Bradford, the young people strongly identified themselves with 
the geographic area covered by their postcode, using it as a shorthand to tell  
us about their ethnic background. 

‘I’m BD9 me’  peer researcher, Bradford

Some of the young people could articulate stories from their community history, 
showing us historic sites and memorials, sometimes with associated pride and, 
on other occasions, with mixed or difficult feelings about what had taken place.

They voiced the way experiences in their own neighbourhood differed  
from those of  the other young people that took part in the project. There was  
a clear sense of feeling safe within their own communities but not in other 
communities — even if they were home to other young people in the group.  
This reflected different community demographics and whether young people 
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‘I was surprised doing the workshops.  The young people  
from Clifton said that Easton wasn’t safe. I’m from Easton  

and I know that I am safe there, so it was strange hearing 
about how others don’t feel safe.’  peer researcher, Bradford

‘That estate… I wouldn’t go there’  peer researcher, Lisburn

Importance was also placed on spaces that helped different communities to come 
together and mix, which was commonly the city centre.

felt they ‘belonged’ or safe in a neighbourhood that was predominately from 
another demographic.

‘Things like the mirrorpool in the centre of Bradford has 
brought people together and creates a good will 

feeling — families come to paddle.’  organisation, Bradford

The young people told us that they valued meeting young people from different 
economic and ethnic backgrounds or from different locations through the 
research process. Many were aware of the community divisions but wanted  
to reach across these divides. Some were already able to do this via the groups  
and opportunities they took part in outside of school. Others felt that they  
were only able to mix with other young people like them and were keen to  
learn more about their peers.

‘I would never have met someone like her if I hadn’t done this’   
peer researcher, Lisburn  

Impact of economic opportunity and of service provision

The places we visited had very different opportunities available to young people, 
for example those with thriving economies were able to offer more diverse career 
prospects. This often affected how the young people spoke about the places  
they were from — those with the most opportunities spoke with the most pride, 
those with the least often used more negative terminology.

Location and identity: the power of place
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‘This is a great place to live with different ethnicities, and all types  
of people, shops and activities.’  workshop participant, Bristol

‘I want to get out of there. It is a lovely place to retire  
but it is hard to grow up there.’  peer researcher, Denbighshire 

The impact of very different levels of service provision was visible. In some places, 
services once used by the young people had closed, or were no longer available at  
the times they needed them. This material difference in terms of education and 
health services, as well as youth services, was important in shaping their experience. 

‘People applied for A-Levels at the college, then it was  
shut down’  workshop participant, Denbighshire

‘[A&E] isn’t open after eight o’clock. If you have trouble overnight  
you have to go to Belfast, or sort yourself out’  peer researcher, Lisburn 

‘Do they care?’ — young people’s feelings towards local provision

The extent to which young people felt valued in the places they lived in  
was influenced by several factors. Often it was shaped by whether they felt  
that there were places or opportunities for them within their community,  
or whether these places and services were being maintained and prioritised. 

‘The new skatepark isn’t as good. It is smaller, so it isn’t as safe.  
People injure themselves all the time.’  peer researcher, Denbighshire

A consistent concern voiced by the young people was the use of public spaces, 
like parks and streets, for drinking or drug taking — places they’d like to  
use recreationally but felt were too unsafe. They saw this loss of safe spaces  
as a reflection of the low value placed on them and their needs, and were  
keen that something should be done.

‘You can smell the weed and you can see the police right there,  
they aren’t doing anything’  workshop participant, Bristol

Across each location, there was a sense that the young people could adopt  
and embody the characteristics associated with their place. For example,  
in Bradford the young people were proud of their city, but they communicated  
a sense that it was looked down on by the wider area, and that this had an  
impact on their view of themselves.
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Where young people were actively involved in shaping their community they 
had a real sense of pride in the place. In North Ayrshire, there was an active  
youth engagement programme as part of the council’s approach to community 
planning and the young people involved expressed strong connections  
to their local place. Others involved in shaping a local youth activity project  
in Denbighshire talked about the sense of belonging that the project gave  
them and their ambitions to spread this.  

‘This is the first one here, but we want every town in North Wales  
to be able to have a project like this one.’  peer researcher, Denbighshire

All the young people communicated passion for their places and a desire  
to make them better. A number told us this was their main reason for getting 
involved in the inquiry.

‘People say negative things about here but it is still our home,  
and we need to make it better.’  peer researcher, Lisburn 

As a refuge or as a springboard

A large proportion of the young people who took part expressed a wish to build 
their future in their local area. This was apparent regardless of the employment 
and education opportunities available and appeared to stem largely from  
the family and community networks they had, security and a sense of safety,  
loyalty and belonging. It may also have reflected an unease with the thought  
of moving away. 

Location and identity: the power of place

‘They think Bradford is looked down on by Yorkshire… [and 
they] believed that if they put on their application form  

that they lived in Bradford then they wouldn’t get a place  
at [their] university of choice.’  organisation, Bradford

‘One word to sum up Bristol? Home’   
workshop participant, Bristol
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‘Young people go to university from here and don’t come back.   
This impacts the greater feel good.’  organisation, Lisburn

The sense of belonging felt for their wider community was important and often 
associated with a local organisation or institution. Faith-based organisations, 
community organisations and other opportunities that brought people together 
were often expressly described as providing emotional, financial and practical 
support for young people.  

Location and identity: the power of place

Young people recognised the difference the local housing context could make  
to their ability to build a future in their home town. Many talked about whether 
they were likely to be able to afford housing in the future and how this shaped 
their sense of whether they would be able to stay. Some who were keen to  
stay in the areas they grew up felt that this would be unachievable as housing  
had become so unaffordable.

‘We have the most affordable houses in the country here.  
That is the statistic.’  peer researcher, North Ayrshire

‘The prices there now… I can’t afford to live where I grew up’   
peer researcher, Bradford

The local leaders the inquiry interviewed often described their responsibility  
to equip young people with the skills and qualifications they need to make the 
choice between whether to stay or leave and also soft skills, such as confidence. 
However, the consequences of young people leaving and not coming back  
was not lost on them.

‘[This is a] place where you can start anywhere and go everywhere… 
if we collectively enable young people to enter adulthood  
brim-full of confidence, optimism and skills to navigate adult life,  
I could die happy.’  organisation, Bradford

‘I think I’ll have to end up leaving here to get a real job 
eventually’  peer researcher, North Ayrshire

‘If they stay and thrive that is a success. If we equip them to 
be able to go somewhere else and thrive that is a success.’   

organisation, North Ayrshire
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‘Communities with similar income support each  
other and chip in if someone needs something.’  

workshop participant, Bradford

Location and identity: the power of place

‘Church is a huge emotional safety net for me because I have hundreds  
of people I can go to for emotional support, and it’s local. I don’t have  
to travel far to find the help’  workshop participant, Bristol

The national picture
The importance of placed-based approaches to meeting people’s needs and 
supporting their wellbeing is being increasingly recognised in policymaking.4, 5, 6 
This reflects an increasing understanding of how important place is to wellbeing. 
For young people specifically, research has found that feeling safe walking in 
their area after dark, liking their neighbourhood and feeling a sense of belonging 
are specifically associated with higher wellbeing.7   

While Office for National Statistics (ONS) data show that around two-thirds  
of people feel that they strongly belong to their local neighbourhood,8  
the importance of place — and what makes it important — varies as we age.  
Data suggests that younger people feel broadly less connected to their place  
than older people do: approximately half of young people aged 16 – 24 still  
say that they feel they belong strongly or fairly strongly to their neighbourhood, 
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compared to around three-quarters of people older than 65.7 But this doesn’t 
mean young people lack loyalty or commitment to the places they live: other 
ONS data shows that 60% of 18 to 24-year-olds feel that people where they  
live are willing to help their neighbours,9 not dissimilar to the 70% reported 
across the age bands. 

Place is additionally important for young people as it is not only the place  
that they currently live, but it will also become the place that they are from,  
their ‘childhood home’, with the associated emotional connections this  
brings. A poll in 2016 found that nearly half of all people in the UK currently  
live near to their childhood home, with quality of life and proximity to family 
and friends cited by participants as key reasons for this.10 

Polling conducted for this report suggested that 43% of 17 to 18 year olds plan  
to leave their home towns, with 30% suggesting lack of job opportunities in  
their chosen field are motivating this move. However, 82% say they will miss 
being near to their family, friends and support networks.

The movement of young people away from the communities where they grew 
up may also be a factor in other studies that have profiled young renters in  
work as some of the loneliest in society, in part because this group lack a strong 
sense of belonging to their neighbourhood.11

In addition to the influence of the labour market, the impact of changes in 
universal service provision across the UK, is also having a less visible effect on 
young people. 15 to 24-year-olds in England, and Northern Ireland use libraries 
more than other age groups,12 but the hours that libraries are open have reduced 
in recent years.13 Young people are more likely to use parks more often  
than older age groups14 but budgets are declining and facilities are ageing.15 
Young people who participate in sport are more likely to have high levels  
of happiness, and less likely to have lower levels of happiness, than those  
who did not,16 a factor that can easily be ignored in a time of cuts to sports  
and leisure facilities.16 

It has also been suggested that the social fabric in many localities is in decline,  
as regular church attendance and membership of voluntary organisations 
decreases.17 While there is still some civic engagement across the population,  
just over one-third of people provide nearly 80% of participation in civic 
associations and 90% of volunteering hours.18 This third are most likely to live  
in the least deprived parts of the country.18 In turn, there is concern that 
inequality could be exacerbated, with more prosperous communities better 
placed to organise themselves to respond to community matters.

Location and identity: the power of place
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Why this is important to the assets  
required for a healthy future

 
The site visits showed that young people’s opportunities to access the four  
assets were heavily shaped by the place they lived. While emotional support 
largely starts with family, the opportunities offered to young people from 
voluntary or statutory organisations have a critical role in filling gaps and 
providing alternative sources of emotional support when needed. Furthermore, 
the prevailing culture in communities and neighbourhoods can shape how 
emotional support is sought, offered and accepted.

Opportunities to gain skills and qualifications are a direct consequence of the 
schools and colleges available. However, many valuable soft skills are acquired  
by engaging in community-based activities or connecting with local businesses. 
The personal connections young people can make are inherently rooted  
in the community they grow up in and the organisations that are there to  
support them. Finally, the practical, sometimes financial, support that strong 
communities offer young people as they grow up can make the difference 
between opportunities remaining aspirational or being instrumental in fulfilling 
young people’s potential. 
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 Families and place:  
a changing  
    support system

The family into which they are born and raised has a major role in shaping young 
people’s life experience, preparing them for adulthood and building resilience 
and capability. The role of extended families of grandparents, cousins, aunts,  
and uncles, as well as friends, neighbours and the wider community, can be just 
as important as their immediate family. The site visits illuminated a range  
of different circumstances, patterns of family life and varying strengths of social 
fabric around families. 

While the methodology used in the site visits meant that the final presentations 
focused on the role local leaders could play, many young people in the 
workshops emphasised their families as sources of emotional, financial and 
practical support, as well as sources of personal connections. They reflected  
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on a range of family relationships: often it was about the reliance on family  
as a core source of emotional support, but some also wanted to protect their 
already hard-pressed parents from their own challenges. Others who had 
fractured relationships with immediate families members found their extended 
families, and adults working in youth services, to be critical sources of support.  

Several young people had family responsibilities, mainly as parents themselves 
but some with caring responsibilities for siblings or their parents. 

 

Families and place: a changing support system

Local perspectives
The role of family and wider society

The importance of the role of family in supporting young people to prepare 
themselves for adult life, such as in developing the skills to live independently, 
was widely felt. However, there was concern from young people and particularly 
from local organisations, that not all could rely on their families and social 
networks to deliver this.

‘Like cooking, I learnt cooking from my mum, but not everyone’s mum  
is gonna teach them how to cook’  workshop participant, Bristol
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‘If you’re from a poorer background you don’t necessarily 
have the luxury of having spare time to be able  

to go to groups and extra things’  workshop participant,  
North Ayrshire

Families and place: a changing support system

Young people’s aspirations also emerged largely from their family environments. 
We heard uplifting stories of young people inspired to take different routes 
because of encouragement from their family members. Conversely, some 
organisations told us of young people coming from a family culture that did not 
value work. Some families were very proactive in seizing opportunities on offer, 
particularly when they were designed to reach less advantaged groups. 

‘My mum is really proud of me. She wants me to get out there and  
show what Pakistani women are capable of.’  peer researcher, Bristol

‘We do work with some families where no one has had a job, so they  
don’t support their children in looking for a job’  organisation, Lisburn 

However, young people told the inquiry their options were expanded  
or limited by the wealth, knowledge, skills and connections of their families. 
Organisations and young people both recognise that those from wealthier 
backgrounds have greater access to volunteering and work experience 
opportunities. They also identified how divisions between communities  
with different ethnic or cultural backgrounds limited who a young person  
could approach for advice or connections.

‘My parents encourage me to save money every week to  
my bank account, and use my Saturday job to save up. 

Once you’ve seen people struggle you don’t want the same 
[for your children]’  workshop participant, North Ayrshire

‘I could ask anyone in my community.  If I wanted to run a restaurant  
there would be so many people who would be able to help me.  I want  
to be a lawyer though.’  peer researcher, Bradford

While the importance of familial and social connections in providing emotional 
support was evident, there was less of a clear role for formal services.  
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‘Mum, youth club and parents are all emotional support’    
workshop participant, Bradford

However, there was recognition that not all young people have trusted sources  
of emotional support, particularly some young men. Some participants at our 
workshops described having no one among their friends and family they could 
lean on. The consequences of wider societal expectations that ‘boys don’t cry’  
and that they should ‘man up’ were seen to be particularly damaging, especially 
to working-class and black, and Asian young men. 

The context of poverty and deprivation

‘I took the test and I got into the grammar school, but when we went  
to buy the uniform I changed my mind. I couldn’t make my parents  
pay for that’  workshop participant, Lisburn

‘There are entrenched inequalities [for some families] with 2 
or 3 generations unemployed’  organisation, Denbighshire

‘I feel like I can’t talk to my mum because she’s working all 
the time, she’s stressed enough anyway. I don’t wanna add  
to her stress with my problems’  workshop participant, Bristol

Young people described the impact of poverty and deprivation on their family. 
They could clearly see how a precarious labour market combined with  
very low family income made it difficult for their parents to fulfil their role  
in supporting them into adulthood.

This was not confined to places with higher levels of deprivation. Even in more 
affluent places, young people from poorer families or neighbourhoods within 
these areas said this impacted on their family life and their mental health.  
Some young people described a hesitancy in discussing personal issues with  
their family, as they didn’t want to add further pressure.

‘My mum is a single mum, two kids, but the financial stress  
is a lot for her, which means I don’t talk to her about my problems’   
workshop participant, Bristol

Families and place: a changing support system
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Across all the places we visited, organisations described parents who were under 
such pressure that their ability to emotionally support their children was 
stretched to the limit. The young people talked about needing to support parents 
in a changing world.

‘Parents aren’t trained to be parents.  How do they cope…?  
Who do they talk to?’  peer researcher, Lisburn

The attitude of statutory services differed across the places visited. Some did  
not see it as their role to engage extensively with the families of young people, 
and would accept some families as ‘difficult to engage’. In other areas, the 
interventions and support offered by organisations and services took a more 
family-based approach to ensure that the young people were supported.  
North Ayrshire took a ‘trauma-informed approach’, meaning adverse childhood 
experiences inform all their interactions with some families. 

Changing family shape

The impact of divorce and re-marriage on family life and the transition into 
adulthood was raised with examples of young people who had felt encouraged  
to leave the family home, or who felt unwelcome as the family structure changed. 
For some, this seemed to have accelerated their move to adulthood. We also 
heard cases of family tension, including step-parents and step-siblings eroding 
the security the young people felt at home. 

At the same time, there were descriptions of parents supporting their children 
well in very challenging circumstances. Young people were often living at home 
after they had finished school, either while they worked or went to university. 
Parents supported with childcare for their grandchildren and some step-parents 
were also described as positive role models.

The role played by extended families was varied. Some young people lived a long 
way from other relatives, while some grew up supported by a network of people, 
with grandparents in the same estate or same road. 

‘I like my area because I can play football with my cousin because  
if you have no friends at least you can call your cousin or brothers’   
workshop participant, Bradford

While extended families might not always offer great support — and there were 
several stories where it was either stifling or intolerant of difference — feedback 
was generally that they are a strong positive influence. 
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‘I am strongly supported by my friends and family, I don’t know 
what I’d do without them’  workshop participant, Bristol 

Families and place: a changing support system

‘I have great people around which helps me to achieve  
my dreams’  peer researcher, North Ayrshire

The national picture
The last half-century has seen broad changes to family structures, with  
many more teenagers growing up in varied household structures, including 
ones where both parents work. The impact of family life during teenage  
years is under-researched and there is limited understanding of which factors 
ensure a good transition to adulthood.19 However, data shows that young  
people regularly arguing with parents and not having a family member who 
they can rely on was associated with lower wellbeing.20

Family environment, including economic background, shapes the development 
of ‘soft’ skills such as confidence and leadership, which are often acquired 
through participation in extra-curricular activities, such as music or sports 
lessons. While this is an effective route for some, relying on these services 
maintains socio-economic inequalities as they are often paid for. 66% of pupils 
from a high-affluence background take part in extra-curricular activities, 
compared to 46% from low-affluence.21  
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The role of family support is also changing. The ONS found that young adults 
(aged 20 to 34) in the UK are more likely to be sharing a home with their parents 
than any time since the beginning of collecting comparable data. In 2016,  
there were 618,000 more young adults living with their parents in 2015 than  
in 1996 — 3.3 million compared with 2.7 million.22  With age limit restrictions  
on housing benefit and minimum wage, plus increasing costs of private  
housing in many parts of the UK, families are increasingly providing this type 
of financial and practical support.25 This means relationships have to be 
renegotiated as the children move into adulthood and can introduce new  
and different pressures on family life. 
 

Why this is important to the assets  
required for a healthy future

 
A positive family life provides a child with opportunities for a healthy life  
by creating the early foundations for them to feel loved and valued;23 
build supportive relationships; develop intellectual, social and emotional  
skills;24 and develop lifelong healthy habits.25 

Families support young people in developing the right skills and qualifications, 
whether through creating aspiration and a sense of possibilities, or in a  
less formal way as the source of skills, particularly ‘softer’ ones, which are  
in demand in some workplaces.

In many cases, families continue to be the main source of financial and  
practical support — not just while children are dependent but also when 
they are young adults, often providing somewhere to live and subsidising  
of day-to-day expenses. 

Families and place: a changing support system
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         Education and  
employment: Developing  
    the whole person and  
every person 

Schools and colleges were the common denominator in the lives of the young 
people who participated and were seen as having the potential to provide much 
more than academic qualifications. At their best, they could connect young 
people with wide recreational, employment, support and developmental 
opportunities in their communities. But in practice, many felt educational 
institutions were not knitted into their communities and therefore, 
opportunities to play this integrative role in young people’s lives were lost. 

This was reflected in the range of education experiences young people described 
even across schools in the same area. This was not just in terms of the academic 

Education and employment
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offer but also in culture and attitude. The importance of school in developing 
young people’s emotional wellbeing and as a bridge to work and voluntary 
opportunities were common themes. 

‘At school you’re told exams are everything, but they’re  
not everything. We still have feelings but feelings  

don’t seem to matter anymore. The stress is too much’   
workshop participant, North Ayrshire

Education and employment

Local perspectives
Supporting the whole person

‘There is an obsession with the idea of attainment, that  
is just about getting GCSEs, which is not a particularly helpful 

way to get a rounded understanding of what they need...  
it doesn’t make young people fit with the needs of the labour 

market either.’  organisation, Bradford
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Young people and local leaders across all the sites talked about the impact  
of academic pressure on mental health. Young people reported an overriding 
emphasis on exams and qualifications at their schools. They felt pressured,  
which in turn often led to them putting huge demands on themselves and 
limiting wider interests so they could concentrate on their studies. 

‘Schools are focused on what is on paper and in the records’   
peer researcher, Lisburn

The results-driven culture was seen to limit teachers’ ability to support students 
outside of the core curriculum. The teachers who took part in our site  
visits told us they wanted to be able to teach wider than the exam curriculum,  
or have the time and emotional capacity to be able to deliver pastoral care,  
but opportunities to do so were squeezed.

Where schools offered emotional support through nurses or counsellors, young 
people in several places were concerned about the lack of confidentiality —  
those receiving counselling told us it was often visible to classmates and left  
them feeling exposed. Some described this as making the situation worse.

‘The school nurse will come into the classroom and  
call out your name so everyone knows where you are  

going’  peer researcher, Bristol

‘There’s a glass window into the office and so you can always  
see who is in there’  peer researcher, Lisburn 

Too narrow a focus 

The lack of adequate information and advice about non-academic routes into  
the workplace was consistently raised by young people and local leaders.  
Many schools encouraged university entry at the expense of everything else  
and were unable to offer advice or connections helpful to young people  
wanting to pursue other routes.  

“I am not sure what I want to do, but I am  
pretty sure that I don’t need a degree to do it.”   

workshop participant, North Ayrshire

Education and employment
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‘career prospects should be treated equally…in grammar schools  
medicine and law are treated as the only options, which is  
bad if you don’t want to do those jobs’  peer researcher, Lisburn

The decision to pursue different forms of education after the age of 16 was  
also influenced by the funding available — something that varied across  
country boundaries. In Scotland, where young people pay less, there was more 
movement between options, with some moving from apprenticeships to  
higher education and vice versa.

‘after leaving school I went on to do an apprenticeship which allowed  
me to go on to university and now I am back working in North Ayrshire.  
So much of my learning took place in North Ayrshire and I feel a  
big part of this was the support offered by organisations and the local  
authority.’  workshop participant, North Ayrshire

‘I can get connections though work not through school’   
peer researcher, Bradford

Both local leaders and young people voiced concerns about the absence of 
opportunities to develop the wider skills and attributes essential for them to have 
a successful future — confidence, resilience and problem-solving skills. They  
did not feel schools were solely responsible and indeed, many were developing 
these skills outside of school. But this resulted in an uneven distribution with 
young people in more disadvantaged communities losing out.  

Creating broader opportunities

Education and employment

‘It is ridiculous that at 18 you could be moving out,  
managing all your own bills, and 3 months before you are  

still putting your hand up in class to go to the toilet’   
peer researcher, Lisburn

Young people wanted greater opportunities to understand the wider world 
including the world of work. However, with pressures on school budgets  
and teachers who were not best placed to be delivering life and employability 
skills, these were limited.

‘It seems pathetic to get a teacher to do a half-hearted attempt  
on a topic they’re not experts in when… they’ve got enough  
on their plate’  workshop participant, Bristol
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In some places, closer partnerships between schools and local community 
organisations and businesses meant that life skills could be taught by outsiders. 
Examples included personal, social, health and economic (PSHE) lessons  
on financial management by local bank staff or a credit union. In Bristol,  
lessons on emotional wellbeing were delivered by an expert voluntary sector 
organisation. Young people valued these partnerships and said they would  
like them to be ongoing rather than occasional.

Local universities have an important role to play in supporting greater 
participation in tertiary education. For example, young people in Bristol 
described the tailored support that Bristol University’s Bristol Scholars 
programme had given them in making their application as well as financial 
support if they took up a place.  

Employment and volunteering

The extent to which employment opportunities depended on the nature of the 
local economy was noticeable. In some places, weekend or holiday jobs were 
available for those in education and where they were not, financial inequalities 
were exacerbated. Those not continuing in education after the age of 18 often 
faced precarious or low-paid employment opportunities or needed to have  
the means to travel to neighbouring towns and cities to access work. Personal 
connections could sometimes help but many struggled to even understand  
what kinds of jobs they could apply for — job descriptions were felt to  
be puzzling and the demand for relevant experience was often a barrier.

‘On my zero hour contract its so unstable that  
one week I can earn £200 and the next week, £20’   

workshop participant, North Ayrshire

‘I work at the [local hotel]. I heard about the job through my aunt  
who works there’  peer researcher, Bradford

‘Some young people can find employment with some of the big  
employers such as the council and on the industrial estate. However,  
the area never really recovered from the closure of the very large  
mental health hospital… Many young people born in Denbighshire  
travel to Cheshire and Liverpool for work.’  organisation, Denbighshire
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In some places, organisations such as Nacro in Denbighshire and South  
Bristol Youth provided employability and skills training — and some tailored 
interventions — that were delivering results. These often relied on the strength  
of the relationships between these organisations, schools and businesses.  
In North Ayrshire, a collaboration between the council, leisure centre,  
job centre and the college supported unemployed young people to train  
for roles in the leisure sector.

Opportunities for volunteering were often instrumental in helping young 
people build the soft skills and connections needed to access the job market. 
However, many young people in more challenging economic circumstances 
were not able to volunteer, again compounding inequality in opportunity.

‘I honestly think if I hadn’t volunteered, I wouldn’t have got into  
university. It made that much of a difference.’  peer researcher, Bristol 

Education and employment

‘[For employment it’s] not a great area — quite rural — 
so not a lot of job opportunities — so young people have  

to travel’  organisation, North Ayrshire
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The national picture
The education sector has a significant bearing on young people’s lives and their 
futures. The total funding allocated to the education sector varies across the UK 
nations, but there is a broad picture of fewer education resources being available 
to this age group, especially when increasing pupil numbers are considered.26 

Many in the education system are worried about the academic pressure put on 
young people. Young Minds reported that 90% of school leaders have seen an 
increase in the number of students experiencing anxiety or stress over the last 
five years.27 82% of teachers say the focus on exams has become disproportionate 
to the focus on the overall wellbeing of their students and that 80% of young 
people believe exam pressure has impacted on their mental health. This pressure 
is also reported to be having an impact on teachers too.28 To address this in 
England, Ofsted have recently announced a change to their inspection protocol.29

There is an increasing interest in young people’s transition into work and how 
much value is put on vocational training. The Sutton Trust reports that just one  
in five secondary school teachers would recommend vocational routes to their 
highest achieving students and only 32% of parents believe that an apprenticeship 
would be the best route for their child. The bias towards university-based 
education does not reflect earning potential: on average, those who achieve  
a level 5 higher apprenticeship have higher lifetime earnings than those  
with a non-Russell Group university degree.30 There are signs that this failure  
to value vocational training is contributing to skill shortages across the UK.  
For example, the Construction and Infrastructure Market Survey 2018 reported  
that 60% of businesses see labour shortages are a serious constraint to growth.31 
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In addition to vocational training, there is rising recognition of the importance  
of soft employability skills, including leadership, teamwork and self-
management.32 The Confederation of British Industry found that most 
employers were dissatisfied with the employability skills of school leavers.33 

Additionally, only 22% of teachers felt that their students were prepared for the 
workplace once they left school.34 School students themselves recognise these 
gaps: research by the Sutton Trust revealed that 88% of young people reported  
life skills as more important than their academic achievement and 73%  
understood them as important to finding employment.35 

Government action in modernising education is both varied across the four  
UK countries and is achieving mixed results. In England, the reformation of the 
PSHE curriculum is under consultation. The National Citizen Service (NCS)  
was introduced in 2011 with the aim of providing young people with broader  
life skills but there are doubts about its effectiveness — despite its large budget  
it only reached 93,000 young people in 2016 – 17.36, 37, 38 An overhaul of  
the Welsh curriculum is currently underway and incorporates preparation  
for the workplace.39 However, the Organisation for Economic Co-operation  
and Development has warned that some schools are ill-prepared to  
implement the reforms due to unequal funding practices.40 

Scottish education policy has had an explicit emphasis on employability since 
the Curriculum for Excellence (CfE) was implemented in 2010. Scotland  
has the lowest rates of 16 to 18-year-old NEETs (not in education, employment 
or training) of the four nations.41 There have been some concerns over the lack  
of academic rigour associated with CfE, given the recent slips in literacy, 
numeracy and science rankings according to the Programme for International 
Student Assessment.42 Northern Ireland has had Education for Employability  
embedded in its curriculum since 200743 but it is uncertain whether it  
has been successful, given broader economic context and the high levels  
of NEET among 16 to 24-year-olds in the country (19% in 2013).40

Outside of formal education, there has been a marked increase in young people 
participating in volunteering. In 2010 – 11, 23% of 16 to 24-year-olds said  
they volunteered formally (that is, through a group or organisation of some kind) 
at least once a month. By 2014 – 15 that figure was 35%, a 52% increase, 
amounting to around one million more young volunteers.44

While this has been ascribed to recent campaigns to engage young people  
in volunteering, such as Step Up to Serve’s #iwill campaign, there has also  
been suggestions that today’s young people favour a bottom-up approach  
to change and are motivated to make a difference in their communities.45, 46

Education and employment
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Why this is important to the assets  
required for a healthy future

 
The site visits illustrated the pivotal role that education and employment  
play in providing young people with the assets needed for a smooth transition 
into adulthood. 

At their best, schools and colleges do far more than equip young people with 
skills and qualifications. Extra-curricular programmes can provide personal 
connections that are useful in building confidence and understanding wider 
learning and employment opportunities. The school curriculum, and how  
it is delivered, directly influences young people’s emotional wellbeing.  
Where schools and colleges provide effective pastoral care, they are an important 
alternative source of emotional support but when services are absent or  
provided insensitively, they risk actively eroding young people’s self-esteem  
and wellbeing.   

Good quality employment opportunities are an important source of financial 
support while in education or training, and can be invaluable for young  
people from less advantaged households. Work experience — paid or 
voluntary  — develops a wider set of skills, including the personal connections 
needed to progress in the workplace. 
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           Youth services and  
opportunities:  
         Creating potential 

Each place we visited provided opportunities for young people outside the 
formal educational structure, whether in the form of clubs, events or services. 
These aimed to enrich, build skills and resilience or just offer ‘something to  
do’ and the young people who took part were generally positive and appreciated 
the sense of purpose and a shared identity they created. 

The exact nature of the services and opportunities varied within and across  
the sites with a mix of council and voluntary or community sector provision. 
Funding mechanisms were also varied. Some followed national programmes  
or models, such as NCS or the Army Cadet Force, while others were  
locally-based, adaptive and innovative, including Off The Record in Bristol  
and Denbigh’s Youth Shedz initiative.
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Funding cuts were frequently raised as a concern by system leaders and this may 
partly explain why these services are not always visible to young people. 
However, even when provision was known about, many young people found 
them difficult to access without public or private transport.   

Youth services and opportunities: Creating potential

Local perspectives
Value of services

The contribution of youth services was universally valued. For some,  
they provided structure and purpose while others said they provided meaningful 
activity and the opportunity to develop skills, which could be a gateway  
to employment or further education. Young people welcomed the more  
tailored support that youth services offer, often in contrast to their experience  
of formal education. 

‘I attended youth groups in the local area that were  
a massive support and provided new opportunities and a 

space for me to grow.’  workshop participant, North Ayrshire

‘The youth group has helped me connect with people who have similar  
interests and because of the music studio we can develop our  
skills and come together to create something’  workshop participant, Bristol
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‘Personal connections is a big thing in youth work… 
one of the most valuable things we do is connecting  

people to other people and organisations they wouldn’t 
normally meet’  organisation, Bradford

‘Before I went there [to a group] I was basically just bumming around’   
peer researcher, Bradford

‘School don’t support with careers, they are too professional  
so when we go to youth club the support is more personal’   
workshop participant, Bradford

Youth services were also mentioned as a safe place for young people to gather. 
They offered emotional support from both peers and adults, with who they 
could form less formal bonds than with teachers or medical professionals.  
Levels of trust between young people and the adults appeared to be higher than 
for educational or health services.

‘They honestly care about you’  workshop participant, Bristol

‘I feel really supported and they care, like a bigger family. 
They all come from different walks of life so it helps  

with anything I want to know.’  workshop participant,  
North Ayrshire

Funding youth services

In all the places we visited, securing funding was difficult although the challenges 
varied, not least as the funding mechanisms differ across the UK. 

Most places referred to the inadequacy of funding to meet the current level of 
demand and the reliance on unpredictable grant funding, making it hard to plan 
services over the long term. Grant funding also tended to be aimed at service 
innovations, which further limited funding available to support core offers. 
Voluntary sector organisations spoke of the time spent filling in bids and losing 
good staff when short contracts ended. 

Youth services and opportunities: Creating potential
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‘We’re filling in bids all the time. It takes up a lot of time’   
organisation, Lisburn

Coping with the funding shortfall was a common preoccupation. We heard  
of service closure, particularly where services had previously been delivered  
in more than one location. We also heard of increased ‘gatekeeping’,  
where limitations were put on which young people could be involved. In some 
places, there were high-quality facilities but a lack of revenue stream meant  
they were not fully used. All these funding challenges were also visible to the 
young people using the services.

‘We can’t run universal services anymore’  organisation, Bristol

‘Service existence becomes more important than outcomes’  
organisation, Bradford

‘Our biggest barrier is our capacity, which is largely 
determined by our funding. Funding is quite tight, we are 

always applying for it.’  organisation, Denbighshire

Communication of youth services

Youth services and opportunities: Creating potential

‘There was one youth club in my area and I loved going 
when I was younger but it has closed down now and there  

is nothing in the area. It’s sad because that’s where  
I feel like I grew up.’  workshop participant, Bradford

 ‘Opportunities are only opportunities if young people  
find them and the opportunities find the young people’  

organisation, Bradford

A common observation was that there was ineffective communication about the 
youth services available. Young people frequently talked about there being little 
to do, while organisations would describe low uptake for the activities provided. 
In one place where the young people had said there was little to do, a youth 
worker had organised a summer trip for young people but 35 places were left 
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unused. Several peer researchers said that they had had little idea of what was 
available in their community before they talked to people as part of this work.

However, there were examples of communication working well. In North 
Ayrshire, services had a strong social media presence, including Instagram  
and Snapchat, and Bristol had several websites with youth-generated content 
providing information on opportunities.  

It was felt that young people could play a crucial role in communicating about 
services, particularly the benefits. They said they were more likely to listen  
to peers who were already involved in activities than formal information.  

Youth services and opportunities: Creating potential

‘If I’m going to spend my time doing something I want  
to know what is in it for me.’  peer researcher, Bristol

Youth consultation and participation 

Some places demonstrated the power of working with young people through 
consultation and participation, but the extent to which these approaches were 
embedded varied. Bristol had a long-established youth council and youth mayor, 
both actively involved in local authority consultations. Lisburn had recently set 
up their youth council, the first of its kind in Northern Ireland. North Ayrshire 
involved young people in community planning partnerships, with elements 
such as participatory budgeting and community partnership actively reaching 
out to young people.  

‘Some Community Planning Partnerships are tick box 
exercises… in North Ayrshire there is genuine commitment  

to working collaboratively for young people and adults’  
organisation, North Ayrshire

‘[We ran a consultation with young people] about what they want from 
[personal, social, health education and citizenship] PSCHE lessons. 
We’ve had over 900 responses’  organisation, Denbighshire

Youth services seemed to be better tailored to the wants and needs of young 
people in the places with higher levels of youth consultation, participation  
and co-production.  
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The national picture
Youth services can improve the lives of young people. A qualitative evaluation  
of services in England found that young people’s participation enhanced 
wellbeing, friendships and confidence.47 YouthLink Scotland found that youth 
work delivers £7 return for every £1 invested and suggest that this is due to  
its positive impact on confidence, friendships and soft skills.48

The picture of reduced funding for youth services across the places we visited 
also reflects the national trend. While the levels vary, in all UK nations there have 
been reports of reductions in funding for front-line youth services.49, 50, 51, 52

Youth participation in the design and co-production of services has been shown  
to be effective in delivering better outcomes.53, 54 

Supporting successful co-production demands different skills and behaviours  
to those needed for the planning and delivery of services55. The clearest example  
of these approaches embedding into core business is in Scotland, where 
policymaking is informed by evidence that suggests involving children  
and young people develops better policy that more clearly reflects their views 
and understanding, as well as developing skills knowledge, understanding, 
confidence and self-esteem among participants.56 
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Why this is important to the assets  
required for a healthy future

 
The value of effective youth provision goes much wider than the immediate 
benefit to the individual. Taking part in community life, such as youth clubs,  
can be empowering for young people and create a sense of purpose, while also 
protecting health and wellbeing.57 

Youth provision can connect young people to the world around them, and when 
done well, provide a chance to build valuable personal connections beyond  
the family and school.58 The positive friendships fostered in these environments 
protect young people from the damaging health effects of social isolation.59

The activities provided by youth services can also help young people develop  
the soft skills that can open doors to better, more high-paid and skilled work.

Over and above this, groups and organisations can provide important emotional 
support to young people. The first phase of the inquiry identified how important 
it was for young people to have someone to lean on emotionally, and there  
is evidence that good relationships with an adult can reduce the likelihood  
of mental ill health in later life.60 
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Transport: Connecting 
         places and people

Transport issues were cited during all our site visits as a barrier to education, 
employment and other activities by both the young people and organisations.

Transport provided a connecting role in young people’s lives and when absent, 
limited their ability to take advantage of opportunities. This increases the 
inequalities in access to the services and activities that will help them build  
the assets needed for a smooth transition into adulthood.   

The specific nature of the difficulties varied across the places visited. Sometimes 
it was simply a case of availability, in others it was cost or frequency. Whatever 
the reason, the importance of transport and the challenges young people  
faced accessing it, was perhaps the most unexpected finding across the five  
sites. National policy analysis shows that these difficulties are echoed across 
other parts of the UK.
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 ‘I’ve stayed on at sixth form at school as it just wasn’t 
possible to get to college on time.’  peer researcher, 

Denbighshire

Local perspectives
Lack of public transport infrastructure

The young people and organisations talked about the lack of transport 
infrastructure. Issues such as getting to education and work in time for lectures 
and shifts were raised and in some cases, young people talked about making 
specific educational choices based on the transport available.

Transport: Connecting places and people

In rural areas, cuts to bus services were discussed. In Denbighshire, some young 
people said there were only four buses a day between their village and the  
local town. In North Ayrshire, there was only one remaining bus route young 
people could use to get to the towns along the coast and they felt inland journeys 
had become more difficult. This lack of availability of transport affected  
the uptake of work — if a young person did not drive, they were usually reliant  
on parents to take them, as taxis were too expensive. This tended to deepen 
inequalities as not all parents could afford a car, or if they did own one,  
were unable to drive their children where they needed to go, particularly  
if they were working long hours or shifts.
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‘Young people are often held back by a lack of transport’   
organisation, Denbighshire

Young people and organisations in the cities also talked about poor transport 
infrastructure. A ‘hub and spoke’ model where routes to the centre are strong,  
but routes between suburbs are weaker, means journeys could take more than 
two hours and several changes of bus. There was concern among organisations 
that this deepened inequality, with opportunities available to those in the  
city centre that were not available to others who lived further out. In Bristol, 
service delivery organisations were concerned that vital services, including 
mental health services, were increasingly being delivered in the city centre,  
so not all young people needing them could access them. 

‘Transport isn’t very accessible, unless you live really close the  
centre, the bus links are too spread out and not frequent enough’   
workshop participant, Bristol

There was also a concern that poor transport infrastructure, when combined with 
service closures or ‘rationalisation’ was particularly damaging. Efforts to deliver 
more streamlined community services, are undermined if young people do not 
have the transport to access them. 

Cost of public transport

The young people also talked about the high cost of transport being a barrier, 
particularly to work. Some young people made calculations of how much they 
would have left after paying for transportation, particularly for shorter shift work. 

‘If I was to get the bus to work it would take half my wages away’   
workshop participant, North Ayrshire

Transport costs were also seen as barriers to other activities — young people 
living in cities explicitly talked about how ‘free’ activities in the city centre were 
not open to them as they could not afford the fares.  

Transport: Connecting places and people
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There was a compounding effect of a lack of affordable transport. Often those 
who were most likely to benefit from activities were least able to afford the cost 
of transport involved in accessing them. However, some youth participation 
programmes* paid transport costs, making it more likely that young people from 
poorer backgrounds could get involved.   

Private transport — cars and driving

Many young people were dependent on driving, or from lifts from other drivers. 
Few could drive or owned a car of their own. If they did have a car, they cited 
enormous difficulties in affording it and sacrifices they had to make to do this, 
including around their education. Usually, it was more affluent young people 
who could afford to learn to drive and access a car. 

‘I now have a contracted job… so I can pay to have my car insured and  
on the road, but before that, I was working a number of zero-hour  
contracts at mad times and through the night. I did that because I knew  
eventually it would pay off and I’d be able to afford to get a car on the  
road, and then be able to take myself to work. Before that, I was calling  
my mum up at all hours of the night — it wasn’t fair… I couldn’t do all  
of that and commit to full time education, so I had to choose.’   
workshop participant, Bristol

In Bradford, there was a specific issue voiced about bad driving and uninsured 
drivers. This had a knock-on impact on insurance premiums for the young 
people and many could not afford to drive as a result.

‘There is an issue with bad drivers in Bradford, and it affects driving  
for everyone else’  organisation, Bradford 

Transport: Connecting places and people

* Leaders Unlocked 
re-reimbursed the  
cost of transport for  
young people involved  
in this work.

‘When you go to secondary school, managing friendships  
is harder because you live in different areas and services, 
transport and activities are expensive, therefore limited’   

workshop participant, Bristol
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The national picture
A report commissioned for the Department for Transport suggests that young 
people today are generally travelling less locally, taking around 25% fewer  
trips than 20 years ago and, for various reasons, spending more time at home.61 
They are a key age group who use public transport, buses in particular,62 
at a time when bus networks have shrunk.63

The issues surfaced in the rural places the inquiry visited are likely to be true for 
young people in rural locations across the UK. 11 to 16-year-olds in rural 
villages, hamlets and isolated dwellings in England are travelling 2.5 times as far 
as those in urban areas to get to school and their journeys are more likely to be 
taken by car than by public transport.64 Concerns raised in these places are echoed 
by Action with Communities in Rural England,  which suggests that reduced 
transport for young people in rural areas are limiting their life chances. 

A recent report by Transport Focus suggest that high fares are also 
disproportionately large proportion of young people’s income.52  While there  
is a scheme in each of the UK nations to provide transport for school journeys for 
certain people younger than 16 years, these do not generally apply to the older 
age groups and are not necessarily flexible for journeys to work or other activities. 
Research by Joseph Rowntree Foundation and University of Sheffield found that 
in several locations, including Glasgow, Manchester and Leeds, workers cited 
unreliable and expensive transport as a barrier to work, with some areas of cities 
becoming ‘cut-off commuter zones’.65 Local subsidies in some places are 
welcome. In London, people under the age of 18 are able to access free bus travel 
through Zip Oyster cards. In Wales, an extension to the My Travel Pass scheme 
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allows discounted travel on buses up to the age of 21. However, local schemes 
can seem unfair to young people in other parts of the country and can also limit 
choices where options lie across transport authority boundaries. For example,  
a young person considering options for college in their area may need to consider 
additional transport costs for a college that lies on the other side of a transport 
authority boundary.

There is a downward trend in car ownership and drivers among young people. 
Recent analysis suggested that the current generation of young people in England 
are less likely to be able to drive than previous generations at the same age and  
if they do, they drive fewer miles than drivers older than 25.66 The cost of driving 
when compared to the low wage growth in the last 10 years is thought to have 
contributed to this, alongside the increased use of home technology — doing 
tasks online that might have meant taking a journey in the past.  

Transport: Connecting places and people
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Why this is important to the assets  
required for a healthy future

 
Transport is often directly linked to health in terms of its ability to pollute the 
environment, or its role in encouraging an active lifestyle. What became clear  
in the site visits was its role not just as a determinant of health, but how it could 
enable or, when absent, block a young person’s ability to access opportunities.  

Whether in the form of willing parents to provide a lift, affordable fares or an 
easy journey to college, if a young person could rely on good transport they  
had greater chances to access education, work and other opportunities at a critical 
time when their life chances are shaped.  

An affordable, frequent and reliable transport infrastructure is necessary for 
young people to develop the assets needed for a smooth transition to adulthood. 
It provides access to a wider range of schools and colleges, enabling young people 
to pursue training and study that are relevant to the careers they want to pursue. 

Transport also facilitates personal connections, allowing young people to  
access out-of-school opportunities like volunteering, which can be important  
in developing the wider life skills and experiences that are useful as they gain 
independence and enter the workplace. 

Transport: Connecting places and people
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Conclusions

The first phase of the Young people’s future health inquiry found that while some 
young people can access and acquire the four assets and create a virtuous circle, 
others are unable to, which can further compound inequality. This pattern was 
also evident in the site visits: some young people we met were on a clear track  
for a healthy future, but others already had limited opportunities. 

The role of local leadership and co-production in creating a place where young 
people can access greater opportunities was evident. Some places can leverage 
economic prosperity to ensure that young people from more deprived 
backgrounds are still able to thrive. In each location we visited, the critical 
contribution from the voluntary sector in changing young people’s lives for  
the better was clear, often in the face of serious financial insecurity.
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Shining through all the different facets of the towns and cities visited was  
the energy, optimism and commitment of young people — underlining  
the contribution they can make to a community when they are given the  
support to flourish. 

Making the most of the contribution young people can make to their 
communities now, and in the future, means prioritising the factors that shape 
their experiences. The site visits have shown the varied ways in which local 
places support young people, often in the context of wider social and economic 
challenges. They have also shown that, across the UK, there are common factors 
limiting the ability of local leaders to create the conditions that give young people 
the opportunities for healthy future.

The five themes explored in this report — location, families, education and 
employment, youth services, and transport — set an agenda for decision  
makers, nationally and locally, to consider. The next phase of the inquiry will 
develop recommendations for action. It will also look at other areas, like  
housing, which are clearly an important part of the picture for young people.

While the purpose of the inquiry is to understand young people’s future health, 
the site visits showed that young people’s current health and wellbeing  
is already being eroded. Concerns about young people’s mental health and 
emotional wellbeing were repeatedly raised by the young people themselves  
and the organisations that support them. We saw the immediate impact  
of the day-to-day pressures young people face — at home, at school and among  
their peer groups — on their wellbeing. We also saw a support system that  
is inadequate in its ability to intervene early and meet the current demand. 

Young people’s needs have been overshadowed in recent years. The work of  
the Young people’s future health inquiry shows that this is no longer sustainable. 

Find out more: www.health.org.uk/futurehealthinquiry
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