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One million young people shut out of work: occupational health can help 

Britain’s youth inactivity crisis is increasingly a health crisis. Almost one million 16–24-year-olds are 
not in education, employment or training. Ill health—particularly mental ill health and 
neurodevelopmental conditions—is now a major barrier to work. Occupational health can bridge the 
gap between treatment and participation, giving young people and employers the specialist, work-
focused support they need. 

At a glance 

981,000 

young people were NEET in 
April–June 2026 

44% 

report a work-limiting health 
condition 

£125bn 

estimated cumulative annual 
economic cost 

The policy opportunity: make occupational health a core part of the UK response to youth economic 
inactivity. 

What Government should do now 

• Build occupational health into the Youth Guarantee and Keep Britain Working agenda, joining up 
health, education and employment support around each young person. 

• Open access beyond large employers, with funded and practical routes for small and medium-
sized organisations that lack occupational health, HR or mental health provision. 

• Fund youth-specific evaluation through the Milburn review and the proposed Workplace Health 
Intelligence Unit, with results broken down by age and condition. 

• Scale proven, work-focused support for mental health, neurodivergence, musculoskeletal 
conditions and return to work. 

Government does not need to wait for perfect evidence. It can act now on a strong 
case, while commissioning the youth-specific research needed to target future 

investment. 

Why this matters now 

Almost one million 16–24-year-olds in the UK are not in education, employment or training (NEET). 
The total passed one million in early 2026 before easing to 981,000—13% of all young people—in 
April–June (Office for National Statistics, 2026). Alan Milburn’s independent review calls this a 
“generational fault line” and puts the cumulative annual cost of the current NEET population at £125 
billion (Milburn, 2026). Impetus estimates that each additional young person who becomes NEET 
costs the state an average of £244,000 over their lifetime (Impetus, 2026). The story has changed: 
young people who are NEET are now more likely to be economically inactive (57%) than unemployed 
(43%). Ill health is driving that reversal (Milburn, 2026): 

● 44% of NEET young people report a work-limiting health condition, up from 26% in 2015. 
● Among 18–24-year-olds who are NEET, the share inactive because of ill health rose from 12% in 

2005 to 30% in 2025. 
● Mental health is now the primary condition for 42.6% of disabled young people who are NEET, up 

from 24.3% in 2011. 
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● Health-related inactivity is persistent: almost eight in ten of those who became inactive because of 
health issues between 2017 and 2019 were still NEET more than two years later. 

“Occupational health professionals are the missing link.” SOM President Professor Neil Greenberg 
has warned that managers cannot be expected to navigate complex mental health or 
neurodevelopmental conditions without specialist, healthcare-focused advice. Four in five young 
people claiming health-related Universal Credit cite a mental health or neurodevelopmental condition 
as their main barrier to employment (SOM, 2026). 

How occupational health can change the picture 

Bridge the gap between treatment and work 

The Milburn review says the health system is “configured for treatment, not participation”: diagnosis 
and fit notes can become a route out of the labour market rather than back into it. Occupational health 
is designed to close that gap by translating clinical needs into practical workplace support. 

Employers are already feeling the pressure. The Milburn review records a growing “pastoral burden”, 
while more than 40% of small and medium-sized employers report having no formal HR, occupational 
health or mental health provision (Mind, 2025). Without specialist support, both young recruits and 
their managers are being set up to struggle. 

Occupational health can provide tailored support for mental health and neurodivergence, advise on 
adjustments, coordinate with existing services and help young people make the transition from 
education into working life. This directly supports Keep Britain Working’s ambition for a unified system 
of accessible, coordinated and work-focused support. 

Back approaches that already show value 

The wider evidence is encouraging. Just over half of surveyed employers say occupational health 
delivers a financial return. Reviews find that many workplace health interventions pay back within five 
to ten years, with particularly robust evidence for occupational health-led return-to-work and 
musculoskeletal interventions (Nicholson, 2022; Anselmi et al., 2025). 

This evidence was not designed specifically around young people who are NEET, but it shows that 
work-focused health support can be effective. SOM and the Royal College of Psychiatrists are also 
developing WISE–QM, a quality mark to help employers implement evidence-based mental health 
support. 

Use the strongest youth-specific signal 

The clearest youth-specific evidence comes from Individual Placement and Support, which embeds 
employment support in health teams. A review of seven randomised trials found that 58.3% of young 
adults with mental health conditions receiving this support entered competitive employment, 
compared with 32.4% of controls (Bond et al., 2023). The model is not occupational health, but it 
demonstrates the power of early, integrated, work-focused health support. 

What we know 
Government’s diagnosis of the problem, the wider occupational health evidence and the results of 
closely related youth employment models all point in the same direction. The full Milburn report and 
the proposed Workplace Health Intelligence Unit should commission age-disaggregated evaluations 
of occupational health-led support for young people, tracking employment, retention, health and 
employer outcomes. 

Britain cannot solve youth economic inactivity without tackling health barriers that keep young people 
out of work—and occupational health is the missing link between healthcare, employers and 
participation. 
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