


Acknowledgements

We thank all the young research participants who gave generously of their time and 
insight, and professionals delivering services to young people in the Parramatta region, 
and professionals from peak bodies who encouraged organisations to participate. We also 



Social Policy Research Centre 2015
Unpacking Youth Unemployment

i

Contents   i

List of Figures   ii

List of Abbreviations   iii

Executive summary   1
 Scope of this report   7

1 Youth Employment in Australia   8
 1.1 Key patterns in youth transitions in Australia   9

 1.2 Youth Unemployment   10

 1.3 Young people Not in Education Employment or Training (NEET)   12

 1.4 What are the explanations for youth unemployment?   13

 1.5 Understanding and measuring youth transitions to employment   15

2 Review of policy and programs   20
 2.1 Approaches to addressing youth unemployment   20

 2.2 Programs aimed at preventing disengagement or supporting reintegration into education   21

 2.3 Employment focussed programs   31

 2.4 System coordination   37

3 Conclusion   40

4 References   42

Contents



Social Policy Research Centre 2015
Unpacking Youth Unemployment

ii

Executive Summary

Figure 1: Youth Unemployment Rate, 2007-2014 1

Figure 2: Unemployment rate for young people aged 15-24 years, 2000-2013 11

Figure 3: Youth unemployment rate in Australia by age and gender, 2000-2013 12

Figure 4: Youth not in employment, education or training (NEET), by age, % in same age group, 2005-2013 13

List of Figures



Social Policy Research Centre 2015
Unpacking Youth Unemployment

iii

List of Abbreviations

ABS Australian Bureau of Statistics

ADFA Australia Defence Force Academy

AIHW Australian Institute of Health and Welfare

ATAR  Australian Tertiary Admissions Rank 

BSL Brotherhood of St Laurence

CALD  Culturally and Linguistically Diverse 

CBD Central Business District

Census  Census of Population and Housing

COAG Council of Australian Governments

CV Curriculum Vitae

ELGPN  European Lifelong Guidance Policy Network

EU  European Union

Eurofound European Foundation for the Improvement of Living and Working Conditions 

FYA Foundation for Young Australians

GFC Global Financial Crisis

LGA 



Social Policy Research Centre 2015
Unpacking Youth Unemployment



Social Policy Research Centre 2015
Unpacking Youth Unemployment

2

Executive Summary

The education to employment system

Internationally, a wide array of policies and programs 
operate at national, state and local levels to strengthen 
youth employment. They can be classified loosely into 
three broad categories: 

1. Education focussed programs: develop non-cognitive 
skills and dispositions valued in workplaces, broaden 
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Executive Summary

 � Education about work, cognitive and non-cognitive skills needed and how to 
navigate to decent jobs is universally delivered from the primary years

 � Work, employment and careers information is integrated into everyday curriculum

 � Career development and information, and education for non-cognitive skills 
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Executive Summary

   

Universal supports: programs that build employment 
capital, non-cognitive skills and knowledge of 
pathways are not universally available or even 
available on request. The selection of young 
people for programmatic supports is often driven 
by needs other than those of young people who 
need additional supports. Young people with 
complex needs or those who might have presented 
challenges for mentors or partner employer groups 
are missing out. 

These programs need to be delivered to all 
students including young people out of conventional 
schooling. Alternative learning programs redress this 
gap to some extent in so far as they deliver services 
to young people who have disengaged from formal 
schooling but employment related supports in this 
sector are often less systematically available than in 
disadvantaged mainstream schools. 

Professional development: there is a lack of 
knowledge about labour market demand and career 
and job information among teachers and youth 
workers who are in direct contact with young people 
who need this information. There is a need for 
centralised resources with genuine experts available 
- who can resource teachers, parents, service 
providers and the mentors who work with them.

A holistic systemic approach: programs located within a 
mutual obligation framework that take a holistic systemic 
approach, (as in the implementation of a Youth Guarantee 
in some European countries) have the advantage of 
delivering timely services that connect young people to 
jobs. However, Youth Guarantees may not be the most 
appropriate mechanism to address structural problems, 
such as lack of skills. 

Employer engagement and incentives: employers have 
a crucial role in engaging with education providers and 
fostering job opportunities for young people. Labour 
market intermediaries also have a key role in brokering 
relationships between young people, schools, communities 
and employers. Policy levers such as well regulated, 
targeted, monitored and supported wages subsidies are 
needed to generate job opportunities for young people. 

System coordination, regulation and quality assurance: 
there is a crowded market of training organisations, 
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Executive Summary

Elements of good practice in system coordination that have been indentified by the 
OECD (2013) include:

 � Mechanisms to tackle fragmentation and duplication, such as shared targets for local areas, promotion 
of information sharing and joint service commissioning, embedding schools in the partnerships, service 
level agreements to outline roles and responsibilities of local stakeholders, and external groups to  
monitor progress.

 � Developing the right incentives and success measurement structures, for example: removing perverse 
incentives for organisations to focus on young people most likely to succeed within an outcomes-based 
incentives structure by rewarding progress points rather than outcomes.

 � Encouraging appropriate local referrals by adequately resourcing local level referral agencies and 
mechanisms. 

 � Improving data availability - a starting point in local youth employment strategy processes should be 
understanding the nature of local skills supply and demand and whether mismatches are due to a lack 
of skills or local job design and quality,

 � Promoting employer ownership and ensure that firms invest in their future workforce, 

 � Supporting cross-sectoral approaches to bring together educational institutions, industry organisations, 
employment agencies and other government departments to develop career pathways, articulating 
skills requirements and connecting youth to the local economy, 

 � Adapting funding arrangements in the context of reduced public spending, for example through social 
enterprises, and 

 � Monitoring the implementation of programs and evaluating successes.
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Executive Summary

Coordination
 � Effective systems of coordination to address issues underpinning youth unemployment across tiers and portfolios 

of government.

 � Greater clarity about federal, state and local government responsibilities.

 � A national framework with flexible policy structures to support local area initiatives and innovations. 

 � Improved service system collaboration through longer-term funding, quality assurance systems and less local competition.

Addressing gaps in universality
 � Policy initiatives that respond to differing concentrations of socio-economic and employment disadvantage and 

service the 81 per cent of disadvantaged young people living outside of areas of concentrated disadvantage.

 � Better resourcing for schools to integrate employment information holistically in curriculum.

 � Improved access to information.

 � Quality assurance systems for training organisations. 

 � Removal of incentive structures with negative impacts on young people.
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Scope of this report

This report accompanies a more detailed 
technical report which contains background 
detail from the policy and program reviews 
and a full account of the local study. 
Snapshots and case studies from the local 
area mixed method study are used in this 
report to illustrate how policy and program 
features play out in the everyday lives of 
young people.  

This report aims to:
 � Identify elements of good practice approaches in 

promoting transitions to, and retention in, education, 
training and employment (to address the question of 
‘what works?’) and to also inform the other research 
components.

 � Identify gaps in policy and community support systems 
for young people; and identify which policy and program 
levers will be most effective in improving participation in 
employment, education, and training. 

 � Consider the diversity of young people who are 
classified as NEET – for example long-term unemployed 
young people, disengaged youth, and young people 
who are unavailable for paid employment due to caring 
responsibilities or health and disability issues and so 
address different needs and strengths.

 � Contribute to knowledge about the diversity of pathways 
and issues that young people face when engaging with 
employment, education and training.

Research questions:

1. 
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Executive Summary

1. Youth employment in Australia

Labour markets and transition opportunity structures are changing rapidly, but the 
groups that experience inequalities are surprisingly constant.

Labour markets and opportunities have changed 
structurally over the last few decades. Economic 
changes are transforming work through automation, 
globalisation and more flexible work (FYA, 
2015; CEDA, 2015). Employment opportunities 
in manufacturing and industrial work sectors 
are declining while opportunities in service and 
technology sectors are expanding (ABS, 2011). This 
has changed the skill requirements and nature of 
available jobs for young people in countries such as 
Australia (The Smith Family, 2014; Eurofound, 2014). 
There are fewer entry-level jobs between entry-level 
jobs, new forms of enterprise and sourcing income.
Many young people experience complex and 
sometimes difficult transitions to their first full-time job 
(Cuervo and Wyn, 2011). Changes to technology and 
labour markets mean that today’s young people are 
likely to have many different jobs over their lifetime. 
Lifelong learning, the capacity to navigate towards 
and adapt to new types of employment are likely to be 
critical skills (Cuervo and Wyn, 2011).
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Youth employment in Australia

1.1   Key patterns in youth transitions in Australia
Increased education participation and attainment and structural changes in the labour market and 
available jobs means that transitions to decent work are more complex and occurring at a later age. 

Federal, state and territory governments have implemented policy measures which have attempted to address 
youth attainment and transitions in light of structural changes in global and national labour markets. These policy 
measures have themselves triggered shifts in the way that young people transition. 

 � Secondary and higher education participation and attainment is increasing, while participation in Vocational 
Education and Training (VET) and apprenticeships is declining. 

 � Full-time employment is decreasing, and part-time and casual employment have increased.

 � Unemployment and underemployment has increased 

 � Graduate employment has decreased.

 � Transitions to full-time work, on average, are occurring at an older age, particularly for young women. (FYA, 2014) 
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Youth employment in Australia

 � Long-term unemployment rates have increased: in August 2015, 51,000 young people had been searching for 
employment for 52 weeks or more, up from 19,500 ten years before (August 2005) (ABS, 2015b: Data cube UM3).

 � 367, 200 young people were underemployed in August 2015 (ABS, 2015ª: Table 22).

 � Underemployment rates for young people have increased over the last few decades to 17.5 per cent in August 
2015 (ABS, 2015ª: Table 22) with the increase in casual and part-time jobs. 

 � The unemployment and underemployment rate combine to produce a labour underutilisation rate of 30.4 per cent 
(ABS, 2015ª: Table 22) (unemployment plus underemployment), which is a waste of investment in young people’s 
human capital. 

 � Unemployment rates in Australia are higher for young people who are Indigenous and live in areas of lower socio-
economic status (AWPA, 2014).

Figure 3 Youth unemployment in Australia by age and gender, 2000-2013

Source: OECD Labour Force status – indicators by age and Sex [accessed 8 Jan 2015]

%

Young men have higher 
rates of unemployment 
than young women and 
were more affected by  
the GFC

Higher unemployment rates among 15-19 year 
olds than 20-24 year olds due to lower rate of 
participation in lower age group.
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Youth employment in Australia

1.3   Young people Not in Education Employment or Training (NEET)1  
Young people who are NEET comprise a heterogeneous group, yet overall with young women are 
more likely to be NEET.  

Policies and programs aimed at supporting young people who are NEET or at risk of NEET encompass a number of 
types of support relating to housing, transport, income, support for child care or caring responsibilities, social and 
emotional supports, skills development, job search and job readiness and work experience. The policy concern with 
young people who are NEET is that extended periods outside of the labour force and training ‘may cause reduction 
in human capital, poverty and have a scarring effect on long-term prospects’ (Carcillo et al., 2015:10)
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1.4   What are the explanations for youth unemployment?
The way we understand the causes of youth unemployment is important because it underpins how 
we decide to direct resources to address the problem and who is most responsible to take action 
to address the issue. Policy and program responses vary in the weight they put on individual or 
structural factors.
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Youth employment in Australia

Focus on individual factors:  
Here significance is accorded to 
individual aspirations and motivations, 
employability and ‘soft’ skills 
and the role and responsibilities 
of families and social networks, 
education and training providers, 
governments, NGOs, agencies 
and employers in addressing youth 
unemployment. Programs focussed 
on individual factors aim to intervene 
on the level of personal aspirations 
and circumstances, education 
qualifications, skills and employability, 
geographic mobility, and specific 
disadvantages and barrie
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1.5   Understanding and measuring youth transitions to employment

Key elements of transitions;

 � Destinations: The question of what constitutes a ‘destination’ 
is also an important defining element in research, policy and 
practice about transitions. A variety of outcomes and indicators 
are analysed to assess if transitions have occurred focusing on 
education, employment and quality of job outcomes:

 à Average age of transition to full time job (FYA, 2014)

 à The ILO has defined the concept of school to work transitions 
in two ways – the first to a ‘regular’ or ‘satisfactory’ job and, 
the second, stricter definition, to ‘decent’ or ‘satisfactory’ 
employment. A transition is “the passage of a young person 
(aged 15-29 years) from the end of schooling to” one of these 
types of jobs (ILO, 2009:8-12).(See Technical Report for 
definitions)  

 à Eurofound (2014) has five indicators:  

 − average age of young people leaving education 

 − proportion of students combining work and education  

 − average time finding the first job after completing education 

 − the labour market status or school leavers one year after 
completing education. 

 − The types of jobs held by school-leavers one year after 
completing education. (Eurofound 2014)

 � Duration: transitions may be classified as short, middling and 
lengthy (ILO, 2009)

Youth transitions encompass multiple 
destinations, varying durations, 
linear pathways as well as more 
complex non-linear trajectories. 
The experiences of diverse and 
disadvantaged groups points to the 
key role of supporting practitioners. 

Inter-country variations in the pattern of 
school to work transitions have formed 
a rich site(e)-11.4(d )]athe(e)2.1(t)-1.3(o)-5.1(cd-8.19y v)2.7(f )oewparticuabr
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Youth employment in Australia
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Summary 
 � Labour markets and transition opportunity structures are changing rapidly, but the groups that experience 

inequalities are surprisingly constant

 � Increased education participation and attainment and structural changes in the labour market and available jobs 
means that transitions to decent work are more complex and occurring at a later age. 

 � Youth unemployment, underemployment, long-term unemployment and NEET rates have been rising after the 
GFC, with different effects for young men and women.

 � Policies and programs addressing the issue are embedded in explanations for youth employment emphasising 
individual and structural factors and supply and demand elements.

 � The way we understand the causes of youth unemployment is important because it underpins how we decide 
how to direct resources to address the problem and who is most responsible to take action to address the issue.

 � The experiences of diverse and disadvantaged groups points to the key role of supporting practitioners. 

Youth transitions encompass multiple destinations, varying durations, linear pathways as well as more 
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2. Review of policy and programs

Longer-term policies aimed to address the integration  
of the education system and young people’s readiness 
for work, strengthen vocational education, and assist  
in transitions to employment are needed (OECD, 2013). 

Approaches to conceptualising policies to address 
youth unemployment and youth transitions in different 
national and cultural contexts draw on a range of 
indicators and frameworks. 

Eurofound (2014) define seven different types of 
approaches among European countries based on 
education duration, combinations of education and 
work, duration of time to first job and type of jobs young 
people are able to obtain. This analysis underscores 
the importance of national educational, training, labour 
market and social protection policies in providing the 
structures that enable and constrain young people’s 
pathways and transitions.
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Review of Policy and Programs

The question of ‘What works?’ has been consistently identified by researchers as a very difficult 
question to answer. The factors that contribute to youth employment are multidimensional, enduring 
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Review of Policy and Programs

2.2.1 Career development and guidance
Career development is a continuous process 
that enables citizens at any age to identify their 
capacities, competences and interests, to make 
educational, training and occupational decisions 
and to manage their individual life paths in 
learning, work (ELGPN, 2014:7). 

Long term career management orientations: 
In an increasingly dynamic and insecure labour market, 
career development is critical.  Disadvantaged young 
people in particular often need sustained incremental 
career development knowledge that facilitates well-
informed and realistic decisions about career choices, 
educational pathways and employment options’ (Polvere 
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Review of Policy and Programs

‘Raising aspirations’ is a widespread policy 
approach. Aspirations are viewed as important 
influences on the way young people’s 
conceptualise their career development and  
thus their engagement with learning.
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Review of Policy and Programs



Social Policy Research Centre 2015
Unpacking Youth Unemployment

27

Case study: Lucinda

Lucinda was a sporty student who lived in an 
area where there is high unemployment. She 
attended an innovative local high school that 
actively addressed the employment futures for 
their student population. They specialised in 
subjects and curriculum that prepares students 
for labour market demand based on an analysis 
of the local labour market and forecasting of the 
skills and attributes required in the future. They 
maintained strong links with local businesses in 
their immediate area and in the business hub in 
their region.

Lucinda was from a family where adults moved in and out of precarious employment. She was selected by her 
school to participate in a program aimed at broadening employment horizons. The school selected students 
who showed potential but were lacking in direction with regard to career paths. The program placed Lucinda in 
a cohort approach of about 12 students and they were into the regional business hub for a series of activities 
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Review of Policy and Programs

Wrap around supports are critical for many young 
people who do not have the material and social-emotional 
support that enables them to thrive in formal schooling 
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Programs are locally developed:
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1. Programs that seek to facilitate the  
 transition from school into the first post- 
 school job, for example:

 � Youth guarantees- holistic support 
within a mutual obligation framework

 � ‘One stop shop’ -  
service coordinated approaches

 � Encouraging self-employment 
opportunities

2. Measures to foster employability:

 � Focusing on soft and technical skills  
 to address skills mismatch

 � Providing work experience 

3. Measures to remove barriers  
 to employment:

 �
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Elements of good practice: Work experience

 � Coordination between schools, businesses  
and workplaces 

 � Careful selection processes matching young people  
to employers

 � Brokerage to support both young people  
and employers

 � Clear purpose, aims and objectives which are 
discussed and agreed with the young person, school/
college and employer/training provider

 � Planning and preparation to ensure that all parties 
understand their role and responsibilities

 � Induction once the young person starts their placement

 � Matching individual young people with appropriate 
placements according to their interests and needs

 � Addressing their needs for and while they are on  
the placement

 � Monitoring and review during and after the placement,  
to help the young person make use of what he or she  
has learnt (Sources: UK Department for Education, in 
Mann, 2012)
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2.3.2 Youth guarantees
All member states of the European Union were 
directed to adopt a youth guarantee “to ensure that 
young people up to age 25 receive a good quality 
offer of employment, continued education, an 
apprenticeship or a traineeship within four months 
of leaving school or becoming unemployed”.

In response to the high rates of youth unemployment in 
Europe after the Global Financial Crisis, in 2012, EU member 
states adopted a youth guarantee to address rising youth 
unemployment (European Commission, 2012; OECD, 2014:8). 
Approaches to implementing the youth guarantee vary 
across European countries in terms of support provided, 
duration of assistance and compensation provided under the 
schemes (ILO, 2013). Youth guarantees also are implemented 
in a framework of activation and mutual obligation and aim to 
provide a rapid response to assist young people to transition 
from unemployment or ‘inactivity’ (Eurofound, 2012b). 

Timely assistance to make decisions: Nordic countries 
have had Youth Guarantees in place since the 1980s and 
1990s. An evaluation in Sweden found that the intervention 
assisted participants to find a job faster, but no effect on 
the likelihood of being unemployed one year after the 
program, while evidence from Finland suggested positive 
effects in reducing unemployment (ILO, 2013). The main 
strength of these programs is in providing assistance 
to young people to make informed decisions, and 
the quality and speed of services (Eurofound, 2012b: 
3). It is argued, however, that they may not be so effective 
for more disadvantaged young people, who may require a 
more holistic approach (Eurofound, 2012b:3). Furthermore, 
their success appears to relates to the local labour market 
conditions and such programmes may not provide solutions 
to structural issues such as lack of qualifications (Eurofound, 
2012b:3). Here the distinction between guaranteeing 
opportunities and guaranteeing outcomes and the challenges 
of the latter is important (OECD, 2014:52). 

Elements of good practice:  
Youth guarantees

 � Local areas have flexibility in policy design 
and delivery – this included flexibility 
to and within the local context to adjust 
the programs to local labour market 
opportunities and skills requirements  
of participants

 � Strong local partnerships enable holistic 
interventions, coordination across a range of 
stakeholders and enable data sharing

 � Programs have sufficient human and 
financial resources

 � Staff have limited caseloads so that they 
can provide the intensive support to young 
people at risk

 � Programs incorporate a range of methods to 
ensure early intervention

 � Follow up support is structured into programs 
(for example a pathways approach)

 � Policy sharing occurs between areas with 
similar local contexts

 � Effective data collections at local levels

 � Programs are underpinned by national 
frameworks that ensure quality of placements

 � Mobility grants are provided to support young 
people moving to labour markets with better 
opportunities (OECD, 2014:8-10).

Review of Policy and Programs
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Review of Policy and Programs

2.3.3 Employer engagement and incentives
Employer engagement and incentives encompass 
a spectrum of activities, including engagement 
with education systems and wage subsidies.  

Studies of outcomes of a range of employer engagement 

programs have explored the impact on education 

attainment and employment outcomes. As Mann and 

Dawkins (2014) outline, employers may engage with 

education providers through:

 � Work experience and related activities, such as job 

shadowing, part-time working and pupil volunteering

 � Career talks, career networking and mock interviews

 � Workplace visits

 � Business mentoring

 � Enterprise competitions

 � Curriculum enrichment and real world learning 

resources (including work related learning 

qualifications. 

Employer engagement activities have been the subject 

of studies considering preparation for the work place, skills 

development and labour market outcomes (AIR UK, 2008; 

Mann and Percy, 2013). Research reviews of evaluations 

of employer engagement programs have found evidence 

of positive effects on labour market outcomes, including 

higher wages (Mann and Dawkins 2014). It is argued 

that in the British context, the relatively short duration of 

many employer engagement programs and the lack of 

integration into the curriculum offer limited opportunity 

for skill development. These programs thus enhance the 

social and cultural capital of disadvantaged young people 

rather than actual employability or work performance 

(Mann and Dawkins 2014:30). The research suggests 

nevertheless that such programs provide important 

insights for young people into work and labour market 

opportunities (AIR UK, 2008; Mann and Dawkins 2014). 

In Australia, a range of programs exist to link education 

providers with employers. Work integrated learning is a 

key feature of vocational and higher education in Australia.

A useful typology of employer engagement programs 
recognises a continuum of employment engagement 
from corporate social responsibility to labour demand. 
It moves from activities that support job readiness, 
knowledge of pathways to employment to vacancy-
led approaches (Van Kooy et al, 2014). This typology 
distinguishes programs that may be regarded as 
addressing needs of young people from programs that 
are demand-led in the sense that there is the potential 
for an employer to provide a job for a young person 
(Van Kooy et al, 2014). 

Many approaches to addressing youth unemployment 
focus on the supply-side factors and the needs and 
skills of young people. Increasingly, policies have 
explored questions of labour demand and strategies to 
enhance employer’s capacities to employ young people.

Time-bound and well targeted wage subsidies: 
The 2015-26 Budget in Australia included the Youth 
Wage Subsidy which will be available to employers to 
hire eligible young jobseekers aged 15-29 years after 
6 months. The International Labour organisation 
supports the use of ‘time-bound and well-targeted 
subsidies’ for disadvantaged youth (ILO, 2013:67). 
Wage subsidies have been found to be a useful 
incentive that encourages employers to employ young 
people. These need to be well structured so they feed 
into career ladders rather than lead young people to 
‘churn’ through a series of subsidised positions without 
gaining a foothold in secure employment. 

Address regulatory barriers to permanency pathways 
Governments should address structural barriers where 
employment regulations structure temporary and 
permanent jobs in such a way it is difficult to move 
from temporary jobs to permanent jobs. Temporary 
jobs should be a stepping stone into permanent jobs 
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Elements of good practice: Employer engagement and incentives

 � Brokers that invest in long term relationships with employers and understand the nature of businesses 
and support the development of entry level positions

 � Single communication brokerage points which reduce the burden on business

 � Government/business investment in funds that promote new skills for new jobs

 � Subsidies that support the employment of young people 

 � Where there is a gap between employment regulations for temporary and permanent jobs this should be 
reduced so that temporary jobs become a stepping stone to permanent jobs rather than a trap. (OECD 
2010:19; OECD 2015ª)

Review of Policy and Programs
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Review of Policy and Programs

S
ystem

 coordination and longitudinal supports  

What works? Good practice principles

 � Mechanisms to tackle 
fragmentation and 
duplication

 � Quality assurance

 � Develop effective 
incentives and 
success measurement 
structures

 � Adequate resourcing 
of appropriate referral  
mechanisms

 � Built in support for 
cross-sectoral and 
cross jurisdictional 
approaches 

 � Improve data 
availability to 
understand nature of 
local skills supply and 
demand mismatch 

 � Monitor the 
implementation of 
programmes and 
evaluate successes

Education focussed programs 
Career development
 � Integrated in all area of school syllabus (primary years)

 � Professional development/resourcing for 21st century 
employment systems

 � Engage parents as partners

Aspirations and mentoring programs +

 � Programs tailored to the needs of specific schools 

 � Programs delivered for more than 3 months

 � Adequate training for mentors and teachers (pre and post)

 � Selection on strengths

 � Whole school and cohort approaches

 � Better data monitoring and evaluation processes

Wrap around supports and alternative education +
 � Programs are embedded in and engaged with young people’s 

communities

 � Ongoing specialised training and professional development

 � Practical support for living

 � Access to recognised and valued credentials

 � Clear education to work pathway

Employment focussed programs 
Work experience/work for the dole
 � Careful selection processes - young people are matched to 

employers,

 � Brokerage to support both young people and employers,

Youth Guarantees (EU)

 � Local areas flexibility in policy design and delivery 

 � Adequate financial and professional resourcing (limited 
caseloads for intensive support) 

 � Programs flexibility - responsive to a diversity of situations and 
needs. 

 � Policy sharing occurs between areas with similar local contexts.

 � Mobility grants

Employer engagement and incentives

 � Brokers invest in long term relationships with employers, 

 � The development of entry level positions,

 �
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Coordination Key evaluations of mechanisms 
that coordinate programs at a system level 
in Australia found a high level of partnership 
activity, sharing of resources and expertise which 
had improved outcomes for young people and 
identified the voluntary nature of partnerships as 
a key component (Dandalo Partners 2014:75, SVA 
Consulting 2013).

The diversity of the characteristics and experiences 
of the group of young people who are identified 
in the NEET category has brought attention to 
the ‘comprehensive and multifaceted’ range of 
policies and supports that may be required to assist 
young people to make transitions into employment 
(Eurofound, 2012c). 

This policy and program range includes flexible, 
tailored, personalised advice focussed on the 
needs of the young person, good quality career 
advice and guidance, and the need to set young 
people up on a sustainable pathway to stable 
employment father than focussing on short-term 
goals (Eurofound, 2012ª: 2-3). Similarly Australian 
researchers have identified the need for stable 
economic supports, supportive relationships and 
networks, the capacity to assess labour market 
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Review of Policy and Programs

A recent policy development in Australia in the 2015-16 
Budget is the Youth Employment Strategy. The measures 
within this strategy include programs that provide for 
intensive support services, and that may enhance local 
area coordination of holistic support approaches:

 � $212.0 million over four years for intensive support 
services to be provided by a network of community-
based organisations to early school leavers aged 15 
to 21 years 

 � $13.5 million over four years to reinforce existing ‘earn 
or learn’ requirements, requiring early school leavers 
aged 15 to 21 years to study, actively look for work, or 
undertake a combination of the two, and 

 � $105.7 million over five years for intensive support for 
vulnerable young job seekers who are at risk of long-
term unemployment, including people with mental 
illness, young refugees and migrants and young 
parents (Thomas 2015). 

Snapshot from the local area study: System coordination

 � Coordination: There was enormous goodwill and interest among professionals in our local study area to 
develop a better coordinated local area approach to addressing youth unemployment. However it was not 
clear to everyone what portfolio or tier of government was responsible for what. There needs to be more 
effective and transparent systems of coordination to address issues underpinning youth unemployment 
across tiers and portfolios of government to better support joined up local area initiatives.

 � Quality assurance: School principals, youth workers and families working with disadvantaged young 
people have funding to direct to support those young people’s education and transitions. Principals are 
well placed to determine the needs of their student populations and invest in programs that can respond 
to those specific needs. However, principals and their teaching teams and youth workers  have to navigate 
a crowded market of services – most of which are not properly evaluated, subject to regulation or quality 
assurance. Young people and their families also face a crowded market of services and are unable to 
determine quality and how to best invest.   

 � Brokers and trusted intermediaries: Most service providers relied on brokers and trusted intermediaries, 
but the scope of such services did not extend to all players in the youth employment field and in particular 
to service providers who work with the most vulnerable young people.

 � Improved data and monitoring: Improved data collection and monitoring would support better allocation of 
resources at a local elvel but this needs to be consistent across service types. 

Interest in Collective Impact Models: 
There is significant interest in trials of 
collective impact models in areas of 
high youth unemployment (BSL: 2014b). 
Collective impact models have been 
promoted as a mechanism for community 
action to support disadvantaged young 
people or ‘Opportunity Youth’ in the 
United States (Corcoran et al., 2012). The 
elements of Collective impact models 
include developing a common agenda, 
shared measurement, mutually reinforcing 
activities, continuous communication and 
backbone support organisations (Corcoran 
et al., 2012). This model is yet to be trialled 
and evaluated for youth unemployment 
approaches in Australia. 
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Conclusion 

There is clear evidence that career development 
and guidance is needed to support young people to 
navigate from education to work in rapidly changing 
labour market structures. Young people’s views 
of their work futures are continuously forming and 
curriculum from the primary years onwards needs 
to make explicit links to work futures. Young people 
from disadvantaged backgrounds often benefit 
from programs that aim to enhance their non-
cognitive employability skills as well as broaden their 
knowledge of the opportunities available and how to 
navigate towards these opportunities. Governments, 
business and non-government organisations need 
to collaborate to increase the number and quality of 
opportunities available for young people. 

Effective career development requires interventions 
which support disadvantaged young people to make 
successful transitions by facilitating well-informed and 
realistic decisions about career choices, educational 
pathways and employment options and which build 
young people’s employment ‘capital’ so they can 
navigate to jobs in the future. 

Empirical work with young people suggested that 
programs that connect cohorts of students to 
workplaces for substantial periods (longer than 
three month periods) make a difference to young 
people’s worldviews. Yet these experiences require 
considerable follow-up within school settings so that 
young people can assimilate new information into 
concrete and workable career plans and understand 
how to navigate to specific career pathways.  

The role of parents in offering guidance to young 
people in terms of their education and employment 
choices was highlighted in both program reviews and 
in the empirical research with young people. Many 
parents are not able to help their children navigate 
the education and employment service options. 
Programs that support parents to take up this role 
effectively are important. 

Alternative learning options and wrap around supports 

have a significant role to play for young people who 

have disengaged or are at risk of disengaging with 

education and employment systems. Key features 

of successful alternative learning programs are that 

they create meaningful learning opportunities, provide 

significant support for learning, build genuine and caring 

relationships, provide practical support for living, engage 

with community, and carry out reflection and evaluations. 

These programs need to offer recognised and valuable 

credentials and provide opportunities for young people to 

connect to mainstream opportunities. The overwhelming 

majority of exemplary programs in schools are locally 

developed and internally implemented.

Work experience programs can provide a mechanism 

through which young people expand their career horizons 

and become more familiar with the world of work. Yet 

work experience may be underutilised if young people 

predominantly source opportunities through their own 

networks, which may reinforce existing social and 

gendered inequalities. 

Work experience programs embedded in mutual obligation 

schemes have been shown to have mixed effects and 

may impinge on job search activity due to program ‘lock 

in’ effects. Youth guarantees, as implemented in some 

European countries, have strengths in the quality and 

speed of their services. However, they may not be most 

appropriate for disadvantaged young people and may not 

address structural problems, such as lack of skills.  

The diversity of the characteristics and experiences of 

the group of young people who are identified in the NEET 
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Conclusion

One of the reported consequences of changes to federal policy on Youth Attainment and Transitions is a significant 
drop in service system coordination that needs to be addressed. Many service providers do not feel linked in 
with other services or information about good practice/programs and policy directions. Recent policy changes 







Social Policy Research Centre 2015
Unpacking Youth Unemployment

44

References

Fry, J. and Boulton, C. (2013) Prevalence of Transition 
Pathways in Australia, Productivity Commission Staff 
Working Paper, Canberra. 

Furlong, A., & Cartmel, F. (2007). Young People and 
Social Change Maidenhead.

Gale, T., Parker, S., Rodd, P., Stratton, G., & Sealey, 
T. (2013). Student aspirations for higher education in 
Central Queensland.

Garrison-Wade D & J Lehmann (2009) A Conceptual 
Framework for Understanding Students’ with 
Disabilities Transition to Community College Routledge, 
Pennsylvania.  

Gemici, S., Lim, P., & Karmel, T. (2013). The impact 
of schools on young people’s transition to university. 



Social Policy Research Centre 2015
Unpacking Youth Unemployment

45

McInerney, P., & Smyth, J. (2014). ‘I want to get a piece 
of paper that says I can do stuff’: youth narratives 
of educational opportunities and constraints in low 
socio-economic neighbourhoods. Ethnography and 
Education,9(3), 239-252.

Moore, J., & Dunworth. F., (2011). Review of Evidence 
from Aimhigher Area Partnerships of the Impact of 
Aimhigher. Aimhigher.http://www.heacademy.ac.uk/
assets/documents/aim_higher/AH_EVIDENCE_
REPORT_2011.pdf

Nelson, J and O’Donnell, L. (2012). Approaches to 
Supporting Young People Not in Education, Employment 
or Training: a Review (NFER Research Programme: From 
Education to Employment). Slough: NFER.

Nous Consulting Group (2011) Schooling Challenges 
and Opportunities A Report for the Review of Funding 
for Schooling Panel 

Nousgroup (2014) DEECD School-industry engagement 
project. Consultation with LLENs and WLCs. Report 
for the Department of Education and Early Childhood 
Development (DEECD)

Nguyen, N. and Blomberg, D. (2014) The Role of 
Aspirations in the Educational and Occupational 
Choices of Young People, LSAY briefing paper No 29

NSW Department of Education and Training 2008 The 
NSW School Leaving Age Initiative: Maximising the 
Potential of Our Young People, September, NSW.  

O’Connor, R.M., DuBois, D.L., and Bowse, L. (2015) 



Social Policy Research Centre 2015
Unpacking Youth Unemployment

46

References

Te Riele, K. (2010) To Learn or Earn? Policy 
and practice for raising educational attainment, 
UTSpeaks 29 April. Retrieved May 27, 2010, 
http://www.uts.edu.au/new/speaks/2010/April/
resources/2904-slides.pdf

Te Riele, K. (2012). Learning Choices: A map 
for the future. Bondi Junction, NSW: Dusseldorp 
Skills Forum. Available: http://dusseldorp.org.
au/wp-content/uploads/2012/06/20120427_
learningchoices_map-for-the-future_final.pdf

Te Riele, K. (2014) Putting the Jigsaw Together: 
Flexible Learning Programs in Australia, Final 
Report. The Victoria Institute for Education, Diversity 
and Lifelong Learning, Melbourne.



The opportunity for meaningful work, 

which promotes dignity, wellbeing and 

social inclusion, should be a fundamental 

right of all individuals in each generation.


