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Listening to our future

In the UK today, young people face a complex mix of challenges as they
navigate the path towards adulthood. At a time when there is more
information and communication available to them than ever before,
the opportunities they are offered and the challenges they face are ones
that previous generations could only have imagined.
Major changes to the employment and housing markets mean that many
young people face an insecure future, with the traditional milestones
on the path to adulthood – such as leaving home or getting a secure job –
simply inaccessible. Some young people may have the internal and
external assets – for example skills, connections and support – to secure
a healthy future. However, they face a constantly changing environment
and it is whether their assets are sufficient to cope with this external
world that makes the transition so difficult and, for some, so perilous.
This first report from the Health Foundation’s Young people’s future
health inquiry describes the findings from a piece of engagement research,
informed by direct conversations with young people around the UK.
The findings make a compelling case for a fundamental change in how
society supports this age group. Young people are our future. And yet
for many, the path to adulthood fails to give them the stability they need
to ensure it is a healthy one. This should worry us all.
The long-term health of this generation is one of our country’s greatest
assets. In some aspects of young people’s health we have made great
progress. But these gains may be temporary, as their current experiences
erode their mental health and future health prospects. This presents
a major problem for policy makers, who have to plan for an increasingly
uncertain future.
Ignoring this challenge will cost us all dear.

Foreword
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Between the ages of 12 and 24, young people go through life-defining
experiences and changes. During this time, most will aim to move
through education into employment, become independent and leave
home. This is also a time for forging key relationships and lifelong
connections with friends, family and community.
These milestones have been largely the same across generations.
But today’s young people face opportunities and challenges that are very
different to those experienced by 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 their
friends, family and community – are the foundations of a healthy life.
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.

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, which began in 2017 aims to discover:
—w
 hether 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.
Alongside the engagement work with young people, the inquiry
involves site visits in locations across the UK, as well as a research
programme run by the Association for Young People’s Health
and the UCL Institute of Child Health. The inquiry will culminate
in a policy analysis and development of recommendations in 2019.

Introduction
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The engagement
exercise
This first report in the inquiry shares the findings from our engagement
work. The Health Foundation commissioned Kantar Public,
an independent social research agency, which partnered with Livity,
a youth engagement specialist, to conduct an engagement exercise with
young people living in the UK aged 22–26. The aim was to discover
the factors that helped or hindered them in their transition to adulthood.
The engagement exercise adopted a mixed method and iterative research
approach, which incorporated both qualitative and quantitative research
methods. See Appendix 1 for more detail on the methodology.
The Health Foundation also commissioned Opinion Matters, an insight
and market research agency, to conduct an online survey of 2,000
young people aged 22–26 and gather their views on the challenges
they are facing that could impact on their future health.
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Main findings —
at a glance
When discussing what helped or hindered them in their transition
to adulthood, young people identified four assets that were central
to determining their current life experiences.
Appropriate skills and qualifications:
whether young people had acquired the academic or technical
qualifications needed to pursue their preferred career.
Personal connections:
whether young people had confidence in themselves, along with whether
they had access to social networks or mentors who were able to offer
them appropriate advice and guidance on navigating the adult world.
Financial and practical support:
this could be direct financial support from their parents, being able to
live at home at no cost with parents, as well as practical assistance such
as help with childcare.
Emotional support:
having someone to talk to and be open and honest with, who supports
their goals in life. This could include parents, partners and friends as well
as mentors.
The engagement work showed that not all young people had these
assets. The presence or absence of these assets led to particular patterns
of experience with certain experiences reinforcing each other and
a number of broad groups emerging.
The young people who typified these groups were already, by their
mid-20s, experiencing very different circumstances from each other
in terms of their ability to secure a good home and employment,
and build and maintain stable relationships with friends and family.
Thus, it is likely that they will face different long-term health prospects.

Introduction

9

From
12 to 24

10

Listening to our future

a time
to build
a
healthy
future
The health of future generations is not only essential for individual
wellbeing. It is also one of society’s most valuable assets. Wellbeing
and health are important foundations of a good life for the individual
and for a strong society.

From 12 to 24 — a time to build a healthy future
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A time of transition
Latest census data show that there are around 10.5 million young people
aged between 12 and 24 living in the UK, representing almost one in
five of the population.2 Research shows that during this time of their life,
young people go through an intensive period of physical and brain
development. Current thinking in neuroscience suggests that young
people’s brains are still developing into their 20s meaning experiences
during this period are likely to be influential throughout their lives.3
Moving from childhood to adulthood involves a series of life-changing
transitions. The World Health Organization (WHO) has identified
the following key changes that typically occur during this period:
—
—
—
—

transition out of school
transition into the workforce
transition from a family home
t ransitions to taking responsibility, for example taking
responsibility for their own health.4

‘The accumulated evidence demonstrates that
investing in [young people] provides our best hope
of breaking the intergenerational cycle of poverty
and inequity that weaken communities and
countries and imperils the development and rights
of countless children.’ – UNICEF
The transitions young people are experiencing are happening alongside
huge shifts in the economy, society and technology. From housing to
education and the labour market, and from family structures and digital
engagement to community networks, society is changing in ways that
will have a significant and lasting impact on today’s young people.
In addition, some young people will face particular challenges. Gender,
ethnicity, sexuality, disability and numerous other factors will affect how
a young person transitions into adulthood and the experiences they have.
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A recent Lancet Commission5 report highlights that the period from
12 to 24 years can be a time for a ‘second chance’, where any disadvantages
that young people may have faced in earlier life can potentially be
reduced or even reversed. However, findings from the engagement work
suggests that this opportunity is not being taken and as a consequence
many young people are unable to secure the building blocks needed
to create a healthy future.
By exploring and raising awareness of the issues that young people face
as they move into adulthood, this inquiry aims to discover what young
people need for a healthy future and what needs to be done now to
maximise their health in years to come.

The social determinants
of health
and young people
When people talk about health, they tend to focus on issues concerning
services and treatments. But we know that there are other factors that help
create good health and wellbeing that have little to do with our ability to
visit our local GP or hospital. Creating the conditions that promote good
long-term health and wellbeing throughout adult life goes well beyond
the reach of the NHS – the combined effects of education, employment,
housing, relationships with family and community play a greater part.
These factors are known as the social determinants of health.

From 12 to 24 — a time to build a healthy future
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The social determinants of health
The term ‘social determinants of health’ describes the social, cultural,
political, economic, commercial and environmental factors that shape
the conditions in which people are born, grow, live, work and age.

Good work

Our
surroundings

Money and
resources

Housing

Education
and skills

Food

Transport

Family, friends
and communities

The inquiry takes a social determinants approach to understanding young
people’s future health prospects. This points to the need to act early
in life to increase a young person’s chance of enjoying a healthy future.
The inquiry recognises that the factors that affect an individual’s health
over their lifetime, such as level of education and income, strength
of relationships and self-esteem, and links into housing and community,
are uniquely shaped between the ages of 12 and 24. What young people
learn and experience during this period will affect the rest of their lives.6
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There has been significant action on the broad range of social support
needed during the early years of life from 0 to 5 to improve life chances.
But far less is known about the support needed during the 12–24-year
window to increase young people’s opportunity for a healthy life.
Where research does focus on this age group, it tends to do so on one
or two factors:
— e xternal environmental factors, such as labour and housing
market issues, and the demographics of the local area
— factors specific to the young person, such as resilience
and self-esteem.
Rather than seeing these as entirely separate, the inquiry recognises the
need to understand both sets of factors, as well as the interactions between
the two. This requires us to consider young people’s experiences and their
implications for their wellbeing and health holistically rather than looking
at specific issues in isolation. However, there are limitations to this
approach. Treating young people as a cohort means that there is a lack
of emphasis on specific factors which define individual experience,
such as gender, ethnicity, sexuality and other areas, indicating a need
for further exploration.
The inquiry aims to understand the extent to which young people have
the building blocks to create the foundation for a healthy life – broadly:
— home: access to secure, affordable housing
— work: the potential to engage in good quality work
— f riends: a network of stable relationships and good self-esteem.
The focus is on these three building blocks as they are some of the key
foundations determined in this age group. It seems likely that the
interactions between external environmental factors and factors specific
to the young people were likely to come into focus in these areas,
and that these three building blocks would have an impact on the other
social determinants of health. It also seems likely that these areas could
be amenable to policy change or local interventions.
Each of these building blocks is explained in the following pages.

From 12 to 24 — a time to build a healthy future
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Home
A safe and secure home environment is an essential building block for
a healthy future. Overcrowded housing increases the risk of accidents,
respiratory and infectious diseases,7 and adults in poor housing are
26% more likely to report low mental health.8 In the past five years,
one in five adults has experienced issues such as long-term stress, anxiety
and depression due to a housing problem.9
The crowded nest
Young people are staying in their parents/carers’ homes for longer than
ever before. It is expected that within a decade almost 50% of young
adults will live with their parents/carers.10 In 2016, almost half (46%)
of young people aged 22 to 24 were living with their parents/carers –
an increase from 39% in 2009.11 While young people who are able to do
this often find themselves in a better position than their peers financially,
this may also affect their sense of independence, as well as their
relationships with their families and peers. Research also suggests
that parents/carers’ quality of life decreases when older children
return to the family home after a period of living away.12
86% of 22 – 26-year-olds agree that most young people today
can’t afford to move out of home
Source: Opinion Matters poll conducted for the Health Foundation

Generation rent
Young people today are much less likely than their parents/carers to
own their own home.13 Those who do manage to fly the nest are likely
to be living in the private rental sector, with four out of ten 30-year-olds
living in rented accommodation. This shift away from ownership has
been significant and fast.14 It is also expensive. Millennials (born between
1981 and 2000) spend almost a quarter (23%) of their income on
housing, highlighting an increase from the 17% spent by baby boomers
(born between 1954 and 1964) at the same age.14
As well as spending more of their income on housing than previous
generations, millennials are also more likely to live in overcrowded
conditions.14 Along with the link to accidents and disease mentioned
earlier, there is a link between overcrowding and mental ill health
as a result of stress, tension, family break-ups, anxiety and depression,
and chaotic and disturbed sleeping arrangements: all potential
outcomes of living with too many people in unsafe conditions.15
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Alongside the cost of housing, security of housing is also an issue.
Of private renters in England, 29% have moved at least three times over
the last five years (this figure increases to 37% in London),16 and moving
is in itself costly. It is also likely that frequent moves are not a choice
people are making freely. According to a recent survey, two-thirds of
private renters would prefer to own their own home and a further 10%
would prefer to be in social housing.17 It is likely that this reflects as much
of a desire for greater security as for home ownership in itself. While
housing costs remain so high, neither renting on an insecure tenancy
or buying if repayments are unaffordable provide the security necessary
for long-term health.
Homelessness
Homelessness has a significant impact on the long-term health and
wellbeing of young people. It can lead to exhaustion and feeling at risk,
as well as producing barriers to education and jobs, which take a
serious toll on young people’s physical and mental health.18 Due to
its complex nature, it is difficult to gain a clear picture of the extent
of youth homelessness, but it is a growing concern. One poll of 2,000
16–25-year-olds found that one in five had to ‘sofa surf’ in 2014
because they had nowhere else to go. Approximately half of these sofa
surfed for over a month.19
4 in 10 people in their thirties are living in private rental
properties today...
...compared to only 1 in 10 people of the same age 50 years ago.20

In the 16 – 25 age range, 1 in 5 had to sofa surf in 2014 because they
had nowhere else to go, with half sofa surfing for over a month.21

Some groups are more disadvantaged than others. For example,
young lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender (LGBT) people make
up almost a quarter (24%) of the youth homeless population.22

From 12 to 24 — a time to build a healthy future
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Work
Good quality work is associated with better health than unemployment
or insecure employment.23 Unemployment can result in lower living
standards, in turn triggering distress and encouraging unhealthy
behaviours, such as smoking and alcohol consumption.24 Research
by the Centre for Longitudinal Studies at the UCL Institute of Education
found that unemployed young people are more than twice as likely
to suffer from mental ill health compared to those in work.25
On top of this, the quality of work is another crucial element to health:
low paid and unstable jobs, dangerous working conditions, hard
physical labour and long or irregular hours can all have a negative
impact on health.26

Our young people’s poll found:
53% of people aged 22–26 said that it was difficult for young
people generally to find secure fairly paid work that has scope
for career growth and development.

The under-employed generation
Youth unemployment can have serious long-term effects on future
employability and wages, and therefore on long-term living standards
and health. Research shows periods out of work can cause ‘scarring’
effects for young men especially, whereby their earnings and employment
chances are still affected years later.27
Although there may be positive benefits from the trend of lower
unemployment, there is widening concern that those who do find jobs
are potentially at more of a disadvantage than other age groups due
to poor pay and the quality of work found.
The Resolution Foundation has warned that millennials are at risk
of becoming the first generation to earn less than their predecessors,
with findings suggesting that this group have earned £8,000
less throughout their 20s than the generation before them (born
1966–1980).28 These low earnings at what is usually a time of career
progression could leave millennials with lower lifetime earnings
than previous generations.
Young people are also more likely than any other age group to be on
zero-hours contracts, making up a third (33.8%) of this new workforce.29
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Zero-hours contracts can provide flexibility for workers and are indeed
enjoyed by some young people. However, in the long-term they can
negatively impact on people’s health and wellbeing. Recent research
has found that at the age of 25, people on zero-hours contracts were less
likely to report feeling healthy than those in more secure work and
reported more symptoms of psychological distress.30 For young people
without any financial safety net, this way of working can be highly
stressful in the long term.
Higher education
Young people today are more likely to go to university than ever before,
with half of all young people in England expected to receive a university
education.31 Cost still dominates public discussion about university
education, with a recent study showing that half of those surveyed
were worried about the combined cost of tuition, student loans and
the cost of living.32
In addition, almost half (49%) of recent graduates are working in
‘non-graduate’ roles,33 and 28% working young people feel trapped
in a cycle of jobs they do not want, with 29% saying they have to
take whatever work they can, instead of focusing on their career.34
It is uncertain what this situation means for these young people’s health.
Higher levels of education have been associated with better future
health.35 However, as the complex relationships between education,
income and opportunity change, it is unknown whether highly educated
individuals who have few opportunities and low incomes will continue
to experience the same strong health prospects.
Alongside rising numbers of university students, there has been
a fall in the number of people entering apprenticeships since the
introduction of the Apprenticeship Levy and the changes in funding.36
The apprenticeships that are on offer today tend to be taken up by
young people from wealthier families,37 leaving those from lower
socioeconomic backgrounds with fewer opportunities. There are
other vocational and technical options that exist for young people,
but these are taken less often and may be less visible.
Pakistani and Bangladeshi graduates are about 12%
less likely to be in work than white British graduates...
... Indian and black Caribbean graduates are about 5% less likely.

From 12 to 24 — a time to build a healthy future
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Friends
Social networks are important to our health. Good relationships with
friends, family and peers allow people to feel supported and enable them
to develop skills and good levels of self-esteem and resilience when
facing new situations. Social isolation, living alone and loneliness are
linked with an approximate 30% higher risk of early death.42
Our young people’s poll found:
Of people aged 22–26, 18% said it was difficult for young
people to build happy and fulfilling relationships with family,
friends and partners.
Of people aged 22–26, 80% agreed that young people
today are under pressure to appear or behave in a certain
way on social media.

Changing relationships
Consistent with polling for this report, Relate also found that four out
of five young people said they had good relationships with their friends.43
However, it is concerning that a large minority do not report good
relationships. In addition, the proportion of young people who feel
they have someone to rely on has decreased in recent years.44
With the mandatory age for education increased to 18, and with more
young people going on to higher education, the contexts in which they
are spending their time are changing. Young people today are spending
longer periods of time mixing largely with their peer group rather than
with others of different ages.
Young people today have grown up alongside developing technology.
This means they are the first generation to learn to navigate the tricky
social waters of friendship and romantic relationships from behind a
screen. This represents a major change, and any consideration of young
people’s transition to adulthood needs to recognise that some of the
effects of this are as yet unknown. While the impact of social media
on health is debated, a Royal Society of Public Health report found that
all platforms had a negative impact on sleep.45
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Mental health and loneliness
More young people than ever are reporting mental health issues, such
as anxiety or depression, with figures rising to 21% in 2013–2014.44
In particular, there are large numbers of young women reporting
symptoms of mental health problems. In 2014–2015, around one
in four young women (25%) reported symptoms of anxiety or depression
compared with fewer than one in six young men (15%).44 However,
attitudinal research suggests men are far less likely to report their own
experiences of mental health problems and are less likely to discuss
mental health problems with a professional.46 Suicide is the leading
cause of death in men under the age of 45.47
65% of young people aged 16–24 said they felt lonely at least some
of the time and almost a third (32%) felt lonely ‘often or all the time’.
This compares to 32% of people aged 65+ feeling lonely ‘at least
some of the time’.43
Where relationships with parents are poor and teenagers are neglected
by them there can be significant problems including with mental
ill health, substance misuse, and issues with school attendance, behaviour
and attainment.48
Two-thirds of gay, lesbian and bisexual secondary school children
were found to have experienced homophobic bullying.
A number of children from ethnic minority groups also report
racially motivated bullying and harassment.49
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The
findings
Our engagement work with young people found a gap between what
their expectations as teenagers had been of their life in their twenties
and their actual experiences. As teenagers, they had expected, by their
mid-twenties to have a secure job, own a home and be married or in
a secure relationship, often with children. A vision largely driven
by what they imagined their parents’ lives to have been like at that age.
However, by their twenties few, if any, of these expectations had
materialised. Young people were generally struggling to secure permanent
work with the salaries, conditions and work-life balance they wanted –
underemployment and insecure work were commonly mentioned
as a source of anxiety. Few yet owned their own homes – something
they perceived as a source of security. Yet their aspirations still remained
largely unchanged. They continued to work towards the same goals,
striving to make up the gap between expectations and reality.
Not yet feeling like adults, but no longer teenagers, young people
characterised their twenties as a kind of liminal phase – caught between
these two identities. In the face of having accomplished less than they
had expected, this transitional period was often dominated by stress,
insecurity, and anxiety – as young people struggled to live up to their
own expectations. As a result, priorities for this group were driven
by a desire for stability, security, and a sense of control.
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Throughout these discussions, four assets consistently emerged
as important in helping young people secure the building blocks
for a healthy future.
We listened to young people’s experiences in Cardiff, Glasgow, Leeds,
London and Newtownabbey in Northern Ireland. More information
on the voices of young people can be found in the appendix.
The four assets are as follows.
Appropriate skills and qualifications:
‘how right are my skills for the career I want?’
Personal connections:
‘the confidence and connections to navigate the adult world’
Financial and practical support:
‘having the support to achieve what I want from life’
Emotional support:
‘people I can lean on emotionally’
Each of these is explained in the following section.

The findings
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Appropriate skills
and qualifications
What young people said
A big consideration for young people was whether they had obtained
or were on their way to obtaining the right skills and qualifications to get
the career they wanted. This was not about what level of education they
had, but about whether they had the appropriate skills to pursue their
chosen career whether they wanted to be an electrician, solicitor or actor.
Our young people’s poll found:
While most (92%) young people think it’s important to have
the opportunity to achieve the right skills and qualifications
for their chosen careers...
...less than half believed they fully had the opportunity
to achieve these skills and qualifications.

Some young people struggled to decide what they wanted to do and,
more commonly, they found that the skills they did have were not the
ones they needed for their preferred job.

‘My difficulties used to lie in the fact I didn’t
know what I wanted to do with my life, so I always
doubted myself.’ Cardiff
Young people also identified pressure to pursue a certain path, due to
their parents’ expectations or professions, as a reason for selecting a career
that was not their first choice.

‘Sometimes you cannot talk to your family, they think
things are so rigid, but they’re not. It’s different
when you grow up in this lifestyle, this culture.’ London
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What others are saying
Ensuring that young people have the right skills for employment is also
of increasing concern for employers. The British Chambers of Commerce
identifies skills shortage as the biggest risk for business. Its January 2018
Quarterly Economic Survey revealed that of the manufacturers that had
attempted to recruit in the last three months (66%), 75% had difficulties
recruiting. Skilled manual labour was the key area lacking among
applicants (68%). Similarly, in the services sector, 71% of businesses
attempting to recruit said they had experienced greater recruitment
difficulties. For both sectors, these figures indicate the highest level
of reported recruitment difficulties since records began.50
The Prince’s Trust Youth Index recently found that 28% of working
young people felt trapped in a cycle of jobs they did not want.
Furthermore, 29% of working young people said that they had to
take whatever jobs they could, instead of focusing on their career.51

Personal connections
What young people said
Young people highlighted the importance of having personal connections
who could help when it came to employment. These provided them with:
Advice:
Guidance through the job market, helping them identify what
they wanted to do, the skills needed and how they get there.
Networks:
Connections to networks that could unlock the door to finding a job
or help them take their first step on the career ladder.
Confidence:
Support to boost their confidence in their ability to achieve their goals.
This is particularly important when applying for jobs and being able
to handle new situations, especially in the workplace.

The findings
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Our young people’s poll found:
Of people aged 22–26, 89% said that having the
right relationships and networking opportunities
to help them enter and progress through the working
environment is important...
...but just 31% felt they fully had these growing up.

Young people often mentioned parents/carers and other family members
as providing advice and networks to help them get their first job. They
also described mentors – both formal and informal – as providing support,
filling gaps left by parents/carers who lacked relevant experience, who
were unsupportive or who were not around. For some young people,
these connections were fundamental to them starting their careers.
Even for those who were highly qualified (eg in law or teaching), a lack of
personal connections meant they struggled to step onto the career ladder.

‘I am in such a competitive industry and this
is something I definitely didn’t realise before
studying it at university. Therefore, the challenges
I might face along the way are other people trying
to achieve the same as me. Any available work
experience in related companies would hopefully
help me achieve a career.’ Newtownabbey
Young people saw self-confidence as important. Certain personal
connections helped boost their confidence. Many saw success as a result
of their own hard work and attributed failure to a lack of confidence.
Some people found having a ‘personal cheerleader’ invaluable in helping
them take the necessary steps to get where they wanted.
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‘When I went back to studying after having my girl,
my lecturer was really, really encouraging to me
in helping me get through. He’s done so much
personally for me… I thought I would never be able
to do this [go back to studying].’ Glasgow
What others are saying
Research also indicates a direct relationship between personal connections
and the job market. According to the Next Steps survey, at 19 years old,
20% of those who were previously NEET cited friends and family as
a factor that helped them into employment. This and ‘own motivation’
were the most popular factors.52
In addition, research by the Education and Employers charity found that
the more encounters young people had with employers while in school,
the more they are likely to earn and the lower their chances are of finding
themselves NEET as young adults.53
Relationships and social capital are not just about knowing people who
can help find you a job. They are also about providing the ‘know-how’
to thrive in the working world. The Prince’s Trust refers to this as
‘the social bank of mum and dad’, with young people from more affluent
families more likely to have help with writing a CV, filling out an
application, preparing for an interview or finding work experience.
The Prince’s Trust found that 44% of young people from poorer
backgrounds said they did not know anyone who could help them find
a job. This compares to 26% of their more advantaged peers. Supporting
these figures, 20% of young people found some work experience through
parents/carers, but only 10% of those from poorer backgrounds said
they found similar opportunities.54
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Financial and
practical support
What young people said
Young people spoke a lot about ensuring they had the right help.
This help was broadly split into two categories:
—p
 ractical support, such as childcare or the continued ability
to live at home with their parents/carers
— f inancial support for things like rent and bills.
Young people saw the need for this safety net as particularly important
as they transitioned into adulthood.

‘I love that my mum and dad are there for me…
it gives me the opportunity to save my money instead
of wasting it on rent.’ Cardiff
Our young people’s poll found:
Over three-quarters (77%) of people aged 22–26 said that having
financial and practical support from family was important...

...but less than half (46%) felt they fully had these growing up.

Those who lacked a strong safety net found housing experiences
particularly stressful. Many were expected to move out of the family home
at the end of school or university, or reached a point where their parents/
carers did not have the space for them. In some cases, this resulted in
young people relying on benefits and low-cost housing, which sometimes
led to inadequate living situations.
Lack of a safety net – for example being able to live at home rent-free
or support with childcare – limited their ability to take risks such
as changing career paths or returning to work after having a baby.
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Parents/carers appeared to be the primary provider of this safety net.
Some young people, especially those from more affluent backgrounds,
suggested that their parents/carers would also cover, or contribute
to, their bills and rent while they were at university or after moving out
of the family home.

‘I can only afford it through class privilege.
I 100% do not currently have the income to pay
for this flat.’ Newtownabbey
What others are saying
Findings from the Resolution Foundation’s Intergenerational
Commission suggests that millennials (born 1981– 2000) are at risk
of becoming the first generation to earn less than their predecessors.
As pointed out earlier, its findings suggest that millennials (born
1981– 2000) have earned £8,000 less throughout their 20s than the
generation before them (born 1966 –1980).55 If this trend continues
it will only further young people’s financial dependence on their
parents/carers, increasing the division between those who have
a practical and financial safety net and those who do not. With rising
costs and stagnating wages, the debt to income ratio for 17– 24-year-olds
in 2015 was 70%, compared to 34% for 25 – 29-year-olds and 11%
for 60 – 64-year-olds.56
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Emotional support
What young people said
Emotional support also emerged as a necessary asset during transition
to adulthood. This support mostly came from parents/carers and partners,
but in some cases came from other family members, mentors (teachers,
community members, work managers) or friends. Young people placed
significant importance on being able to speak openly and honestly about
their future and in return they wanted to receive encouragement to take
the risks that would help them achieve what they wanted, such as going
back to education or retraining. Where young people were in stable
relationships, partners in particular played a key role in supporting some
of the young people’s ambitions, while encouraging them to pursue their
desired career path.

Our young people’s poll found:
Of people aged 22–26, 90% said that having emotional support
from family is important...
...but less than half (49%) felt that they fully had this growing up.
In some cases, when young people had fractured relationships with their
parents/carers, friends provided them with emotional support, helping
them get through difficult periods in their lives such as mental health
issues, relationship breakdowns and bereavements.

‘My friends have an important role in my life,
when I have problems they help me through
and help me solve them… when we have a break,
as in nights out, they’re the best to make your
night fun and create good memories.’ Glasgow
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Having strong emotional support was not a universal experience. Some
young people lacked it in any form as they had unhealthy or fractured
relationships with their parents/carers, partners or friends and no access
to any additional support such as a mentor. In other cases, some young
people had very supportive families but felt isolated from them as they
had moved away for work or university. This meant these young people
had limited access to much-needed emotional support.
What others are saying
The existing academic research suggests a complex interplay between
emotional support, relationships, wellbeing and long-term health.
These factors exist in cyclical relationships, influencing and exacerbating
one another. The research also reflects the fact that young people
need to develop social and emotional capabilities as well cognitive skills
to achieve the outcomes they value57 and that they often do this
by modelling the examples they see around them.
Recent developments in neuroscience for this age group have revealed
that emotional processing and emotional regulation are continually
developing during the teenage years.58 While understanding is continually
developing, it is likely that strong emotional support during this period
can help young people learn to manage their emotions constructively.
Indeed, there is evidence that having a ‘trusted adult’ providing support
in a young person’s life can mitigate some of the impacts of abuse and
other adverse experiences of childhood.59
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The outside world
What young people said
As well as the four assets identified above, young people discussed
the impact their environment was having on their ability to achieve
their goals. They talked about the challenges in getting a job due to
a lack of opportunities in their local community, leaving some feeling
trapped and at a ‘dead end’. In some cases, this was compounded for
young people in areas with a difficult housing market, with soaring
rents and poor quality housing.
Despite these factors being beyond their control, many young people still
felt that the resulting challenges were due to their own lack of confidence,
laziness or poor financial management. Some carried a very strong sense
of personal responsibility for their successes and their failures, with a clear
affect on their self-esteem. At the same time, young people who were
achieving what they wanted felt that their success came from their own
hard work and determination.

‘I’ve had four different jobs, only one of them was
full time, but I was self-employed… There isn’t enough
full time jobs for people.’ Cardiff
‘House prices are really expensive and out of the
realm of what you can afford.’ Newtonabbey
What others are saying
The levels of youth unemployment vary across the country. Particularly
in areas that once relied on traditional industries such as coal mining
or manufacturing, as well as seaside areas. In the UK, Middlesbrough,
Stockton, Barnsley and Glasgow have the highest rates of youth
unemployment, with Southampton, York and Reading and Bracknell
experiencing the lowest.60
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The price and quality of housing also varies significantly across
the country, alongside a varying relationship with local wages, creating
a complicated system to navigate for young people when looking
for work outside their local area.61
The outside influences working against young people are not limited
to the local job and housing markets. Other factors such as community
cohesion and whether there are clear pathways from education and
training into the workforce will also have an impact on the extent to
which young people are able to develop assets as they grow up and realise
value from them as they transition into adulthood. Recent policy changes,
such as the introduction of universal credit, and the age cap on the living
wage, also affect young people as they transition out of education and
their parents/carers home into the working world. The traditional safety
net provided by the benefit system, that in the past has helped people
cope with periods of disadvantage, is becoming weaker. A four-year freeze
to most working-age benefits is reducing their value relative to the cost
of living. In 2018–2019 alone this equates to a 3% real-term cut. Universal
credit is overall less generous than the system it replaces and it is the
under-25 single parent families who are expected to lose the most.62

‘The fact is that the conditions to which we are exposed
influence our behaviour. Most of us cherish the notion
of free choice, but our choices are constrained
by the conditions in which we are born, grow, live,
work and age.’ Michael Marmot, The Health Gap
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Young
people
Do they have
the mix of assets
they need
for a healthy
future?
34
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The extent to which a young person has the opportunity to develop the
four key assets (skills, personal connections, practical/financial support
and emotional support), and how these mix and interact will affect the
extent to which they are able to secure the building blocks for a healthy life
(a home, work and friends).
Furthermore, it is not simply the immediate experiences that matter
but also how these interact with the wider environment in which young
people live, such as the local housing and labour markets.
In the analysis phase, it emerged that young people’s situations tended
to cluster into four broad groups that have a range of shared characteristics.
These groups are fluid. An individual could be in one group at a certain
point in their early adulthood, then move into another if their
circumstances change.
As part of the engagement exercise, Livity worked with young people
to help them describe these groups in their own words. These are the
descriptions used below.
The case studies here are based on experiences shared during the
workshops. However, to protect the anonymity of the young people
involved, they are composites developed in conjunction with
the young people at Livity.
The four groups are:
—
—
—
—

Starting ahead and staying ahead.
It’s not what you know, it’s who you know.
Getting better together.
Struggling without a safety net.
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Figure 1. Turning assets into the
building blocks for a healthy future
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A healthier
future

Starting ahead
and staying ahead
Young people in this group said that they had the opportunity to develop
all four assets. They had:
— the skills needed for their desired career
— s trong connections with peers that helped them get their first job,
with opportunities to develop
— a safety net of emotional, financial and practical support thanks
to strong relationships with their family and/or partner.
On the whole, the majority came from more affluent backgrounds,
in turn giving them more of a chance of accessing these four things.
As a result, these young people felt they were able to take more risks,
such as changing career or retraining, especially when compared to young
people from less affluent backgrounds who lacked the same financial
and practical security. Due to the support they had, young people in this
group more readily trusted people, institutions, organisations and
government, and were less likely to have had a negative experience
of them. This was because external factors such as a difficult job market
were less likely to have had a harmful effect on their lives.
However, things were not always perfect. These young people sometimes
struggled to deal with the pressure to meet high expectations set by
themselves and others. As they had less exposure to life’s hardships, they
struggled with anxiety and with knowing how to deal with challenges.
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Building blocks at age 25

Figure 2. Starting ahead and staying ahead: How will the mix of assets
shape the building blocks for a healthy future?
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‘We have joint goals in life
and I feel I have support with anything.
He’s probably the reason
I am overall very happy in life’ Leeds

‘I love my job, I love learning
new things every day and
there is a lot of room for progression.
It also allows me to live a happy
work-life balance’ Glasgow
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Lara
24
Glasgow

‘I work in a Glasgow accounting firm and I love it. It wasn’t what I had
expected to end up doing as I’d always planned to go to uni and then
become a teacher after my gap year. But after school I landed an accounting
job to earn a bit of money and ended up falling in love with it. When
they offered me a permanent position it was easy to say yes, and now
I’ve been promoted and am studying for further qualifications.
‘Even though I’m 24 I love still living at home especially as I’m really close
to my parents. They’re the most important people in my life, alongside
my partner. We’re currently saving to buy our first house – I can’t wait
for us to build our lives together in a place of our own. I’d like to find
somewhere close to where we are now so I can still drop in on my family,
especially once we get engaged and start a family. But before that all
starts we want to go travelling. Asia is our dream destination but we’re
holding off until we’ve got our first home – that’s the priority.’
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It’s not what you know,
it’s who you know
The young people in this group had the skills but lacked the connections
needed to turn them into a job in their chosen career. Despite doing
well at school and achieving the right qualifications, they struggled
to overcome factors outside their control, such as a competitive job market
or lack of opportunities in their local area. Tending to come from less
affluent backgrounds, they were often the first person in their family
to go to university, meaning there was no one to provide the advice
or connections they needed.
Many worried about ‘failing’ and not meeting their own or their family’s
expectations, and had higher levels of self-doubt and lower resilience,
sometimes stemming from job application rejections. They often felt let
down and misled, as if they were meant for greater things in life. Having
sustained frequent knocks to their confidence, they were left struggling
to feel they had any control over their futures.
Some young people in this group had moved to new areas and out
of home in order to get a job they really wanted. However, this meant
they had less financial and practical support in the local area. This put
them at higher risk of ending up in debt, as they turned to loans to
supplement their income while they secured a job. For some, the level
of debt had become uncontrollable, leading them to transition into
another group such as ‘getting better together’ or ‘struggling without
a safety net’ (described below).
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Building blocks at age 25

Figure 3. It’s not what you know, it’s who you know: How will the mix
of assets shape the building blocks for a healthy future?

Home

Job

Friends

nd qualific
a
s

nal conne
o
s
r

s
ion
t
c

ctical
pra
su

d

or t
p
p

nc
Fina ial an

otional s
u

l

Em

Sk
il

or t
p
p

Pe

Assets accumulated from 12 to 24

s
ion
t
a

Young people — do they have the mix of assets?

42

‘In the office [housing charity] everyone
is basically the same… they all went
to uni and sometimes the same uni…
and I get the feeling they haven’t ever
met someone like me before, they
haven’t got a clue about the people’s
lives that they’re trying to help.’ Leeds

‘I graduated from university and I am
now working part-time in retail while
I look for other jobs. I don’t find it fulfilling.
I am confused as I don’t really know
what jobs I should be looking for.’ Leeds
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Mary
26
Newtonabbey

‘I’m currently temping doing admin at a local authority in the social care
team. It’s only a six-month contract covering someone on maternity leave.
I’m pretty frustrated as this is not what I want to be doing. I worked
hard at school, and have a teaching qualification from Belfast. I had
thought teaching would be a safe bet leading to a good, stable job with
a steady salary.
‘After I finished uni, I moved back in with my parents and started applying
for as many training positions as I could find. There were some interviews
but nothing really worked out. I even applied for roles in the Civil Service
but didn’t pass the assessment centre. I don’t know why all my hard
work isn’t paying off, especially when some of my friends from uni are
getting jobs elsewhere. My parents are there for me but they don’t know
anyone in teaching who could help me out. I do appreciate that they’re
letting me live at home but it is pretty lonely and I get quite bored.
‘The admin job was a last resort really because I needed some money
to support myself and contribute to the household bills. I’m not sure how
I can get into teaching now. I think leaving Northern Ireland could help
but I can’t do that until I’ve secured a job so I can pay my way. The fact
I don’t have my own space makes me more keen to move as my parents
and I are a bit on top of each other. I try to get out, going to gym classes
to get some space and meet other young people. That helps me feel good.’
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Getting better together
Young people in this group had experienced struggles in the past and
were working to move on from these previous challenges. For example,
some dropped out of school with few qualifications. Others fell in
with the wrong crowd or had difficult home lives, which led to periods
of homelessness for some. Often, though not always, these challenges
came about due to socioeconomic circumstances out of the person’s
control. However, once they hit their 20s they commonly went through
a turning point often due to social support or intervention from others,
such as a formal or informal mentor. They then went on to make
life changes – for example, by returning to education, starting their
own businesses or pushing themselves to progress at work.
Many in this group had strong social connections who could offer advice
and guidance. They also had high levels of emotional resilience due to
the experiences they had overcome. They wanted to make up for previous
setbacks and tended to be in control and confident that they would
achieve their goals. However, their optimism did not extend to trust
in institutions and government. They were likely to have had negative
experiences with the education, housing and benefits systems.
There was variation within this group. Some young people had fewer
social connections but higher levels of emotional and financial support
from a partner or family. This meant that even though they had low levels
of skills and qualifications, they had a support structure around them
which meant they had opportunities, such as going back to college,
as a result of being able to live at home rent-free. Their family or partner
might lack connections, but they were able to offer emotional support
and encourage them to achieve their ambitions.
Conversely, other young people in this group lacked practical and financial
support but had more access to relevant and meaningful connections.
However, despite lacking financial support, they had still overcome
the challenge thanks to having someone in their life to offer advice and
guidance. In some instances, this could be more valuable than financial
help. Where family relationships were poor, young people tended to
rely on friends, social housing or private renting. This lack of control over
where they lived meant they prioritised saving for more secure housing.
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Building blocks at age 25

Figure 3. Getting better together: How will the mix of assets shape
the building blocks for a healthy future?
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‘I like my work and I’m happy with my
salary but would like more per hour so I’ve
decided to go to uni. I’ve moved back
home, which I enjoy as I can save money
and my mum does my washing.’ Leeds
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Orla
25
Bristol

‘I grew up in a council estate just outside of Bristol. I didn’t really get
on with my parents or my older brother, and no one in my family ever
seemed to hold down a permanent job. I hated it so much that when
I was 16 I left to live at my boyfriend’s place. I knew I wanted a better
life and to earn enough to set myself up but I struggled to keep up in
school, and was diagnosed late with dyslexia. Luckily, my maths teacher,
Mr Reynolds, saw that I just needed a little extra help. I’d always liked
design technology so Mr Reynolds suggested I apply for an electrician
apprenticeship. He helped me write the application and connected
me with someone who gave me some extra maths coaching.
‘The apprenticeship was a great opportunity to earn some money and it
meant my boyfriend and I managed to move out of his parents’ house and
get our own space. I worked hard on the apprenticeship and was offered
a full-time job, which I love. We’ve now managed to get a small flat above
a shop. It was in rubbish condition when we moved in, but we’ve spent
our spare time doing it up so it finally feels like home. We’re saving
with the hope of being able to part-own in the future. It’s still not easy as
my boyfriend is struggling to find permanent work, but we’re optimistic
and know if we continue to work hard, it will eventually pay off.’

Young people — do they have the mix of assets?
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Struggling without
a safety net
Young people in this group had the least access to skills and connections
and to emotional, practical and financial support. Unlike those in the
‘getting better together’ group, these young people were unable to access
appropriate support. They were also likely to live in areas with poor
job markets, but their lack of financial stability prevented them from
being able to move elsewhere.
They tended to come from less affluent areas and some had had to rely
on the state for support. They had low levels of resilience and high levels
of anxiety due to the constant threat of debt and homelessness.
Young people in this group were at risk of experiencing homelessness,
although some were in social housing. Others were in insecure privately
rented housing where the conditions are poor. Often they were
unemployed, or in insecure work with temporary contracts, long hours
and inflexible shifts. They often had poor relationships with employers
as they feel unsupported and that there is no interest in their
personal development.
While a small number of young people who are ‘struggling without
a safety net’ may be facing serious challenges, many were managing
to keep their head above the water due to having slightly more emotional
support, or slightly more practical or financial support. This was often
from a partner. However, overall they have the lowest sense of personal
agency and control over their future and often felt isolated and alone.
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Building blocks at age 25

Figure 4. Struggling without a safety net: How will the mix of assets
shape the building blocks for a healthy future?
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‘I’ve been in situations where people have
their parents give them money, whereas
I seem to be in the situation that however hard
I work, I wasn’t getting the same things
they were.’ Cardiff, C2DE, living independently
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Jack
24
Newcastle

‘I was born in Hull and lived there with my mum in a local council flat.
My dad died when I was little so it was always just me and my mum –
she never had a job, and I didn’t have any contact with my extended
family. I didn’t like school much and often didn’t even bother to turn up.
I ended up getting expelled after a fight with another lad, so left with
no qualifications. That’s when I fell in with a bad crowd and we hung
out drinking and then moved into taking drugs, and eventually ended
up getting arrested for shoplifting. We were all in the same boat,
with no qualifications, making ends meet with casual labouring.
‘When mum died, leaving me on my own aged 22, I didn’t know how to
cope and got angry and fought with my friends. I had to get away, so went
to Newcastle where I had an old friend working in construction. He sorted
me out with some casual construction jobs and let me sleep on his sofa,
which was alright until he asked me to leave. I didn’t know anyone else
in Newcastle and couldn’t access housing, so I ended up on the streets.
‘Thankfully, things are really starting to look up. I’ve been put in touch
with a homeless charity who can help me find somewhere safer to stay.
I also reached out to a guy I met through my previous construction job,
and he reckons he could have some work soon that I can pick up. I can’t
wait to be earning a bit of money.’
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Discussion

The UK has seen huge economic and social progress in the last 30 years.
The drive to increase the number of young people going to university
has resulted in a society in which almost half (49%) of young people in
England today go on to higher education.63 Many of the health-promoting
behaviours of this generation have also improved. Rates of teenage
pregnancy have fallen, as has the use of alcohol and drugs.64 In terms of
their personal life, sex and sexuality, increasing tolerance in society means
some young people have the freedom and ability to determine their
own future at a level that previous generations could not have hoped for.
But, despite these positive changes, looking through a broader lens,
young people themselves report a less optimistic story. When it comes
to the social determinants of health, young people are losing ground.
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A complex world,
and complex
individuals within it
During the engagement work, young people described lives of
considerable insecurity in which reliance on work as a place of belonging,
financial stability and reliability was hard to achieve. For many, housing,
too, was precarious, and made it impossible to plan a future. They
described themselves as having aspirations that extended beyond the
opportunities around them. They described a complex world in which
it was difficult for many of them to establish the building blocks for
a healthy future. These findings are supported by data and research from
other organisations.
The young people also described high levels of anxiety. They spoke of a
crisis of self-esteem in which they felt they had ‘failed’. The national-level
data also support this, showing concerning degrees of loneliness and
mental health concerns.
For some young people, the challenges they experience are just a part
of the process of maturity. With good social networks and with a financial
safety net provided by their parents/carers, they may well be able to
withstand the impact of insecurity and uncertainty. But a large proportion
of young people lack the financial and personal support of family. Many
young people are also finding that the skills and qualifications they have
gained cannot be translated into the building blocks for a healthy life.
The damage to their long-term prospects of this is potentially very great.
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The impact on
future health
This matters, first and foremost, because of what it means for the young
people involved. But it also matters because experiences between the
ages of 12 and 24 will play a crucial role in determining young people’s
health and wellbeing in the long term.5 The gains made as a society in
improving the health of previous generations may well be eroded by the
precariousness and instability of the lives some young people are facing.
The inquiry has identified the importance of ensuring that young people
are able to build the assets they need to secure, as they transition into
adulthood, the building blocks for a healthy future. Furthermore,
the impact of many of the wider structural challenges young people face
in the housing and labour market, affect the extent to which they
are able to realise value from the assets they have accumulated.
The long-term health of the population is one of the greatest assets our
country holds. The decline of this asset should concern us all. When
today’s young people enter middle age without the fundamentals needed
for a healthy life, society may regret not having taken action sooner.
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What
next?
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The situation facing young people is complex, and there is no single
solution. As with many complex problems, the way forward will rely
on many individuals and organisations working together in a number
of different ways. Government, business, education institutions,
the voluntary sector, communities and individuals will all have a role
in piecing together this puzzle.
These early findings point to a need for the UK to take an approach
that supports every young person’s opportunities for a healthy future.
Both in terms of how young people in differing circumstances are
supported to build the assets need to secure the building blocks for
a healthy future. And also how they are able to realise value from these
assets regardless of where in the UK they live. This will require policy
understanding and action in the UK and devolved governments,
and among other national players.
At a local level, the litmus test of a flourishing society should be whether
it is good for the young people who live within it. There are interventions
that can be fundamental in changing the fortunes of young people,
and these need to be understood, evidenced and scaled. Communities
need to understand their responsibilities to the young people who
live in them and promote local action to address variation in young
people’s opportunities for a healthy life.
To address this need, in 2018 and early 2019 the Health Foundation’s
Young people’s future health inquiry will be undertaking a programme
of research policy, communications and stakeholder work to begin
a conversation about what needs to change.
Find out more: www.health.org.uk/futurehealthinquiry
In the second half of 2018, the Health Foundation will also be undertaking
a programme of site visits, profiling five places across the UK, and
engaging with young people, professionals and system leaders
to understand what makes a good place for young people. Findings
will be reported through the course of the inquiry.
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The Health Foundation’s Young people’s future health inquiry
is a two-year programme, exploring the future health of young people
today across the UK.
As well as the engagement work with young people, the inquiry also
involves site visits in various locations across the UK, along with a
research programme run by our partners at the Association for Young
People’s Health and the UCL Institute of Child Health. The inquiry
will culminate in a policy analysis and development of recommendations,
expected in 2019.
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Appendix: research
methodology
The Health Foundation commissioned Kantar Public, an independent
social research agency, which partnered with Livity, a youth engagement
specialist, to conduct an engagement exercise with young people living
in the UK aged 22–26.
The engagement exercise adopted a mixed method and iterative research
approach, which consisted of three distinct phases incorporating both
qualitative and quantitative research methods.
—T
 he project began with a database review to gather existing insight
on this cohort of young people and a stakeholder workshop.
—P
 hase 1 involved mobile discussions with a 10-person reference panel,
social media analysis and a segmentation based on the 2017 Next Steps
dataset of about 7,700 young people aged 25.
—P
 hase 2 comprised a mobile app diary followed by half-day qualitative
workshops in London, Leeds, Glasgow, Cardiff and Newtownabbey
(including 80 young people in total).
— Phase 3 included hosting four ‘Google Hangouts’ with young people.
—T
 he report was then developed, including work by Livity in
conjunction with young people to describe some of the findings
in their own words.
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The analysis to develop the assets and groups drew on the multiple data
sources collected during the engagement work, including moderator
notes from the workshops (such as audio recordings and materials
completed by participants in the workshops) and data generated through
the mobile app (including rating scales, open-ended text, discussion
threads and photos). Matrix mapping was used to analyse the large
volumes of data. Structured charts were used to map data against the
research objectives and emergent key themes. The data were systemically
analysed to look for themes and explore variation across subgroups.
Formal analysis brainstorming sessions were held following each phase
of research, where researchers explored findings against each of
the key themes in detail, as well as against the overarching objectives.
These findings were then tested with a group of young people,
with descriptions of the assets, titles of the groups and descriptions
co-developed with Livity.
The Health Foundation also commissioned Opinion Matters, an insights
and market research agency, to conduct an online survey of those aged
22–26 and gather their views on the challenges facing young people.
A total of 2,000 participants from across the UK were surveyed between
4 April and 9 April 2018.
We asked them the following questions.
How important do you think it is to have the following when
growing up?
—O
 pportunity to achieve the right skills and qualifications
for your chosen career.
—T
 he right relationships and networking opportunities to help enter/
progress in the working environment.
—F
 inancial and practical support from my family (eg helping with living
costs/being able to live at home and avoid paying rent).
— Emotional support.
To what extent did you have the following when growing up?
— Opportunity to achieve the right skills and qualifications.
—T
 he right relationships and networking opportunities to help enter/
progress in the working environment.
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—F
 inancial and practical support from my family (eg helping with living
costs/being able to live at home and avoid paying rent).
— Emotional support.
How easy was it and/or do you think it will be for you to obtain the
following?
— I found/would find high quality, affordable housing in my local area.
— I found/would find secure work which is fairly paid and has scope
for career growth and development.
— I found/would find happy and fulfilling relationships with family,
friends and partners.
—Y
 oung people generally can find high quality, affordable housing
in my local area.
—Y
 oung people generally can find secure work which is fairly paid
and has scope for career growth and development.
—Y
 oung people generally can find happy and fulfilling relationships
with family, friends and partners.
How much do you agree/disagree with the following?
— Most people I know of my age couldn’t afford to move out of home.
—E
 ither myself or friends of mine have done unpaid internships
in order to get a job.
—Y
 oung people today are under pressure to appear or behave in a certain
way on social media.
— I t’s all about who you know when it comes to finding a job –
those with personal networks and connections have an advantage.
—M
 ost jobs I’ve seen that are of interest to me are temporary
or contract positions.

Appendix: research methodology
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