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JOHNSON:   Say ‘youth unemployment’ to the average Radio 4 listener, 
and they may well think of this year’s crop of graduates struggling to find jobs. 
But in comparison to some young people, they’re the lucky ones.    
 
LEUNIG:   Graduate unemployment is a very temporary phenomenon. 
There’s a recession. Some of them will take longer to find work, but graduates will be 
alright in the end. It’s those who leave school at 16, who don’t have any obvious 
skills, whose long-term job trajectories are very bad.  
 
JOHNSON:   Economist Tim Leunig. All the political emphasis on 
‘education education education’ of the last couple of decades has undoubtedly 
put many in a better position to compete for jobs at the higher end of the labour 
market. But well before the current downturn hit, something else was becoming 
clear. For younger would-be employees, school leavers, there was no longer a 
clear way in to work. Vocational education specialist Professor Alison Wolf.    
 
WOLF:   We used to have a very friendly youth labour market in the UK, 
much more so than most other European countries, and for the last ten to fifteen years 
it’s been changing. It’s been increasingly hard for any but the best educated and those 
in the most prosperous areas to make this transition into secure employment. 
 
JOHNSON:   I’m Paul Johnson, director of the Institute for fiscal 
Studies, an economic think tank. In this programme I’ll be looking at why youth 
unemployment is about much more than the current recession. It’s about how 
and why youth unemployment started rising before the recession despite record 
levels of investment in education and training, and record numbers gaining 
qualifications. Believing youth unemployment will automatically disappear as 
the economy picks up is dangerously complacent.  
 
So is it time for a radical rethink of the assumptions underlying our policies 
towards this group? In particular in our rush to endorse more education and 
qualifications for everyone, have we even been disparaging work? 
 
LEUNIG:   We know that if you work in McDonalds, they’re very good at 
training you in the soft skills - that you always smile at customers; that you get on 
with your co-workers; that if there’s time to lean, there’s time to clean. We know that 
employers are very good at teaching these skills, and that’s why I think it’s a tragedy 
that McJobs is now in the Oxford English Dictionary as meaning a job that leads 
nowhere even though all the economics evidence is that a job in McDonalds is one of 
the best jobs for young people without skills. 
 
(Fx: teenagers at football club in Salisbury) 
 
JOHNSON:   There have always been some for whom life in the 
classroom has been a bit of a torment. So what would it take to help them into 
stable employment? I met one group of teenagers in a car park at a football club 
in Salisbury, Wiltshire. Barnardo’s, the charity, is running a project here. The 
boys are working on car maintenance. 
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BOY:   You’ve got to run the engine up until … to temperature, and then 
pressure test it for leaks. So … (switches on engine)  
 
BAKAWALA:  For the oil changing, you need a filter wrench and you need a 
ratchet. You need … (fades under) 
  
JOHNSON:   Gulam Bakawala – who calls himself a mentor mechanic – 
has been handing out tools and instructions to the boys. But the aim, he says, is 
about much more than just mechanical skills – it’s about preparation for work. 
 
BAKAWALA:  So what we teach them is about communication, about 
confidence, about you know the future really. If you were to go out in the workplace, 
how would you conduct yourself, how would you be working with others. 
 
JOHNSON:   And local schools can send here pupils who struggle with 
academic learning and who are at risk of struggling too as they try to enter the 
labour market.  Paula Leyland is pastoral manager for the local Sarum 
Academy. 
 
LEYLAND:   It’s hands on, it’s something different than sitting in a 
classroom for two hours doing maths and English. The confidence as well. You can 
see a difference in a child through the confidence they gain. 
 
JOHNSON:   For those who don’t leave your school with qualifications, 
do they largely go straight into being unemployed? 
 
LEYLAND:   At the academy, we do offer them sixth form where they can do 
retakes and things like this and mechanics. But there are pupils that leave with 
nothing. You know that they don’t go on to do anything else or may just have 
short-term jobs. 
 
JOHNSON:   You might think the kinds of hands on jobs these boys are 
being trained for are on the way out…that’s certainly true in some areas. A 
generation ago these boys might have walked into a manual job, a job in 
manufacturing, but many such opportunities have disappeared says Tim Leunig. 
 
LEUNIG:   We haven’t stopped manufacturing things, but we now 
manufacture things with far fewer workers. It took Longbridge, the Austin factory in 
the Midlands, a quarter of a million people in the 1960s to make the same number of 
cars that Nissan can now make with five thousand people. So we’ve lost 245,000 jobs, 
which traditionally went to young men who left school at the school leaving age, and 
those are jobs that aren’t coming back in Britain or anywhere in the world.  
 
JOHNSON:   And not only are there fewer of these kinds of jobs.  
According to Alison Wolf, author of a government report on vocational 
education, young people are facing intense competition both from older workers 
and from those born outside the UK.  
 
WOLF:   There is more competition from non-young would-be workers. 
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It’s partly the thing that everybody’s aware of, which is you’ve got this big 
immigration, especially from Eastern Europe, and so if you’re faced with a choice 
between hiring an inexperienced 18 year old or somebody who is 25, 26, may not 
have the world’s greatest English but you don’t need that anyway, lots of motivation, 
lots of experience back home, you’ll go for the latter.  
 
JOHNSON:   But we need to be careful, suggests Tim Leunig, before 
applying this kind of insight into the effect of immigration to every part of the 
country. 
 
LEUNIG:   Well it clearly hasn’t had any effect in places with particularly 
high youth unemployment. So if we went to somewhere like Easington, Billy Eliot 
country, we’d find very high youth unemployment and virtually no migrants because 
the reality is that migrants go to places with jobs; and as a result, in the places with 
really bad unemployment, we really can’t blame immigration. But there will be places 
that are affluent where some people are struggling a bit more to find work because 
they are competing with Poles, with Lithuanians, with Czechs and so on. 
 
JOHNSON:   Crucially there is a big long term issue here. This is not just 
about the recession, or problems at a local level, important though they are. 
Youth unemployment used to go up and down with unemployment more 
generally. But something rather worrying happened in the early 2000s. That link 
was broken and youth unemployment started going up even as unemployment as 
a whole was steady and the economy was doing well. Alison Wolf again. 
 
WOLF:   Something much more fundamental has gone wrong than what 
is hopefully short-term recession. What we’re actually seeing is a much more long 
term trend, and it’s a trend which is masked by the fact that 16 and 17 year olds are 
staying in education much longer. 
 
JOHNSON:   Of course it’s not as if the last Labour government was 
either unconcerned or unaware. Back in 1997, one of Labour’s five key pledges 
was to get 250,000 under 25s off benefit and into work. But in doing that, they 
didn’t manage to tackle some of the fundamental problems, problems that were 
only partially masked by the apparently ever growing economy, of which we 
once heard so much. 
 
Having worked inside government, I know that youth unemployment has all the 
hallmarks of a problem with which politicians find it hard to grapple. Tackling it 
involves long term commitment, short term cost and coordination across too 
many Whitehall departments. 
 
And in this case, especially during the good times, policy was very much focused 
on higher education. Young people and their parents certainly got the message. 
Recent surveys suggest that well over 90% of parents would like their children to 
go to university, and at age 14 the large majority of children, of all social classes, 
aspire to go on to Higher Education. 
 
But what about the majority who don’t in fact go down that route? Paul Gregg, 
a leading labour market expert, was an adviser to the last government, and says 
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this group has been forgotten.  
 
GREGG:   The UK has a pretty chaotic school to work transition unless 
you’re going down the A levels/university route. There it’s all clearly mapped out; it’s 
very easy to sort of see where you’re going. Follow that route, go into work. It’s kind 
of planned and organised. For everybody else who’s not going the A level and 
university route, it’s incredibly messy. And, crucially, once you sort of leave school, 
nobody or no agency, no government body or charity or anybody is organising the 
space to help you. There’s a vacuum.  
 
JOHNSON:   There is one route other than that through university that 
politicians are pleased to talk about – apprenticeships. But it can become a bit of 
a numbers game. Angela Constance has been appointed by the Scottish 
government as minister with a specific brief for youth employment. 
 
CONSTANCE:  We are making record investment in our modern apprenticeship 
programme. In the year gone by, we’ve delivered 26,427 modern apprenticeships, to 
be precise, and that’s nearly a 70% increase from when this government came into 
office.  
 
JOHNSON:   And while for many young people an apprenticeship is a 
fantastic route to a good job and career, what the Coalition and devolved 
governments mean by an apprenticeship and what many of us may have in our 
minds are two rather different things. There are a range of schemes across the 
UK and some striking statistics in the latest round of figures. For example, 
nearly one in four of those starting a government sponsored apprenticeship in 
England last year was more than 35 years old. Nearly 4,000 people over age 60 
embarked on a new apprenticeship.  There’s nothing wrong with that, but 
Alison Wolf is concerned that the national apprenticeship scheme in England is 
no longer focused on helping young people into the workplace. 
 
WOLF:   We all think of apprenticeship as for 17 and 18 year olds or 
even 16 year olds and we’ve been obsessed with Germany for the last 150 years and 
their apprentices are 16, 17, 18, but we have actually been pretty much flat lining on 
apprenticeships for that age group. One of the most stunning statistics that has been 
put out by government in the last year, I think, is that 70% of apprentices in the last 
year are people who were already employed by the company before they became 
apprentices. So what it has been becoming is subsidised training for people that 
employers have already got on their books rather than a way of bringing in young 
people and giving them the introduction to work, which is what it was traditionally all 
about.       
 
JOHNSON:   So that expansion in apprenticeships seems to have favored 
people already in employment. And this raises a broader question about the way 
the labour market is operating. The “insiders”, those already in work, those who 
have experience, are doing well – at least in job terms. The “outsiders”, the 
young and inexperienced, are being shut out. And that, says Paul Gregg, can 
have devastating long term consequences. 
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GREGG:   It’s very, very rare for it to be like they never work. What you 
have is a higher incidence of worklessness, more frequent spells of unemployment, 
lower paid work when you’re working, lack of training and development when you’re 
working so you don’t get that kind of progression into the better paid jobs. So you get 
people sort of stuck in a relatively unstable, low pay/no pay cycle. Health seems to be 
affected - mental health, well-being. Marriage and partnership relationships seem to 
also be related to this. So there seems to be sort of a longer social cost to long 
exposure to youth unemployment. 
 
JOHNSON:   One worry is that as we try to protect some of those young 
people in the most vulnerable situations - single young women with children, for 
example - we may be making the choice to stay out of work easier.  
 
Once you realise how deep and long-term all of this is, you know that it’ll still be 
a big problem even after growth eventually returns. What’s more, this particular 
recession has been much worse for young people and, in employment terms, 
much better for older people than any previous downturn. Tim Leunig. 
 
LEUNIG:   In the 1980s, for example, the recession got rid of big chunks 
of British industry that had no long-term prospects, and that meant that we got what 
we might call the Full Monty effect; that steel workers in middle age were thrown out 
of work. That hasn’t happened this time. It’s been a recession that’s fairly equal and 
Britain doesn’t have big industries that need to be killed off. So what we’ve seen is a 
lot of workers work part-time. They’ve agreed to take unpaid leave and so on to keep 
their jobs. They’ve taken wage freezes and sometimes even pay cuts to keep their 
firms in business. And because they’re willing to do that, their firms are happy to 
keep them on.  
 
Segue: 
 
CONSTANCE:  One of the things that is definitely happening is that employers, 
actually to their credit, are trying to keep people in work.  
 
JOHNSON:   That unfortunate trade off – that relatively low job losses in 
the recession means bad new for young job seekers – is something Scottish 
minister Angela Constance has sensed.    
 
CONSTANCE:  We are finding more people under-employed, so they’ve maybe 
taken a cut in wages, they may be working less hours; so when the economy picks up, 
what will happen is people will increase their hours again. And I think that’s one of 
the reasons why we need to ensure that youth unemployment doesn’t become 
long-term unemployment. 
 
JOHNSON:   If we’re to avoid that, employers big and small will need to 
recruit young people. While I was in Salisbury seeing that Barnardo’s  project, 
I went to see Ian Parker and Zabrina Sait, who run Wessex Drainage 
Solutions… a drainage and plumbing company which still has plenty of work 
despite the recession. Drains still get blocked in a downturn. Ian Parker himself 
left school at 15 with no qualifications and is keen in principle on employing 
youngsters. But he is not looking for qualifications or time spent in college. 
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PARKER:   New recruits to the drainage company must have the right 
attitude, and the right attitude is that they don’t walk in with a baseball cap back to 
front, they don’t walk in smoking, they don’t walk in halfway through the interview 
with a mobile phone and sit there with their legs crossed, laid back.  
  
JOHNSON:   So the most important thing is not qualifications or 
experience; it’s attitude? 
 
PARKER:   Yes, we can give them the qualifications. There’s no problem 
with that at all. Even if they don’t appear to be academically suitable, we can give 
them the qualifications if they’ve got the right attitude. 
 
JOHNSON:   Many employers are suspicious of the qualifications system. 
Just as governments have had targets for getting more and more young people 
into higher education, they have had targets to increase the numbers getting 
other qualifications. But, as we know, an excessive focus on targets can have 
perverse consequences. In this case the political focus on numbers of 
qualifications meant neglect of things young people desperately need like the 
ability to read, write and count. Alison Wolf.  
 
WOLF:   For decades we have been running an education system which 
was unique in the world in that we not only allowed young people to give English and 
maths up, but we actually created a system in which it was in the interests of the 
schools and colleges for them to give them up. And I do want to repeat that. We had a 
system in which schools and colleges that wanted to stay solvent, wanted to do well in 
terms of government league tables, wanted to tick all the inspection boxes, those 
schools and colleges had a strong incentive to stop teaching English and maths to the 
vast majority of young people. 
 
JOHNSON:   That’s an extraordinary thing. Professor Wolf revealed in 
her report for the government that colleges in England had strong financial  
incentives to register students for vocational qualifications rather than for maths 
and English.  
 
 
Furthermore, schools were incentivised through the league tables to put pupils in 
for vocational qualifications supposedly equivalent to GCSEs - they were nothing 
of the sort. A certificate in nail technology, for example, was worth 2 GCSEs in 
the school league tables. The Education Secretary Michael Gove plans to 
downgrade the value of this and thousands of other vocational qualifications in 
the school league tables. If those changes mean schools and colleges teach more 
maths and English and encourage fewer people to take vocational courses, Alison 
Wolf won’t be too worried. Many of the vocational qualifications we’ve offered 
in schools and colleges, she believes, don’t really prepare young people for work.      
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WOLF:   It’s not about quintupling the number of people you train for a 
highly specific craft occupation because although that may be a very good training, 
it’s very expensive and the workplace opportunities aren’t there. But it’s about 
making sure that the non-academic options are broad, are demanding, are oriented 
towards a range of occupations which do have some real skills.  
     
Segue: 
 
BOY:    Dennis is about to take the … drain the oil well. (fades to) 
 
BAKAWALA:  Some of these young people, they really don’t like maths and 
English, so when you sort of put them in a classroom and say maths and English, they 
run a mile. What we try to do is we incorporate that into the mechanics of it. So, for 
example, learning temperatures, how to mix and things, percentages, fractions, and 
it’s all done in such a way that it’s part of a job.  
 
JOHNSON:   We mustn’t confuse getting basic skills with everyone going 
down an academic route. Back at that Barnardo’s project in Salisbury they are 
trying quite different ways of getting those basic literacy and numeracy concepts 
across. With almost one to one attention this is very resource intensive, but with 
the focus on practical skills, maths and English and in preparing pupils for work 
it could also be very effective says mentor Gulam Bakawala.  
 
BAKAWALA:  What we will do is say to them like you’re interested in doing 
this, get this information. And then as Barnardo’s, we will then maybe speak to an 
employer. They’ll be very much “Oh that’s fine if you come in”, but we will be like 
“No, interview him”. So then what we would do, give them interview technique skills. 
You know doing something for somebody is the easiest bit to do and then when you 
leave them, then that’s when they can struggle. That’s when it can feel the most 
loneliest. 
 
JOHNSON:   Getting that personal contact with an employer, and the 
world of employment, can be a very difficult hurdle to leap. So you’d think we’d 
strive to make that hurdle as low as possible. But some employers see additional 
costs in employing 16 and 17 year olds. Zabrina Sait and Ian Parker of Wessex 
Drainage say they face some specific problems. 
 
SAIT:   Well we can employ, but they have to be using equipment that 
isn’t going to hurt them or anything like that. We have to have additional insurance 
just to employ them and they have to be guided through everything that they do. They 
have to be fully supervised. So you would have to employ somebody else to work 
with him to enable him to do that and it’s not really cost effective for a business to do. 
 
JOHNSON:   So quite different rules for 17 year olds? 
 
SAIT:   Yeah. 
 
JOHNSON:   More expensive to employ. They can join the army, but 
they can’t come and do drains for you? 
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SAIT:   Mmn (agreeing) 
 
PARKER:   Yes that’s very true, very true. You finish up with a three man 
gang instead of a two because you need somebody to look after the 16, 17 year old. 
When I was doing it, if you hit your finger with a hammer and it hurt, they’d say 
“Don’t do it again”. You learnt quite quickly. 
 
JOHNSON:   As well as rules and regulations, there are financial 
disincentives too. Tim Leunig teaches at the London School of Economics and 
works at the Liberal Democrat leaning think tank Centre Forum. He sees the 
current system of National Insurance Contributions as one major barrier. 
 
LEUNIG:   For example in Britain, we fine employers who create a 
minimum wage job. I admit the government doesn’t call it a fine; it calls it Employers 
National Insurance, but nevertheless if you employ someone full-time on the national 
minimum wage, the government demands about £750 from the firm for the privilege 
of taking someone out of unemployment. I mean that’s bonkers. We should clearly 
raise the point at which you start paying Employers National Insurance to say £12,500 
to allow firms to employ young people who are relatively low skilled more easily, and 
they can make up the money by changing the rate of national insurance on everybody 
else. 
 
JOHNSON:   Of course this would have short term costs and resentful 
opponents among those who’d pay more. But beyond such technical changes 
what we need is a change to the whole way we think about what the best route to 
employment really is. Paul Gregg believes an important first step is for schools to 
be judged more explicitly on the type of employment their leavers enter, rather 
as universities are already. 
 
GREGG:   Schools are incentivised to gain pupils qualifications. That’s 
their focus. There is nothing in the system that says that they should worry about the 
employment attainment of kids once they leave schools. Somewhat paradoxically, at 
universities there is an ethos which is that you need to worry about that, and part of 
university recognition in terms of league tables and so on comes with a recog… you 
know how are their graduates doing in terms of employment. We have nothing similar 
for schools. So schools’ incentive is to get people qualifications at 16 or 17 and then 
forget about them.  
 
JOHNSON:   One worry is that in the admirable talk of ensuring all 
young people aspire to qualifications, university and an exciting career, we 
forgot to ensure that there was a match between aspiration and reality.  
 
And the reality is that while there are a lot more high skill, white collar jobs, 
there has also been an increase in the numbers of the lowest skilled jobs. This is 
what economists have called a hollowing out of the labour market. It’s not the 
cleaning, caring, drain unblocking jobs that have gone; it’s the clerical and 
manufacturing jobs. 
 
So young people need realistic advice and a route through into the labour 
market, into jobs that actually exist. And there is huge value in getting a job, any 
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job as a first step to better things, as a means of getting into the work network, 
acquiring experience and basic working habits. Ian Parker of Wessex Drainage 
Solutions in Salisbury, who has himself taught at a further education college  
 
PARKER:   Of course the teachers don’t know. They don’t know. They 
don’t know anything about industry. And IT sounds nice and glamorous and media 
sounds nice and glamorous, but how many of those are actually going to get jobs? 
Whereas if you’re teaching somebody to be, I don’t know, a meat cutter, there’d be a 
job waiting for them. There’d be an employer who’d snatch them off the street. And 
there used to be this phrase of “Oh you’ll get a dead end job”. Now I’d like to know 
how many of us who’ve entered a so-called dead end job within two years are earning 
more than the teacher who just said that to us. But I have teachers say to me, “It’s not 
my job to teach somebody to go and get a job.” Well what are they there for? You 
know education isn’t an end in itself. It’s a bit unfair on the kids really. 
 
JOHNSON:   For Tim Leunig the very concept of a dead end job misses 
the point – it demonises some of the very jobs likely to be valuable to some school 
leavers.  
 
LEUNIG:   What we need are jobs that are available to people with 
relatively low levels of skills that we can expect to survive for five, ten, fifteen years. 
So an example would be call centres. A few years ago a lot of call centres moved out 
of Britain to India and other places, but just as there’s been reshoring to some extent 
in manufacturing, we’ve also seen reshoring in call centres. The reality is that people 
prefer to deal with staff in England by and large and, therefore, call centres are the 
sorts of jobs we can imagine being suitable for people who were let down by the 
education system in years gone by, that will provide a reasonable standard of living, 
and which can be done in Britain. They’re not glamorous jobs, they’re not the sort of 
jobs that ministers rush to proclaim, but they are good, decent jobs for people who 
might otherwise be unemployed. 
 
JOHNSON:   An academic saying call centre jobs are fine for other 
people may make many of us uncomfortable But the real choice for a lot of 
young people is between jobs like that and unemployment.  
 
If we are to tackle youth unemployment, we are going to need a pretty 
fundamental change in the way we think about and value work. And we need to 
stop playing the numbers game in forever looking to get more people through 
qualifications, whether valuable or not. While the current government is 
changing some of that, in some respects they are still moving in the old direction. 
One focus they inherited is on raising the so called “education participation age”. 
This is not quite the same as raising the school leaving age, but it would seem to 
be a policy in search of a rationale. Alison Wolf, author of that report for 
government on vocational education.  
 
WOLF:   It seems to have been a bright idea that seized Alan Johnson on 
a visit to Canada and nobody can bear to quarrel with it because it sounds as though 
you’re anti-education. I think it’s actually a very bad idea. I think it’ll mean a huge 
number of regulations. It’ll make it even harder for small employers to hire 16 and 17 
year olds because they’ll be worried all the time that they’re not meeting the 
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regulations and not allowing them to go down to college whenever they like and all 
the rest of it. 
 
Segue: 
 
LEUNIG:   There are kids in school today who frankly haven’t learnt 
anything from 14 to 16, who hate being at school, who are just incarcerated in a 
prison-like environment, and keeping them on for another two years against their will 
seems to me to be a tragic waste of their enthusiasm, their youth and so on.  
 
JOHNSON:   Economist Tim Leunig. 
 
Given this formidable array of problems, what are the prospects for success? 
Professor Alison Wolf. 
 
WOLF:   I do think that the government has recognised a number of the 
real problems. They’ve recognised that English and maths are absolutely 
fundamental. They’ve recognised that the existing system, which is going to change, 
is really giving schools and colleges exactly the wrong incentives when it comes to 
encouraging good maths and English teaching. I’m hopeful but I am also very aware 
of the slow speed with which anything moves in government. And I think they have 
also recognised the fundamental importance of workplace experience. The only 
problem again is that we have if you like a thicket of incentives, disincentives, 
risk-averse employers, regulations, institutions which stand in the way, and I think it 
might take quite a long time before we can actually really open this up, unfortunately 
for today’s young people. 
 
JOHNSON:   Which leaves Paul Gregg worrying that even if we do get 
policy right for the longer run, we remain in danger of creating a group of young 
unemployed detached from the labour market suffering permanent damage, 
with the current downturn making things even worse. 
 
GREGG:   Employers are looking away from this group as potential 
recruits. There is no recovery system in place, so that I feel that we are in severe 
danger of creating a high school dropout grouping or a minority - you know perhaps 8 
to 10% of the population - who go on and have these very excluded and damaged 
lives because they are not being integrated into the world of work early, not being 
integrated into the continuing education process in the way that most people are. 
 
JOHNSON:   That idea of integration reminds us that entering the 
workplace successfully matters hugely for everyone. Recent graduates, even in a 
recession, don’t usually have much trouble integrating into the world of work 
eventually. Graduate training schemes, internships, friends and family already 
in work help them to do that.   
But for young school leavers there’s been much less sign of a successful, 
well-thought out way into work.  
 
It’s a challenge for government. But in the end it’s a much broader challenge 
than that. All of us, employers included, need to look to our attitudes to school 
leavers.  Socialising young people into work takes time and effort – and for 
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some reason many of us have stopped making it. We even sneer at those who do 
when we talk about McJobs. For some individual employers, the costs of taking 
on this role once more might outweigh the financial benefits. But for society as a 
whole – and for those who risk becoming a lost generation - the pay off could be 
huge. 


