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Abstract 
This paper uses official data, and the research conducted by policy think tanks 
and independent research organizations, to chart the experiences of Britain’s 
COVID cohort who either spent the final year of their full-time education 
and/or their first year in the labour market wholly or partly under the pan-
demic lockdowns which began in March 2020 and continued, with interrup-
tions, until July 2021. The data show that government’s “no detriment” policies 
protected students from facing crucial examinations, and employees already 
in jobs were protected through furloughing. New entrants to the labour mar-
ket were relatively unprotected. Yet despite the economic turbulence induced 
by the pandemic, lockdowns, followed by a “hard” Brexit at the end of 2020, 
rises in youth unemployment were confined to students seeking part-time jobs, 
and among them to particularly vulnerable groups, namely the least qualified 
and non-white ethnic minorities. However, it is argued that this success was 
at the cost of exacerbating ongoing trends with generally unwelcome conse-
quences, specifically an increase in the number of higher education graduates 
entering jobs for which they are over-qualified, and an enlarged tail-end of 
low achievers who are at risk of becoming trapped in low-paid precarious 
work. 
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1. Introduction 

This paper assembles the available evidence on how the COVID-19 pandemic, 
lockdowns, then Brexit, affected young people in Britain who were completing 
their education and entering the labour market during 2020 and 2021. With ex-
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ceptions that will be identified, the evidence suggests that examination grades, 
rates of progression into and through upper secondary education, enrolments in 
higher education, and chances of obtaining subsequent employment, were un-
scathed. In these respects, the UK has not differed from most European coun-
tries. Up to mid-2021, a “hard” Brexit has had no discernible effects on transi-
tions from education to work. The ensuing discussion leads to the conclusions 
that we must wait several years for the effects of the atypical events of 2020 and 
2021 to become fully apparent, that longer-term changes are likely to have acce-
lerated, but we will need more satisfactory metrics in order to identify exactly 
how the changes have impacted specific socio-demographic groups.  

2. The Pandemic and the Life Course 

A life course is an individual’s journey from birth to death. These journeys are 
biologically inevitable facts of life. Then, based on this biology, every society 
constructs life stages associated with specific rights, responsibilities, risks and 
opportunities. These social constructions have filtered the impact of COVID-19 
which began to spread in Britain and the rest of Europe early in 2020. 

It was not until 9th November 2020 that Pfizer announced a successful outcome 
of trials with its COVID-19 vaccine. The medical pandemic looked likely to end 
during 2021, but in Britain the social and economic impacts and after-effects had 
barely started. In 2021, The British Academy (2021) issued a report entitled 
Shaping the COVID Decade. The Academy’s collective wisdom envisaged me-
dium- and long-term implications for levels of trust, geographical and other in-
equalities, health outcomes, labour markets, and education and skills continuing 
throughout the 2020s. At the end of 2020 Britain was also on the verge of com-
pleting a “hard” Brexit, another event whose main consequences, like those of the 
medical pandemic, lay in the future.  

The short-term 2020-2021 and the longer-term impacts of the COVID-19 pan-
demic and Brexit on people’s lives in Britain and elsewhere have varied and will 
continue to vary by life stage. If infected, the frail elderly have been at greatest 
risk of COVID-related death. Even if the majority of citizens in post-working life 
were not infected in 2020 and 2021, they will have experienced shielding, volun-
tarily or otherwise. Britain’s well-off older people (WOOPIES) lost regular visits 
to pubs and restaurants during lockdowns, plus days-out and vacations away from 
home. All who formerly enjoyed them lost coffee mornings and meetings of vari-
ous associations, plus contact with children and grandchildren. The elderly always 
have the fewest years of life ahead in which to experience after-effects, but also 
the highest proportions of their remaining lives that are at risk. 

Those hardest hit long-term are likely to include adults in mid- or later-working 
life who lost their occupations during the 2020 and 2021 lockdowns (Brewer et 
al., 2020; Cominetti, 2021). They will be part of the collateral damage of any Brexit 
and lockdown induced recession and economic restructuring. Premature termi-
nation of careers undermines hopes and plans for later life. Diminished ability to 
save means lower pensions during an extended later-life. State retirement pensions 
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in Britain will not become available for people in their fifties in 2020 until they 
reach the age of 68. Delayed starts to working life and building pension funds 
have the same (more distant) consequences. 

The economically active who remained in employment may have experienced 
furloughing during 2020 and 2021. Some switched, by choice or instruction, 
wholly or partly, to working from home. In the spring of 2021, 29 percent of the 
workforce was working wholly from home (Ball, 2021). This has been technolo-
gically possible in many occupations throughout the age of the internet but the 
volume of travel to work and to meetings was barely affected pre-pandemic. Time 
alone will tell whether the post-pandemic normal will be a return to the old nor-
mal.  

During 2020, young children’s lives were locked down, or more accurately 
locked in their homes by closures of schools and nurseries, and reductions of con-
tact with friends and relatives from outside their own family households. They 
were the age group who were locked-in for the greatest proportions of their al-
ready spent lifetimes, with unknown implications that could stretch throughout 
the rest of their lives. 

However, it was youth and young adults who experienced the most widespread, 
unavoidable disruption to their lives during 2020, with potential longer-term im-
plications, and with the most lifetime ahead in which to live with the pandemic’s 
and Brexit’s consequences. During the initial full lockdown (March 23 to May 
28, 2020), again in November 2020, and yet again from the beginning of 2021, 
public spaces where young people would normally gather were effectively shut: 
school playgrounds, university campuses and town centres. Young people lost their 
places of entertainment and for socialising freely. They lost access to normal places 
for social mingling in schools, colleges and universities, in sports facilities, cul-
tural, political and religious associations. Normally vibrant night time economies 
fell silent. Distancing as part of a new normal meant goodbye (for how long?) to 
many business sectors in which young adults were well-represented among staff 
and customers, members or participants: spectator and participant sport, hospi-
tality, entertainment and tourism. Around six million jobs were at risk in these 
sectors. Beyond this, there were enormous implications for the entire youth life 
stage. Sally Rooney’s “normal people” were at risk of becoming historical fiction 
if distancing was to be part of a new normal (Rooney, 2019). Familiar processes 
of new household and family formation had to be suspended. Until the death of 
George Floyd during arrest by the Minneapolis police on May 25 2020, which 
inspired a global Black Lives Matter movement, young people’s voices rarely broke 
into mainstream media. They could be interacting online in numerous ghettos, but 
voices only make an impact when bodies can converge in public spaces, when voices 
are amplified in mainstream media, and eventually find expression in ballot box- 
es.  

The immediate and longer-term effects of the medical pandemic, lockdowns 
and Brexit will not be confined to, but here we focus on young people’s educa-
tion and employment, and their transitions from the former to the latter during 
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2020 and early-2021.  

3. Methods 

This paper uses data produced routinely by government departments, especially 
but not only the Department for Education and the Department for Work and 
Pensions. These departments routinely publish data on participation by different 
age groups in different kinds of education, achieving various qualifications, in 
employment, unemployed and economically inactive. In addition, the UK’s Of-
fice for National Statistics launched ad hoc surveys (necessarily online) during 2020 
and 2021 which offer further information on young people’s situations and res-
ponses amid the pandemic and lockdowns. Further relevant data has been pro-
duced by the Department for Health, and the Department for Culture, Media, 
Sport and Digital. The evidence in the following passages is also from research 
conducted by various policy “think tanks”, research organisations and pressure 
groups representing educators, businesses and labour.  

All this new data is set in the context of findings from previous decades of re-
search into how the youth life stage had, and had not, been changing in the pe-
riod prior to the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic. 

4. Education, Employment and the Youth Life Stage  
Experience in Britain during 2020 and 2021 

4.1. Protection for “Insiders” 

All stages in young people’s education were disrupted in 2020. Many pupils did 
not attend school from March until September. In October 2020 only 60 percent 
had been attending normally since the start of the new term (Major et al., 2020). 
This disruption continued into 2021. Most schools closed for most pupils during 
a second lockdown that began in November 2020. This lockdown was partly 
lifted in early December, to different extents in different parts of Britain, but a 
third full lockdown was imposed at the beginning of 2021 and most schools re-
mained closed for most pupils at least until March. The extent to which learning 
was impaired was filtered by social class (Major & Machin, 2020; Villadsen et al., 
2020). Those taking public examinations in 2020 and 2021 were in limbo until 
the last possible moments, wondering how they would be graded. In 2020 they 
were uncertain as to whether normal examinations would be held and, in any 
case, the basis on which they would be assessed. University education went online 
in March 2020 and remained mainly or wholly online for most students through-
out autumn, the following winter and spring 2021. No financial compensation 
was offered to students despite the impossibility of universities delivering a normal 
student experience. Unsurprisingly, 57 percent of 16 - 25 year olds who were stu-
dents in 2021 felt that the pandemic had worsened their prospects (Schoon & Hen-
seke, 2021).  

Young people in education in 2020 could be assured that their GCSE, BTEC 
and A-level grades would not be inferior to those awarded in previous years. In 
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contrast, those who were about to enter the labour market were offered no equiva-
lent assurances. In 2020, normal public examinations were cancelled or replaced 
by grades awarded on the basis of school-administered tests, teachers’ assess-
ments and predictions. An outcome was over-compensation and an acceleration 
of grade inflation. During the early-1990s, the proportions of GCSE grades awarded 
in England at A-C (now 9-4) rose slowly from 35 percent in 1990 to 41 percent 
in 1993 and this trend continued until 67 percent of awards were at these levels 
in 2019. In 2020 and 2021, there were boosts to 76 and 77 percent. In 2012, 27 
percent of A-level entries were given A* or A. This had risen to 33 percent by 
2019, and then jumped to 38 percent in 2020 and 45 percent in 2021. Universi-
ties were required to admit all potential students who had met the requirements 
in conditional offers of places. An outcome in 2020 was a record proportion of 
England’s 18 - 19 year olds (around 40 percent) entering higher education di-
rectly from school or college. This seemed set to rise again in 2021 when 44 per-
cent applied for university entry. Students who were approaching the end of 
their undergraduate courses in 2020 were assured that they would suffer “no de-
triment”, and the proportion of graduates with first class honours rose from 28 
percent in 2019 to 35 percent in 2020. In 2021, there were demands that the lat-
est cohorts whose schooling was disrupted from spring 2020 onwards should not 
be disadvantaged vis-à-vis their immediate predecessors. Thus the proportion of 
16 year olds who can enrol for courses that will qualify them for higher educa-
tion, then the proportion of the age group entering universities, could rise fur-
ther. An increase in enrolments on postgraduate courses looked likely. In 2021, 
32 percent of 16 - 25 year olds expected to exit education with a postgraduate 
qualification. At that time just 15.5 percent of 29 - 31 year olds were this well 
qualified (Schoon & Henseke, 2021). However, this will depend on the govern-
ment’s willingness to fund a further expansion of higher education, and the al-
ternative opportunities that await 16 then 18 year olds. 

In 2020, the UK government protected existing businesses and employees, the 
former with grants, loans and council tax holidays, the latter with a furlough 
scheme and an equivalent scheme for the self-employed. In July 2020, over 11 
million employees were on one of these job retention schemes. This means that 
almost a third of the workforce was effectively out-of-work except that almost 
two-thirds of employees on furlough continued to perform some of their normal 
work, usually in exchange for wage top-ups from their employers (Adams-Prassl 
et al., 2020). During April 2020, the first full month of the first national lock-
down, hours actually worked by employees fell by 20 percent but paid hours by 
only 1.5 percent. This was a furlough effect (Office for National Statistics, 2021a). 
The main government measures accompanying lockdowns in 2020 and 2021 
protected existing employees, the insiders, mainly through furloughing.  

This was unlike government initiatives in the 1980s when “lame ducks”, which 
could be major shipyards, car assembly plants, coal mines or steel works, were 
allowed to sink and young people were advised to target employment in ex-
panding sectors, which at that time were financial and other business services 
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and ICT, which were located mainly in South-East England. The new jobs drew 
recruits from the increasing proportions of young people who were leaving edu-
cation with impressive academic qualifications, particularly higher education 
graduates. The main government measure aimed at the less qualified, successive 
versions of youth training, did too little “lifting up” and too much churning 
(Roberts, 2020a). 

Despite the government’s job protection measures, in 2020, young employees 
were the most likely to be made redundant and to have their hours of work and 
pay reduced. In April 2020, the overall decline in hours of paid work was just 1.5 
percent, but it was 5.4 percent among 16 - 17 year olds, and 3.7 percent among 
those aged 18 - 21. The proportion of the workforce on reduced furlough pay 
was 11 percent overall, but 29 percent among 16 - 17 year olds, 22 percent 
among those aged 18 - 21, and 13 percent of those aged 22 - 29 (Office for Na-
tional Statistics, 2021a). Young workers’ vulnerability in 2020 was on account of 
their over-representation in retail, hospitality and leisure, the sectors that were 
hit hardest during lockdowns (Brewer & Handscomb, 2020; Brewer et al., 2020; 
Wielgoszewska et al., 2020). Between March 2020 and March 2021, there was an 
813,000 decline in the number of payrolled employees, and 54 percent of the de-
cline affected under-25 year olds (Office for National Statistics, 2021b). Hence 
the spate of proposals during 2020 to address an impending crisis in youth la-
bour markets (for example, Henehan, 2020; Trade Union Congress, 2020).  

However, young employees in vulnerable sectors are often students who work 
part-time, temporarily or casually. Some who were furloughed must have cele-
brated being paid while they concentrated on their studies. Other young people’s 
jobs in hospitality and retail are steps in their working lives when they pause be-
fore seeking, or while waiting to start, career jobs. Their most likely problem in 
2020 was moving on. The government’s priority was to protect the jobs of exist-
ing employees, mainly by furloughing whose availability was extended several 
times and eventually up to September 2021. In 2020, businesses that were mak-
ing existing staff redundant or placing them on furlough were unlikely to recruit 
newcomers. The rise in unemployment during 2020 was due mainly to a slow-
down in recruitment rather than a rise in job terminations (Brewer et al., 2020). 
The impact became visible during summer and autumn 2020 when levels of 
unemployment among 16 - 24 year olds rose from 11 percent in November 2019 
to 15 percent in November 2020 (see Table 1). 

4.2. Outsiders 

The UK was a middling European country in its rates of youth unemployment 
preceding, during and at the end of 2020 when the medical pandemic was at the 
beginning of its end. The European countries with the smallest if any rises in 
youth unemployment during 2020 tended to be those with the lowest youth 
unemployment rates pre-pandemic (see Table 1). The countries that expe-
rienced the sharpest rises in 2020 tended to be those with the continent’s highest 
youth unemployment rates at the start of the year. Like the UK, they have large  
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Table 1. Unemployment rates. 

 
16-64 November 

2020 
16-24 November 

2019 
16-24 November 

2020 

Germany 5 6 6 

Czechia 3 6 8 

Netherlands 4 7 9 

Switzerland 5 8 9 

Austria 5 9 10 

Iceland 6 9 10 

Malta 5 10 11 

Hungary 5 12 12 

Norway 5 10 12 

Denmark 6 10 13 

Poland 3 8 13 

Bulgaria 5 15 14 

Latvia 8 11 15 

UK 5 11 15 

Slovenia 5 8 16 

Belgium 6 15 18 

Romania 5 18 19 

Slovakia 7 17 20 

Ireland 8 11 20 

Cyprus 8 15 21 

Finland 8 18 21 

France 9 20 22 

Luxembourg 7 18 22 

Estonia 8 9 23 

Portugal 7 19 23 

Sweden 9 20 24 

Croatia 8 16 25 

Lithuania 10 15 28 

Italy 9 28 30 

Greece 16 35 33 

Spain 16 31 41 

EU 5 15 18 

Source: Eurostat News Release 4/2021, January 2021. 
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service sectors including hospitality and tourism which experienced the heaviest 
lockdowns in 2020. Also, most European countries with high youth unemploy-
ment rates pre-pandemic have normalised “waiting” for a job that an applicant 
considers commensurate with his or her qualifications. Young people in these 
(mainly southern European) countries are willing to wait, families will provide 
whatever support is within their means, and employers will not penalise appli-
cants who have spent months, even years, just waiting. In the UK, as in other 
northern European countries, waiting is less tolerated by all parties even though 
stepping down the occupational structure risks incurring long-term career pe-
nalties (see Vobemer & Schuck, 2016).  

Needless to say, there are exceptions to all the above generalisations. In Italy, a 
high youth unemployment country pre-pandemic, the rate changed little through- 
out 2020. Poland and Slovakia were low youth unemployment countries pre- 
pandemic but experienced above-average rises during 2020. These cases require 
country specific explanations, but the case featured in this paper is the UK. This 
country is unable to become one of Europe’s low youth unemployment states. 
The UK has too many precarious jobs in distribution and service sectors. Eu-
rope’s lowest youth unemployment rates cluster in countries with larger manu-
facturing sectors, and transition regimes in which specific courses in education 
and vocational training are linked relatively securely to specific types of em-
ployment. 

Table 2 takes a more detailed look at trends in unemployment rates in the UK 
during 2020 and 2021. It divides youth into 16 - 17 and 18 - 24 year olds, and 
compares unemployment in successive quarters from the beginning of 2020. 
Since 2015, 16 and 17 year olds have been required to continue in full-time learn-
ing, which usually means attending school or college, but they are able, as are 
older students, to seek and take part-time jobs. The table shows that the first 
lockdown, which initially ripped 20 percent from GDP, led to spikes in unem-
ployment in all age groups. Youth, but not adult, unemployment rates recovered 
partly during a V-shaped rebound from recession (October-December 2020) in 
which 12 percent of GDP was regained. During early 2021 unemployment rates 
fell among adults and 18 - 24 year olds, but not among those aged 16 - 17. Here 
the UK’s experience resembled that of the larger EU countries where unem-
ployment among 16 - 24 year olds remained stable or fell slightly in early 2021. 

 
Table 2. UK Unemployment rates (in percentages). 

 16 - 64 16 - 17 18 - 24 

January-March 2020 4.0 23.1 10.3 

April-June 4.1 24.2 11.8 

July-September 5.2 30.4 14.9 

October-December 5.3 24.8 13.6 

January-March 2021 4.9 28.0 11.6 

April-June 2021 4.6 32.8 10.6 

Source: Office for National Statistics, Labour Force Surveys. 
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Table 3 presents a further disaggregated view of what happened to levels of 
youth employment and unemployment in the UK during 2020-2021. Young 
people in each of the two age groups are split according to whether or not they 
reported that they were in full-time education. This has been legally obligatory 
for 16 and 17 year olds since 2015, but ever since then Labour Force Surveys 
have recorded a minority (just seven percent in spring 2021) who were not com-
plying. They are a heterogeneous group, outside formal education for various 
lengths of time and reasons. This minority needs to be further disaggregated in 
order to make sense of their chances of being employed and unemployed. For 
present purposes we can focus on the 93 percent who were in full-time educa-
tion at the time of the surveys. As noted above, it is permissible, and also custo-
mary in Britain, for secondary age pupils to hold part-time jobs (see Roberts, 
1967). This has been valued for the experience of being an employee and, by 
young people, for the financial independence that it confers, always amid fears 
that educational attainments might suffer (Mizen et al., 1999). During the 1990s 
and 2000s, there was a slow decline in the prevalence of part-time employment 
of school age youth (see Conlon et al., 2015), and an unresolved debate about 
whether this was due to the young people’s desire to concentrate on their studies 
or competition for the jobs from older age groups. Between 2019 and 2021, their 
employment rate fell from 22 percent to 14 percent. During the 1990s and 2000s, 
it became increasingly common for higher education students to take part-time 
jobs. This was amid the same debates that had previously focused on young people 
of secondary school age (see Howieson et al., 2012; Lucas, 1997). The rise of part- 
time job holding among university students followed the replacement of gov-
ernment maintenance grants with loans, and the failure of the loans to cover full 
living costs. Their chances of being in employment declined during the lockdowns 
of 2020 and 2021 from 35 percent to 31 percent, a more modest decline than among 
16 and 17 year olds. 

Table 3 shows that rates of employment and unemployment among 18 - 24 
year olds who had completed full-time education remained constant throughout 
2020 and early-2021. However, we must bear in mind that furloughed staff were 
counted as employed in Labour Force Surveys. The rise in recorded youth un-
employment during and following the first lockdown, then the partial recovery 
in employment, were entirely among the students in both age groups, especially 
16 - 17 year olds.  

4.3. Unequal Risks 

Throughout the pandemic and Brexit, rates and risks of unemployment re-
mained responsive to some “traditional” predictors—specifically educational quali-
fications and ethnicity. Table 4 shows that throughout 2020 rates of unemploy-
ment among the UK’s 16 - 24 year olds rose among those with all levels of quali-
fications. No level of qualification was especially protective. However, throughout 
the year A-levels and higher qualifications were associated with reduced risks of 
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unemployment even though during the year unemployment rose as steeply among 
the best as among the least qualified. However, the largest absolute rise in un-
employment rates was among the least qualified. By the end of 2020, the latter’s 
unemployment rate was 33 percent. “None” in Table 4 does not necessarily mean 
that the young people had literally no qualifications. Rather they lacked qualifi-
cations normally gained at age 16 which would have enabled them to progress 
to courses on which they could gain post-GCSE qualifications. Here we should 
recall that unemployment was most common among 16 - 24 year olds who were 
still in full-time education. 

 
Table 3. UK youth employment by age groups and educational status during 2020. 

 
16 - 17 

in full-time 
education 

16 - 17 
not in full-time 

education 

18 - 24 
in full-time 
education 

18 - 24 
not in full-time 

education 

May-July 2019 

Employed 22 46 35 76 

Unemployed* 19 21 11 10 

Inactive 73 42 61 15 

May-July 2020 

Employed 21 29 33 75 

Unemployed* 22 34 17 11 

Inactive 73 56 60 15 

August-October 2020 

Employed 15 32 34 74 

Unemployed* 30 32 18 13 

Inactive 78 53 59 15 

October-December 2020 

Employed 15 43 32 76 

Unemployed* 27 19 16 12 

Inactive 80 47 62 14 

January-March 2021 

Employed 12 40 31 77 

Unemployed* 29 26 12 11 

Inactive 83 46 65 13 

April-June 2021 

Employed 14 32 31 78 

Unemployed* 34 30 16 9 

Inactive 79 54 63 14 
Percentages of 

age groups 
93 7 38 62 

Source: Office for National Statistics, Labour Force Surveys. *Percentage of employed (in-
cluding self-employed) plus unemployed. Therefore the vertical totals exceed 100%. 
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Table 4. Unemployment rates*, 16 - 24 year olds by highest educational qualification, in 
percentages. 

 Degree A-level GCSE None 

October-December 2019 8 8 15 24 

October-December 2020 13 12 19 33 

Source: Office for National Statistics, Labour Force Surveys. *Percentage of employed (in-
cluding self-employed) plus unemployed. 

 
During 2020, unemployment among young women rose more steeply than 

among young males. However, this was due entirely to young women’s higher 
participation rate in post-18 education and their enhanced vulnerability to the 
shortage of students’ part-time jobs. Table 5 shows that during 2020 young women 
in full-time education were actually more likely than males to hold on to part-time 
jobs, from which both sexes were likely to be furloughed. There was little differ-
ence in chances of being in employment, or risks of unemployment, between 
young men and women who had completed full-time education. 

Ethnicity made a greater difference than either sex or qualifications to labour 
market prospects during 2020. There were huge differences between ethnic groups 
in rates of unemployment at the beginning and at the end of the year. Moreover, 
the unemployment rate among “whites” rose more modestly during 2020 than 
the rates among all the non-white minorities in Table 6. In the closing months 
of 2020 Black youth had an unemployment rate of 42 percent. These ethnic dis-
parities would have been partly due to all non-white minorities being more likely 
than whites to continue in education beyond age 18 and achieve university de-
grees, but the disparities are also due to an ethnic penalty in UK labour markets 
that has survived all equal opportunities laws and initiatives (Commission on 
Race and Ethnic Disparities, 2021).  

4.4. Starter Jobs 

In contrast to the protection offered to young people who were still in education, 
and to those already established in employment, the special assistance offered by 
the government to young people leaving education and seeking their first jobs 
looked puny. On 8th July 2020, the government announced a wave of new meas-
ures for the otherwise young unemployed. These measures were extended and 
enhanced in November 2020 (Chancellor of the Exchequer, 2020). The measure 
intended to be of particular assistance to young people seeking their first jobs 
was the Kick Start scheme which replicated the Future Jobs Fund that assisted 
105,000 young people between 2009 and 2011 (Department for Work and 
Pensions, 2012). Under Kick Start the government budgeted for paying the legal 
minimum wage for up to six months to up to 250,000 under 25 year olds who 
would be recruited to new jobs and who were at risk of becoming or had al-
ready become unemployed. An accompanying Restart scheme offered similar 
support to older workers who had been unemployed for 12 months or more. 
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Table 5. Youth employment by age groups and sex, November 2020-January 2021, in 
percentages. 

 
16 - 17 

in full-time 
education 

16 - 17 
not in full-time 

education 

18 - 24 
in full-time 
education 

18 - 24 
not in full-time 

education 

Males     

Employed 12 37 21 73 

Unemployed* 31 23 16 15 

Inactive 83 52 68 14 

Females     

Employed 16 35 36 76 

Unemployed* 27 27 16 10 

Inactive 78 52 57 16 

Source: Office for National Statistics, Labour Force Surveys. *Percentage of employed (in-
cluding self-employed) plus unemployed. 

 
Table 6. Unemployment rates*, 16 - 24 year olds by ethnic groups, in percentages. 

 White Indian Pakistani/Bangladeshi Black 

October-December 2019 10 10 23 25 

October-December 2020 12 24 32 42 

Source: Office for National Statistics, Labour Force Surveys. *Percentage of employed (in-
cluding self-employed) plus unemployed. 

 
In addition to Kick Start, there was to be money for additional apprenticeships 
and traineeships, vocational education and counselling, job coaches, and anyone 
without at least an A-level pass was to be offered free college courses that deli-
vered “skills valued by employers” (Department for Education, 2021). New “T” 
vocational qualifications were being introduced, with employers in charge of the 
curricula. Hence the “guarantee” that the qualifications and skills would be va-
lued by employers. However, these claims had been made during the introduc-
tion of earlier waves of new vocational qualifications, including those awarded 
by the Business and Technology Education Councils (eventually merged into 
BTECs), and the National Vocational Qualifications that were launched in the 
mid-1980s.  

Kick Start was the sole initiative that was operating by mid-2021. Despite the 
funding that the government had made available, by January 2021, only just over 
2000, young people had been recruited onto Kick Start. Levels of unemployment 
among young people who had left full-time education were being contained 
without assistance from any of the new measures. By the end of 2020, there was 
already evidence that both education (higher enrolments as described above) 
and the labour market (see below) were adapting to pandemic, post-pandemic 
and post-Brexit conditions. 
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Apprenticeship starts by 16 - 24 year olds (see Table 7) offer one indication 
of 2020 and onwards trends in Britain’s youth labour markets. Starts fell from 
196,000 in 2018-2019 to 170,000 in 2019-2020, and most of this decline was during 
the pandemic months. Despite the additional government money that had been 
made available, whereas 13,100 had started apprenticeships in July 2019, only 6,300 
did so in July 2020. This accounted for the greater part of the decline in total 
starts by 16 - 24 year olds between 2018-2019 and 2019-2020. Against this trend, 
recruitment to higher apprenticeships (a small minority of the total) actually 
rose. The scale of the drop in apprenticeship starts, and the resilience of higher 
apprenticeships, continued throughout the remainder of 2020 (Department for 
Education, 2020b). This is an indication that well-qualified young people were 

 
Table 7. Apprenticeship starts by age. 

August 2018-July 2019 (in thousands) 

 <19 19 - 24 Older Total 

Intermediate 49 36 46 131 

Advanced 35 52 74 162 

Higher 4 19 48 71* 

Total 89 107 168 364 

Includes 13.5 K degree apprenticeships (Lester & Bravenboer, 2020). 

August 2019-July 2020 (in thousands) 

 <19 19 - 24 Older Total 

Intermediate 39 27 33 99 

Advanced 32 44 62 139 

Higher 4 23 55 81 

Total 76 94 149 319 

July 2019 

 <19 19 - 24 Older Total 

Intermediate 3200 3000 3700 990 

Advanced 2600 3500 6000 12200 

Higher 100 700 2800 3600 

Total 5900 7200 12,500 25,600 

July 2020 

 <19 19 - 24 Older Total 

Intermediate 1100 1600 2500 5200 

Advanced 1000 2600 4400 7900 

Higher 100 900 3900 4800 

Total 2200 4100 10,800 17,100 

Source: Department for Education (2020a, 2020b). 
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continuing to be recruited to apprenticeships during the pandemic. Employers 
will only kick-start school, college and university leavers’ careers if the employ-
ers expect to have jobs in which the recruits can be retained. This appears to have 
applied to better-qualified leavers in 2020-2021, but not to those whose most likely 
pre-pandemic destination was a middling occupation via an intermediate ap-
prenticeship. 

High Fliers Research (2020, 2021) found that the recruitment plans of top 
graduate employers, those offering the prospect of elite careers, declined by only 
11 percent between 2019 and 2020 and a further three percent decline was envi-
saged in 2021. Neither the decline in apprentice starts nor the decline in the re-
cruitment by employers to the most sought graduate jobs was registering in La-
bour Force Surveys at the end of 2020. Rises in youth unemployment had been en-
tirely among groups still in full-time education. This suggests that, unlike the 
experiences of high fliers, those whose entry into occupations considered com-
mensurate with their qualifications was blocked were either prolonging their edu-
cation or stepping down the occupational structure which would lead to an in-
creased concentration of unemployment among the least qualified young people. 
Low paid jobs requiring minimal training were among the more resilient during 
and following Britain’s lockdowns. Businesses and jobs in hospitality bounced 
back as soon as lockdowns ended. Additional jobs were created during lockdowns 
in supermarkets (which remained open), and especially in distribution centres 
for online retail sales, and delivering goods on foot, by bicycle and motorised 
transport.  

5. Discussion 

During the first UK lockdown in 2020, when 20 percent was suddenly ripped 
from the country’s GDP, it seemed inevitable that unemployment would climb 
steeply, most of all, on the basis of past experience, among young people. Twelve 
months forward in March 2021, when the number of payrolled employees was 
814,000 down on March 2020 (Office for National Statistics, 2021b), it seemed 
surprising that jobs losses among young people had been confined to students 
seeking part-time employment, and among students to relatively vulnerable groups, 
namely those with no qualifications and non-white minorities, especially Black 
youth. However, during 2020 rises in youth unemployment in most European 
countries were modest, and rates of unemployment had ceased rising or even be-
gun to decline in 2021. Any damage to the UK labour force from Brexit lay in 
the future. The UK’s exit from the single market at the end of 2020 led imme-
diately to a decline of over 20 percent in trade with the European Union, with UK 
exporters and importers complaining of delays at borders, and increased customs 
and administration costs (De Lyon & Dhingra, 2021; Office for National Statis-
tics, 2021c). 

Youth unemployment had been contained by similar mixtures of measures in 
all European countries: delays to exiting education, job retention schemes (fur-
loughing in the UK), life support for businesses and increased government spend-
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ing. Governments needed to spend to cope with the pandemic: on protective 
clothing and equipment for health service staff, on testing for infections and con-
tract tracing, then in some countries on developing and everywhere on adminis-
tering vaccines.  

In the short-term, Brexit created job vacancies in immigration and customs 
services. The Brexit vote in 2016 led immediately to a sustained rise in EU na-
tionals quitting the UK, and during the 12 months surrounding the UK’s exit 
from the single market (2020-2021) 1.3 million non-nationals left the country. 
However, throughout the Brexit process there were compensating inflows of non- 
nationals, and net migration remained positive so labour supply was not depressed 
though some businesses did experience labour shortages where, for example, it 
was impossible in the short-term to replace the skills, qualifications and experience 
of lorry-drivers who were returning to EU countries. Also, at the end of 2020, there 
was a 20 percent gap between government revenue and spending, and national debt 
was predicted to equal to 97.5 percent of GDP by 2025- 2026, a level unprecedented 
since the end of the Second World War (Chancellor of the Exchequer, 2020). Youth 
of the pandemic years will repay this debt throughout their working lives, as did 
the post-1945 baby boomers. 

Maybe we should look at other life domains, and at a different age group rather 
than young people exiting education and seeking employment in 2020 and 2021, 
for long-term damage inflicted by the pandemic and lockdowns. These are known 
to have led to declines in children’s and young people’s mental well-being (Banks 
& Xu, 2020; Mental Health Foundation, 2020; Sehmi & Slaughter, 2021). In 2020 
and 2021, more pupils than formerly were leaving primary school without basic 
skills of literacy and numeracy. There were fears that they might never recover 
(Crenna-Jennings et al., 2021). Other age groups were being affected by lock-
downs in ways that would have consequences for their later transitions into the 
labour market. In autumn 2020, following the first national lockdown, the number 
of pupils in England’s schools who were absent more often than present rose by 
30,000. Another increase was expected in autumn 2021 following the second and 
third national lockdowns. There was concern that these children were becoming 
available for recruitment by criminal gangs, specifically those distributing drugs. 
There were increases between 2020 and 2021 in notified cases of drug misuse by 
a child (23 percent) and trafficking (21 percent) (Savage, 2021). 

During the 1980s and 1990s the NEET rate among young people in the UK fell 
steadily, attributable to a decline in the proportion leaving education without any 
(useful) qualifications and fewer young women having children. There was no 
further decline in NEET rates from 2000 onwards. A decline in mental health among 
young people was then applying upward pressure on these rates (Holmes et al., 
2021) to which the effects of lockdowns will be added in the 2020s. Britain is 
likely to experience simultaneous rises in the proportions of young people gaining 
qualifications that enable them to progress through higher education, and also in 
the numbers with no useful qualifications who effectively disengage long before 
age 18 up to when they are legally required to be in full-time learning.  
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There are further ways in which the pandemic and lockdowns may have scarred 
young people’s futures. Failure to acquire cultural and sporting tastes and skills, 
normally (but not during lockdowns) nurtured in families and practised using 
community facilities in the primary school age group, then consolidated while at 
secondary school (Glevarec et al., 2020; Haycock & Smith, 2014; Smith et al., 
2015; Wheeler & Green, 2014), could impoverish future lives. 

That said, the age group making education-to-work transitions in 2020 and 
2021 deserves further attention. We may be misled if we focus exclusively on 
unemployment and NEET rates. These are important because they are known to 
be indicators of long-term scarring (Tumino, 2015). However, rises and declines 
in unemployment may lag years behind changes in GDP. In the recession of the 
1980s UK GDP ceased to fall in 1982 but unemployment continued to rise until 
1986. Also, a single digit, a snapshot of the percentage of the workforce unem-
ployed at one point in time, merges one-off spells of unemployment, recurrent 
episodes of joblessness, and long-term uninterrupted unemployment (Roberts, 
2016). Employment includes equally diverse situations. As measured in Labour 
Force Surveys it may mean no more than having worked for one hour during the 
previous week. Jobs vary in hours of work, rates of pay and longer-term career 
prospects.  

A long-term pre-pandemic trend was towards a decline in the labour market 
value of all levels of educational qualifications (Roberts, 2020a). In 2020 univer-
sity was still the principal route into elite careers, but there were far too many 
graduates for most to be accommodated. The lower middle class had become the 
most common graduate destination. Throughout the post-1980s expansion of 
higher education and the introduction of student fees, charged to students but 
covered by government loans during their studies, there had been persistent in-
terest in whether university education was still “worth it”, or whether the enlarged 
inflows of graduates were over-qualified for the employment that they are able to 
obtain. There are alternative ways of measuring whether university is “worth it” 
(Belfield et al., 2018; Office for Students, 2021; Purcell & Elias, 2004; Purcell et 
al., 2012). All the measurements are fit for the investigators’ purposes but yield 
rather different answers. However, a simple mathematical truth is that the roughly 
15 percent of young people who completed university in the 1970s could con-
ceivably be accommodated in the top 15 percent of jobs whereas this is impossi-
ble for 40 percent of a cohort. Many will necessarily move into middling occupa-
tions. If they displace downwards those with lesser qualification, the “graduate 
premium” can be preserved. This is a measurement favoured by university ma-
nagements. Ominously, even before the pandemic it was estimated that a third 
of graduates would make no repayments on their student loans, which means 
that their earnings would never exceed the median, the point at which repay-
ments then began (Hillman, 2021). 

After a record proportion of 18/19 year olds had applied for and were admit-
ted to the UK’s universities in 2020/2021, and after the country exited lockdowns 
in 2021, pre-pandemic recruitment to elite careers had been almost maintained. 
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Many of these careers are in health, education and other public services. Others 
are in investment banking and corporate management where levels of employ-
ment and remuneration have been maintained. Judged by the number of gov-
ernment-supported apprenticeship starts, it has been the middle levels of the 
occupational structure where opportunities for new starters have contracted sharply. 
If all cannot be accommodated in elite or lower middle class careers, where will 
the excess graduates go? Those who decide to wait while taking or extending 
their occupancy in what would otherwise have been student jobs could become a 
UK version of the thousand Euro generations in Italy, identified in the 2000s by 
Incorvaia and Rimassa (2008). These graduates were continuing to live and work 
like students after entering their thirties. However, in Northern Europe there are 
long-term career penalties for exiting university into a low-level job (Vobemer & 
Schuck, 2016). Even so, UK graduates may find that they have no better options 
along with employees in higher-level occupations of all ages who lockdowns dis-
placed from their former jobs. UK state welfare offers a lower salary replacement 
rate than other North European countries (Gustafason et al., 2021). The unem-
ployed will be pressured into any jobs, however low the pay and however few the 
hours, with a tax credit salary top-up to the minimum income that the state 
deems tolerable. The alternative will be total withdrawal of benefit. This will be 
how, by the 2020s, the UK youth transition regime (Roberts, 2020a) in which 
both higher education and precarious employment seemed capable of further 
expansion, appeared equipped to adapt to post-pandemic and post-Brexit changes 
without youth unemployment and NEET rates spiralling upwards. 

Bell et al. (2021) argue that the 2020s will be a decisive decade for the UK. The 
economy might leap from a low productivity, low pay equilibrium by investing 
in high productivity industries and occupations. However, high productivity is 
usually achieved with a low volume of employment. The volume of well-qualified 
labour available at low cost, coupled with path dependence, may prove decisive 
in keeping the UK in its pre-pandemic equilibrium, but in 2021, it was too soon 
to tell. Education-to-work transitions in post-pandemic and post-Brexit Britain 
will need monitoring throughout the 2020s before we can tell finally if and how 
the pandemic, lockdowns and Brexit have made a difference. 

6. Conclusion 

The UK’s transition regime (see Roberts, 2020a), reinforced temporarily with the 
protection offered to “insiders”—“no detriment” policies for students taking cru-
cial examinations, and furloughing for existing employees—prevented youth un-
employment and NEET rates spiking during the pandemic lockdowns in 2020- 
2021. Rises in unemployment were confined to students seeking part-time jobs, and 
among them to particularly vulnerable groups, namely the least qualified and non- 
white ethnic minorities. However, maintaining the relatively smooth education-to- 
work transitions of the remainder involved more higher education graduates “step-
ping down” into jobs for which they were over-qualified, placing their entire fu-
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ture careers and earnings at risk, and an enlarged tail-end of low achievers who 
were at risk of becoming trapped in low-paid precarious jobs.  

That said, at present, all conclusions must be interim. It is still too early to 
draw any firm conclusions since none of the existing metrics capture exactly how, 
and how many young people’s lives in education and in seeking employment have 
been affected by the pandemic, lockdowns and Brexit, and which if any effects 
will remain visible in later stages of their lives. Specifically and urgently, we need 
an up-to-date categorical class scheme (Roberts, 2020b). The occupational class 
has always been and remains our best indicator of life chances (Williams, 2017). 
In terms of unemployment rates, the impact of the pandemic and lockdowns has 
been less severe than the 2007-2009 financial crisis, and far less severe and sus-
tained than the UK recession of the 1980s. However, the pandemic and lockdowns 
outscore the earlier disruptions in terms of how many pupils’ and students’ educa-
tion, and employees’ lives at (or not at) work, have been affected. These effects 
are not all captured in metrics of examination results, progression rates in educa-
tion, or rates of employment and unemployment, though these statistics have the 
advantage of rapid availability. 

The pandemic and lockdowns reinforce the case for disaggregating both em-
ployment and unemployment. The UK entered and exited the lockdowns with 
high employment rates against its own historical and current international stan-
dards but, in a European context, with a high proportion of employment in low 
productivity, low paid or otherwise precarious jobs in terms of maintaining a nor-
mal adult life. These are the jobs that bounced back rapidly as soon as hotels, res-
taurants, entertainment and tourism were released from lockdowns and social dis-
tancing. Brexit, pandemic and lockdown jolts could propel the UK out of, or the 
country could resettle quickly, along with many other parts of the old West, into 
a post-industrial niche as a relatively stagnant backwater in the 21st-century global 
economy. In this case, the inter-generational decline in life chances that began in 
the late 20th century (see Roberts, 2012) will continue.  
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