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This annex sets out recent evidence about the lives of young people today and 
explains how policy and practice can help them to gain the skills they need to 
prosper as adults. The document is organised into five main sections:

•	 �Conclusions from contemporary evidence to set out the challenge. 
This includes an overview of the skills that employers are increasingly 
demanding from labour market entrants; the nature of the social class  
gap in outcomes; and the impact development during adolescence has  
on these gaps.

•	 �The role better development of social and emotional skills by young people 
through their late childhood and adolescence can play in building capacities 
for success in adulthood and in narrowing the social gap.

•	 �Understanding in more detail the mechanisms through which social and 
emotional skill development produces benefits for young people. The acquisition 
of these skills appears to help young people in two principal ways: by supporting 
the development of their cognitive skills, including the gaining of qualifications; 
and by discouraging their participation in risky behaviours.

•	 �Explaining how policies and practice act on these mechanisms, 
including how social skills are developed, the role of the school and  
family in discouraging disengagement from learning, and young  
people’s need for support through adolescence.

•	 �Finally, we include some of the early evaluation evidence from Aiming 
high for young people and draw out some of the lessons for delivery, which 
will be incorporated into the remaining years of the strategy.

1.1	 The story so far
The growing availability of authoritative, relevant evidence has been a major influence 
on the development of policy for young people in recent years. For example, in July 2007, 
when Aiming high for young people was published, an accompanying evidence paper 
provided a ‘youth audit’ of young people against the Every Child Matters outcomes.1

Aiming high for young people is the latest in a succession of Government documents 
on youth policy and services, its predecessors being Youth Matters,2 Youth Matters – 
Next Steps3 and, in March 2007, a joint HM Treasury/DfES strategy.4 These documents 
have built on each other to take forward policy for young people, and have benefited 
hugely from the developments in knowledge and understanding that have come from 
research over this period. Two of the most important pieces of research have been an 
analysis by Leon Feinstein of the 1970 British Cohort Study (BCS70) on the association 
between youth activities and adulthood outcomes;5 and a number of predominantly 
US evaluations of the evidence that highlight the benefits of structured activities for 
young people.

1	 Introduction
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Based on the information collected in BCS70, Feinstein showed that youth clubs 
tended to attract more young people at greater risk of poor outcomes. Controlling 
for other factors, he found that sixteen year olds who attended unstructured youth 
clubs in the 1980s had worse outcomes as adults (by age 30), including higher rates 
of teenage pregnancy, unemployment and criminality. In comparison, young people 
who attended ‘uniformed’ or church-based activities, such as scouts and guides, 
actually had better adult outcomes. 

A number of good US studies6 have evaluated the impact of ‘out-of-school time 
programmes’, including ‘extended school’, ‘holiday’ and ‘youth service’ programme 
models. Overall, these showed significant impacts in school performance, attendance 
and discipline; preventative effects in relation to risky behaviours; and improved social 
and emotional skills, including fewer behavioural problems, enhanced communication 
skills, increased community involvement and greater self-confidence and self-esteem.

In terms of design and delivery, a complementary review by Catalano et al7 summarises 
the key characteristics of effective youth development programmes. It highlights 
the importance of promoting positive youth development as well as focussing on 
preventing problems. Many US programmes examined in the review offered a mix 
of unstructured and more structured activities – such as tutoring, drug and alcohol 
education and leadership groups. Youth programme leaders, however, were clear 
about the need for there to be incentives for young people to start attending and keep 
coming along, observing that it was often very difficult to get young people to take 
part in the more structured programmes on offer. Clearly, there is little point providing 
an excellent evidence-based structured programme if young people don’t find it 
interesting and fun and either don’t try it at all or drop out. 

Another review8 described the most effective interventions to promote adolescent 
health and well-being outcomes in the following terms: 

“�multi-component programmes that engage youth in thoughtful and enjoyable 
activities, promote social connections, involve parents, and are long-lasting 
appear to be the most promising for effecting multiple positive outcomes”.

1.2	 More recent evidence
Since Aiming high for young people was published three years ago significant new 
knowledge has been generated by research and by professional experience. This falls 
into three broad areas: 

1.	�The importance of social and emotional skill development during adolescence 
is now better described and understood. Although the initial research evidence 
pre-dates Aiming high for young people, it is only in the last three years that a 
fuller understanding of the impact of social and emotional skills on economic 
outcomes, their role in social class gaps and the potential for professionals to 
foster these skills in the young people who need them the most have been 
brought together and the implications for policy and practice fully drawn out.
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Box 1: Social and emotional skills – some working definitions

When it comes to the terminology for describing attributes and characteristics 
that are not academic qualifications different approaches are adopted by different 
research disciplines. Originally economists called them non-cognitive skills, 
but since then there have been further insights from psychology and sociology, 
suggesting this term is too narrow and therefore potentially misleading. Life skills 
is both simple and accurate, since they are abilities, attributes and behaviours that 
are beneficial for good adult outcomes. These skills can include: social skills, self-
regulation, motivation, and self-efficacy. Words like these are not very accessible 
to lay readers – though they seek to describe factors which most people would 
probably recognise. 

Different terminology can sometimes apply to particular life skills and usage 
continues to vary according to context. Within the context of the labour market 
for example, employers often simply refer to ‘soft skills’, ‘wider skills’ 
or ‘personality traits’. 

Social skills are outwardly displayed behaviours that include communication 
skills, influencing skills and other inter-personal skills, such as rapport, tact 
and empathy. In addition to being constructive behaviours they can also be 
negatively scaled to cover destructive behaviours such as aggression or fighting.

Self-regulation skills are behaviours which encompass a wide range of 
psychological components such as affective capacity – moods, feeling and 
emotions. They also contain the concepts of self-efficacy – which is belief in your 
ability to organise and carry out the actions required to achieve personal goals; 
and of locus of control – the extent to which you believe you have control over 
the achievement of these goals. Other important aspects are motivation and 
aspiration, as well as application, and persistence in the face of obstacles. 

These skills are distinct from cognitive skills, which include functional and 
technical skills such as literacy, numeracy or subject knowledge as tested by 
examinations and qualifications. Rather confusingly, self-regulation has cognitive 
components too, such as the capacity to plan, structure and organise, so life skills 
and cognitive skills are not quite so separate as it may first appear.
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2.	�New, more contemporary longitudinal data is now becoming available. 
Although the 1970 British Cohort Study is a rich resource for understanding 
the relationship between childhood development and adult outcomes,  
it has limitations as a window into the issues for today’s young people.  
The 1970 cohort members are 40 this year and the picture it offers of teenage 
development comes from the 1980s. Several newer longitudinal studies 
started in the last 10-15 years are now providing a modern glimpse of 
childhood development.9 The one addressing the oldest cohort of 
children (the Longitudinal Study of Young People in England – LSYPE) now 
reports on young people covering the full range of their teenage years.

3.	�Finally, in the almost three years since Aiming high for young people was 
announced, evaluation evidence of the policies it contained has been gained. 
Although this activity is at an early stage, it is now timely to feed back some  
of the lessons learned to support and inform better local delivery.
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The broader landscape for young people today is provided in an accompanying  
slide pack.10 From that narrative we pick out the elements that have most bearing 
on the direction of youth policy and set out those elements in greater detail here.  
We also use the conceptual model developed there to articulate how policy  
can support adolescent transitions. A simpler version of this is captured below 
(Figure 1). Not surprisingly, the key message is that making a successful transition 
to adulthood depends on the inter-play between what young people do and the 
opportunities available to them. These opportunities will include the skills that the 
labour market rewards, but also a wider set of circumstances that shape young 
people’s life chances.

The young person – 
their skills, qualities etc

The opportunities 
available to them

The developmental 
influence of 

families, friends and 
communities

The material support 
they receive from families/
networks and the state to 

take opportunities

Successful 
Transition

Figure 1:  
Conceptual model of the influences that make a successful transition to adulthood

2.1	 Having the full range of skills is more important than ever
It is abundantly clear that a ready supply of skills into the labour force is crucial to 
secure national economic growth. This is not just an argument from economic theory 
but is apparent by comparing the fortunes of different developed nations: it is the 
countries that invest more heavily in skills that have grown fastest.11 

The case for making this investment is especially critical now, given the rapid growth 
of industrialising competitor economies and the ageing population, because of the 
rising dependency ratio the latter brings. The need to recover from the recent, deep 
global recession strengthens this case still further.

The question that then arises is ‘what type of skills does the labour force need?’. 
Qualifications and the skills that they certify certainly continue to be absolutely 
critical for young people, and they have the strongest demonstrable relationship with 
employment and earnings. However, in an increasingly competitive global economy 
good qualifications are no longer enough; it is also clear that social and emotional 
skills are highly valued by employers. In fact, looking at the National Employers Skills 
Survey (NESS), it is these behavioural attributes that employers frequently identify as 
the area of least satisfaction with the young people whom they take on.12 

2	 The challenges for young people today
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And within the labour market these skills continue to be much sought after by 
employers, with job advertisements more frequently listing behavioural requirements 
than formal qualifications.13 This is particularly true in those occupational sectors 
that have seen rapid growth in the economy over recent years, many of which are 
disproportionately filled by younger workers.14 This underlines the fact that not 
only has recognition of these attributes grown over recent years, but also that the 
importance of social and emotional skills in securing economic outcomes has also 
grown and become better appreciated.

CONCLUSION #1 
In addition to gaining qualifications, all young people need to develop good social 
and emotional skills.

Later, in Section 4, we explore the mechanisms for how these social and emotional 
skills can be fostered in young people.

2.2	 The social gap in skill attainment
Educational attainment has risen rapidly in recent years. Over the last 20 years, the 
proportion of 16 year olds gaining Level 2 at age 16 has more than doubled, as has 
the number of young people going to university. However, while those groups 
starting from a lower base of attainment (and who hence have most to gain) have 
benefited more, some significant gaps in attainment remain within our society.

Gaps at institutional level are narrow…
Attainment gaps at school level have narrowed. High-levels of investment in less 
good schools in predominantly poorer areas have closed some of the gap on the top 
achieving schools in predominantly richer areas. Just eight per cent of the variation 
between pupils’ attainment is attributable to variation between secondary schools, 
after controlling for prior attainment.15 By international standards, variation between 
schools is low, even when compared with other countries with pre-dominantly non-
selective education systems.16

…but progress in closing the gaps at individual level has been slower.
Evidence from new longitudinal studies shows that attainment gaps by family 
income have started to close over the last decade.17 This is also apparent when 
comparing the attainment of pupils from low income families eligible for free-school 
meals (FSM) against pupils not eligible for FSM.18
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But there remains a long way to go, since the social gaps in outcomes are still 
large for young people now finishing compulsory schooling at age 16. The gap in 
GCSE points between the richest and poorest pupils is 179 GCSE points (Chart 1);19 
equivalent to 30 whole grades or to three additional A* GCSE passes. In terms of a 
ranked distribution, the attainment of young people from the richest families is on 
average 33 percentile places higher than for those from the poorest homes.20 Later, 
in this section (Fig. 2), we break down the factors which are most strongly associated 
with this gap.
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Chart 1:  
Attainment at age 16 by family income quintile (Chowdry et al. 2009; Table 3.1)
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Using a threshold measure makes the gap appear larger, with a difference in 
attainment of five or more GCSEs including English and Maths between young 
people from the richest and the poorest families of more than 50 percentage points.

Much of the gap by social class arises early in childhood
We know that effective schools and good teaching are hugely important in driving 
good outcomes for all.21 But considering the size of this attainment gap and the 
significant amount of time young people spend at school, it is perhaps striking that 
the vast majority of this gap is not associated with school-related factors22 but is 
instead more attributable to personal, family and community factors. Wider social 
forces flow through parents and families to impact on young people, including 
poverty and inequality. Strong, stable families can help to protect young people from 
wider social forces such as these, but these wider factors also permeate their lives 
too. This explains why poverty and disadvantage tend to be transferred from one 
generation to another.
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Much of the gap arises pre-school and shapes adult outcomes
Much of the social gap develops before children even reach school age. Feinstein23 
observed from BCS70 that children of high early ability from low social class 
backgrounds rapidly fall down a ranked distribution over time, whereas low early 
ability children from more advantaged families show rapid improvement (Chart 2). 
The same pattern is now being observed thirty years later in the Millennium Cohort 
Study although the movement is slightly slower.24 
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Chart 2:  
Relative test ranking of initially high and low ability children from high and low social 
class families from 22 months to 10 years (Feinstein 2003; Fig. 2)

 High SES; High ability
 Low SES; High ability
 High SES; Low ability
 Low SES; Low ability

Put another way, the developmental pathways established between birth and the 
age of four has more strongly predicted the qualifications an individual will obtain by 
age 26 than all the changes that can occur to those pathways within the subsequent 
20+ years (Chart 3).25 

These striking findings, together with evidence about the effectiveness of some 
particular early years approaches, explain the case for investment in the pre-school 
phase,26 as has happened for example through Sure Start.
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Chart 3:  
Percentage of 26 year olds attaining different levels of educational and vocational 
qualifications by early development scores at 42 months (Feinstein 2000; Table 4)

 Bottom Quartile (42 months)       Top Quartile (42 months)

Higest Qualification Level

The gaps are maintained or widened through childhood… 
However, what happens before children start school is only part of the story and the 
gaps are maintained or widened through later stages. To illustrate this, the pie chart 
below provides a breakdown of the factors associated with the 33 percentage point 
gap in GCSE attainment between young people from the richest and the poorest 
families (Figure 2). It shows that the biggest single factor explaining GCSE attainment 
is prior attainment (as measured by Key Stage 3 results) two years earlier. Overall, 
prior attainment is associated with three fifths of the gap observed. 

  Prior attainment
  �Young person’s 
attitudes & beliefs

  �Parental attitudes
& characteristics

  �Family resources
  �School
  �Missing data
  �Residual

59%

7%

6%

8%

15%

1%

Figure 2:  
Decomposition of how different sets of LSYPE factors during Key Stage 4 are 
associated with the attainment gap observed at age 16 (IFS, 201027)
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…which means there is significant scope for progress in adolescence
What is most striking in Figure 2 is that over the relatively short two year period of 
Key Stage 4, perhaps as much as one quarter of the gap is associated with the actions 
of young people, and the range of influences on those actions. These are the other 
filled in elements of the pie-chart, and they underline the fact that at this stage in a 
young person’s life what they do, how they think and how they behave all have an 
important bearing on their life chances. 

Arguably, some of the parental and family factors that impact on young people  
at this time did not only arise during Key Stage 4, but reflect prior developmental 
activity from earlier stages that is not expressed through prior attainment of  
Key Stage 3 results. For example, most variables that capture parental characteristics 
and family resources will have been largely pervasive throughout a young person’s 
childhood. This means that in practice, the contribution to the gap of what happens 
during these teenage years is likely to be rather less than one quarter of the total.

However, a large part of the gap is undoubtedly associated with the attitudes and 
behaviours of the individual young person through Key Stage 4. If these associations 
were directly causal and if young people from the poorest families had the attitudes 
and behaviours observed of their peers from the richest families that would narrow 
the GCSE attainment gap by five percentage points (15 per cent of the total  
33 percentile place gap). 

These are big ‘if’s – and they would also be big effects. Indeed, in approximate terms 
they would be large enough to increase attainment of 5+ GCSEs on either measure 
by about seven percentage points, independently of the gap in attainment prior to 
Key Stage 3. 

Of course, we know that such associations will not be entirely causal, but this 
illustration shows that the contribution to the gap in outcomes from what happens 
during this part of a young person’s adolescence is of real significance. This in turn 
suggests that there is an important opportunity to promote young people’s life 
chances by fostering their life skills, as well as their functional and cognitive skills, 
over this period. 
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3	� How better social and emotional skills 
can reduce the social class gap

It is clear from the above that even in late childhood, young people from more 
advantaged families are getting an extra boost in their educational attainment 
from their parents, their home backgrounds and their inherited advantages. This is 
likely to be equally true for their other outcomes, such as their social and personal 
development and how well prepared they are for further learning or successful entry 
to the labour market. 

Targeted policy approaches can try to help young people who would not otherwise 
get this boost from their own backgrounds, helping to level the playing field. Indeed, 
Aiming high for young people set out the case for various targeted interventions of 
this kind. An important challenge for any targeted policy though is the ability to 
target resources sufficiently tightly to match support to need – and to achieve this in 
ways that are non-stigmatising.

However, as is set out in this section of the paper, there is evidence to support the 
idea that a policy approach undertaken on a universal scale to enhance young 
people’s social and emotional skills might be able to reduce at least some of the 
social class gap. Although there is a gap in these skills too, improving skill levels for 
all by the same amount could actually reduce some of the subsequent differences in 
adult outcomes. The difference in social skills doesn’t have to close, but if everyone 
moves to a higher level, less advantaged young people stand to gain the most. 

3.1	� A social gap exists with social and emotional skills as well as with 
cognitive skills

There is an appreciable social gap with regard to both cognitive and social skills for 
younger children. Taken on its own, family income has been found to be a pretty 
good predictor of the skill levels that children from those families will go on to 
possess (Chart 4) – although it must be stressed that findings of this kind apply to the 
population of young people when taken as a whole, with many individual children 
overcoming adverse circumstances to go on to do well. Data from BCS70 show that 
although the correlation between family income and the ability of sons is strongest 
for cognitive skills (typically 0.35-0.45), correlation coefficients of up to 0.3 are also 
observable for social and self-regulation skills.

Ideally, we would have measures of how family income is associated with social 
and emotional abilities for an older, more contemporary cohort, but in birth cohort 
studies this information is typically only collected for younger children.28 However, 
while formal psychological assessment instruments were not part of the LSYPE, 
a range of questions capture self-concepts and values29 (Chart 5). They show that 
young people from poorer families tend to be less confident in their own ability, to 
have less positive views about school and to perceive less of a connection between 
their own individual actions and their achievement of future goals. Some of the 
differences between young people from the richest and poorest families in this 
regard come to around 0.2 standard deviations, which is equivalent to up to eight 
percentile places in a ranked distribution.30 This is quite a significant difference.
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Chart 4:  
Regression coefficients of selected scales of cognitive and social ability on family 
income (Blanden et al. 2006; Table 3; BCS70). All significant at p<0.01
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Chart 5:  
The social gradient in young people’s attitudes: self-concepts and values towards 
school by family income quintile (Chowdry et al. 2009; Table A2.5; age 13/14; LSYPE)
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3.2	� Securing improvements in their social and emotional skills does not 
further advantage children from high social class backgrounds

While social gaps exist in both cognitive and social skills, improvements in these 
abilities appear to benefit different social groups in different ways. Carneiro et 
al.31 investigated the association between both cognitive and social skills at age 
11 with later adolescent and adult outcomes. The effect of improvement by one 
standard deviation32 in either cognitive or social ability for 11-year olds from different 
families in their statistical model is set out below (Chart 6). It shows that an equal 
improvement in cognitive skills might confer greater benefit for children from high 
social class families than for low social class families, in terms of their employment 
prospects. However, an equal improvement for all in social skills is associated with 
greater gains for children from lower social class families.
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Chart 6:  
Percentage point impact on age 42 employment of a one standard deviation  
improvement in skills (Carneiro et al. 2007; Table 9; NCDS)

Carneiro et al. examined a wide range of adult outcomes. Not every outcome shows 
this effect; for example, an equal improvement in social skills does not seem to be 
associated with higher wages for adults from low social class backgrounds, whereas 
it does for those from higher social class backgrounds33. It would also be useful 
to have a more contemporary analysis of such effects. However, improving social 
and emotional skills for all certainly appears to offer a way of improving outcomes 
without widening social class gaps.

CONCLUSION #2 
Improving social and emotional skills for all could help to narrow some social gaps.
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3.3	� There is more potential for improving social and emotional skills  
in adolescence

Neurological science suggests that social and behavioural skills continue to be more 
malleable into adolescence than academic skills.34 Whereas educational attainment 
clearly builds on early achievement (‘learning begets learning’ is the phrase used 
by Heckman), the development of social and emotional skills appears to be less 
dependent on children’s prior development.

Carneiro et al. found that between the ages of 7 and 11 just over half of those who 
were initially in the lowest quartile for social skills were no longer in the lowest 
quartile when tested again at age 11 (Chart 7). There was less movement for children 
in terms of their cognitive skills, with two thirds of those in the bottom quartile at age 
seven continuing to be assessed as in the bottom quartile at age 11.35 
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Chart 7:  
Distribution in age 11 tests of children who were in the lowest quartile at age 7  
(Carneiro et al. 2007; Tables 18 & 19; NCDS)

 Social Scores       Cognitive Scores

Although the evidence is not as complete as we would like, these observations from 
very different disciplines have shaped the consensus view that adolescence presents 
real opportunities to help young people to develop improved social skills, which in 
turn are likely to be of great benefit to them throughout their adult lives. 

CONCLUSION #3 
Social and emotional skills may be more malleable than cognitive skills  
in terms of response to policy intervention.

The challenge for policy and for practice is to capitalise on this opportunity. 
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4	� The mechanisms by which development 
of social and emotional skills improve 
outcomes

In the previous sections of this paper we set out the evidence for how the development 
of young people’s social skills can improve their outcomes in both absolute and relative 
terms. We have also set out the evidence which suggests that the level of social and 
emotional skills in young people remains susceptible to positive influence during their 
adolescence. This section looks at the transmission mechanisms which may explain 
these relationships, as a necessary step towards the development of policies that can 
help narrow the gap for young people and improve their life chances. 

Social and emotional skills acquired in childhood and early adolescence support better 
outcomes in two measurable ways. These are by mediating educational attainment 
directly; and by being associated with fewer of the risky behaviours that otherwise tend 
to undermine achievement. 

4.1	 Social and emotional skills support educational attainment
Cognitive and social skills often work together in mutually reinforcing ways to generate 
better outcomes for young people. This seems to apply particularly to how good  
self-regulation skills support strong educational attainment.

Those young people with poorer social and self-regulation skills attain less well 
than their peers (Chart 8). The differences observed here are very significant, with 
those who do not attain well at Key Stage 3 in both tests having attentiveness of 
about 30 percentile places less than those who do well on both tests. This is not very 
surprising, given that the ability to concentrate is central to being able to get the 
most from learning. 
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Chart 8:  
Standardised social and self-regulation scores of children by whether they are 
meeting the Level 5 target at KS3 in English and Maths (ALSPAC internal analysis)

Age 8/9 Age 10/11 Age 11/12

The relationship between poor social skills and attainment is visible beyond the Key 
Stage tests. Well into later adulthood it is those individuals who had poor social skills 
as children who are most likely to have the lowest qualifications (Chart 9). Although 
understandably not as good a predictor as for cognitive tests, teacher-assessed social 
skills at age 11 are strongly indicative of adult qualification level. Adults who have 
degree-level qualifications had almost one whole standard deviation better social 
skills at age 11 than those adults with no qualifications.
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Chart 9:  
Both social skills and cognitive skills at age 11 are good predictors of highest  
academic qualification at age 42 (Carneiro et al. 2007; Table 6; NCDS)

Research based on the cohort studies also demonstrates that there are clear 
relationships between young people’s social skills and their adult outcomes, beyond 
their academic attainment. Adults with below average social skills as children are not 
only less likely to gain higher qualifications, they are also more likely to experience 
unemployment and to earn less. 

POLICY IMPLICATION #1 
All young people need to develop the full range of social and emotional skills 
throughout childhood, both in and out of school.
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4.2	� Social and emotional skills may protect against engagement  
in risky behaviours

Below average social skills in young people are associated with a higher prevalence 
of certain risky behaviours that can harm their development. These include smoking, 
exclusion from school, engagement in criminal activity and being a teenage mother 
(Chart 10).
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Chart 10:  
Average adolescent social outcomes of those with above/median/below social 
skills at age 11 (Carneiro et al. 2007; Table 1; NCDS)
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Engaging in multiple risky activities is associated with impaired progress in terms of 
young people’s educational attainment. Chart 11 below measures the association 
between the number of externalising36 and internalising37 risky behaviours that a 
young person engages in at age 14 and the associated reduction in GCSE attainment, 
controlling for other factors, at age 16. All other things being equal, multiple 
engagement in risky behaviours is associated with up to a 20 per cent reduction  
in GCSE points, or a loss of 8-12 entire GCSE grades.38 
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Chart 11:  
Relationship between number of risky behaviours at age 14 and GCSE attainment 
at age 16 (Cebulla & Tomaszewski 2009; Fig 4.1; LSYPE)
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In addition to the damage to life chances that poor social skills have via their 
association with risky behaviours, there is evidence that poor social skills have an 
association with other measures of reduced well-being in adult life. Chart 12 shows 
how social skills measured at age 11 were quite predictive of whether an individual 
would be involved in criminal proceedings, be in poor health, show signs of 
depression or exhibit psychological distress as an adult.
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Adult social outcomes (age 33/42)
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Chart 12:  
Average adult (age 33/42) social outcomes of those with above/median/below 
social skills at age 11 (Carneiro et al. 2007; Table 1; NCDS)

POLICY IMPLICATION #2 
In addition to supporting young people to gain qualifications, there is good 
reason to believe that improving their social and emotional skills will reduce their 
involvement in risky behaviours and improve their well-being.
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The evidence points to there being several key drivers in improving outcomes for 
young people. Continued engagement by young people in their learning is clearly 
a critical factor, with those who stop liking school between the ages of 14 and 16 
showing much worse outcomes across a range of measures than those who continue 
to find school worthwhile (Chart 13). Understandably, those young people who 
continue to enjoy school make better progress at GCSE, whereas those who stop 
liking school (having been previously positive until age 14) show relatively weak 
progress as a result of their disengagement. The opposite relationship is found with 
risky behaviours, with those stopping liking school more likely to engage in harmful 
or illegal behaviours. Continuing to like school may therefore function as a protective 
factor, for readily understandable reasons.
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Chart 13:  
The relationship between attitudes during KS4 and outcomes at age 16. (Chowdry 
et al.; Table 5.6; LSYPE). Solid filled bars are significant at p<0.01, stippled bars at 
p<0.05 and unfilled bars n/s

5	� Policy can improve social and emotional 
skills and behaviours
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5.1	 Preventing disengagement
The associations shown in Chart 13 demonstrate the importance of preventing 
young people from disengaging from learning. A recent review of research 
evidence39 explored in detail the causes of disengagement and potential solutions. 
The causes of disengagement which were identified were often many and 
interrelated, encompassing both school-related and external factors. Examples 
of school-related factors included curriculum and learning style, workload and 
coursework, and relationships with teachers. External factors included those 
relating to the family, peer groups, aspirations and other life events. Being bullied 
at school was particularly strongly associated with subsequent disengagement and 
underachievement,40 with important implications for both policy and for practice. 
Many of the policy solutions the report identifies point towards the need for early 
intervention through good communication and information sharing between 
schools and parents. Helpful approaches were found to include supervising 
homework to ensure it is completed, and providing extra tuition to prevent young 
people falling behind if they encountered difficulties,41 and thus losing heart and 
disengaging as a result.

Extra-curricular activities appear to play an important role too, though there may 
be issues about whether these factors are causative or correlative. Young people 
who used sports facilities outside lessons at least once a week were less likely to be 
disengaged. And those who participated in a school club or society were half as likely 
to be disengaged as those who did not. 

Empowering young people through ‘pupil voice’ by enabling pupils to play a more 
active role in shaping the education they receive has been shown to help engage 
learners from deprived backgrounds. It can have positive effects on a range of social 
and emotional skills including confidence, a sense of efficacy, communications skills 
and behaviour.42

5.2	 Providing support at school and in the family
The provision of support figures highly as a protective factor in preventing 
disengagement. Within school this could take the form of study support, where there 
is good evidence of a substantial positive impact on motivation, behaviour, school 
attendance and attitudes towards learning.43

What parents do to support their son or daughter’s education and their relationship 
with them also emerges as highly significant. The LSYPE shows that young people 
who do not get on well with their parents are less likely to attain well or to remain 
in learning beyond age 16. As a measure of general well-being, young people who 
are happy are much more likely to be able to talk to a parent about something that 
troubles them than those showing risk of depression (Chart 14).44 
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Chart 14:  
“Who are you most likely to tell your problems to?” by whether recently felt unhappy 
or depressed. (DCSF 2009; Table 2.1.1; LSYPE Wave 4 (age 16/17))

 Parent       Friend       Your girlfriend/boyfriend       No-one

5.3	 Fostering social and emotional skills
Efforts are currently underway to improve the social and emotional skills of 
young people through school-based programmes about social and emotional 
learning. These include Social & Emotional Aspects of Learning (SEAL); Behaviour & 
Attendance Pilots; Personal, Learning & Thinking Skills (PLTS); and, Personal, Social, 
Health & Economic (PSHE) teaching. Evaluation results for SEAL in secondary schools 
are not yet available and the evidence on the impact of such programmes in general 
is as yet inconclusive.45

Beyond school lessons, encouraging participation in positive activities is widely 
believed to encourage the development of social and emotional skills. Evidence 
from the US (cited earlier) was influential in determining the initial direction of policy 
here too. It showed that when activities were structured, had a self-developmental 
objective and were generally led by adults they were most likely to help young 
people to achieve good outcomes.
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Recent evidence from the LSYPE supports the original policy hypothesis of  
Aiming high for young people. Young people who undertake more self-development 
activities46 outside lessons engage in fewer risky behaviours (Chart 15). Just as 
with Feinstein et al’s analysis of BSC70,47 participation in unstructured socialising 
activities48 such as ‘hanging out with friends’ is associated with greater exposure to 
risky behaviours. A young person who participates in four or five of the unstructured 
socialising activities captured in LSYPE is on average also likely to exhibit an 
externalising risky behaviour and an internalising risky behaviour. The reverse also 
applies with young people who get involved in more self-development activities 
displaying fewer risky behaviours. 

Having said this, it is, of course, entirely natural for young people to want to enjoy 
being with their friends, including ‘hanging out’. This evidence does not challenge 
this, but it suggests that those young people who only do this and who have 
disadvantages to overcome are missing out on useful help if they don’t get involved 
in other kinds of activities that could help foster their social and emotional skills. 
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Chart 15:  
Relationship between number of risky behaviours displayed and the type  
of activities in which young people engage (Cebulla & Tomaszewski 2009;  
Fig. 3.2b; LSYPE Wave 3 (age 15/16))
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In terms of how these activities relate to outcomes, on average young people who 
engaged in self-development activities, achieved 10-20 per cent higher GCSE point 
scores (Chart 16).
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Chart 16:  
Relationship between engagement in self-development activities at age 14  
and GCSE attainment at age 16 (Cebulla & Tomaszewski 2009; Fig 4.1; LSYPE)

Many positive activities that young people engage in outside school are supported 
by their families. However, the recent Tellus49 survey showed that many young 
people do not participate in any structured activities at all outside of school lessons, 
and a big challenge remains in encouraging more young people to want to start 
participating. Overall, about a third of young people had not taken part in an adult-
led group activity outside of lessons in the previous four weeks, with young people 
in families on low incomes and from some minority ethnic groups least likely to 
participate in positive activities. 

LSYPE shows that those most likely to engage in unstructured social activities are 
White young people, young people with negative school attitudes and those living 
in less cohesive families.50 Influencing these young people to take up activities that 
will support their development via school or through the encouragement of their 
families is clearly very challenging. This illustrates the need for a different set of 
approaches that work in ways that young people find stimulating and engaging – 
including those that put them in the lead when it comes to the design and delivery 
of activities.
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The largest evaluation of an Aiming high for young people policy yet published is that 
of the Empowering Young People Pilots (EYPP).51 

The aim of the pilots was to make funds available so that the most disadvantaged 
young people in nine pilot areas could access positive activities. The Pilots aimed  
to test the hypothesis that: ‘Empowering individual disadvantaged young people  
to take part in positive activities of their choice through access to spending power 
increases their participation in such activities and contributes to educational 
engagement and other beneficial outcomes’.

The nine year long pilots were launched in 2008 and the research, which was 
undertaken between November 2007 and June 2009, had a mixed methods design. 
This included a detailed quantitative study to assess the relative impact of the EYPP 
on the take-up of positive activities, together with a qualitative study to gain further 
understanding of the operation of EYPP and to gather the views of Local Authority 
staff, activity providers and young people.

The evaluation found that the EYPP significantly increased young people’s 
participation in some positive activities. Most young people said that the EYPP  
had enabled them to participate in at least one activity that they would not have 
otherwise taken up. The evidence from the case-study visits was that young people 
were participating in a number of activities, some of which they had done before and 
others of which were new. However, the EYPP had no significant impact on young 
people’s participation rate for any other types of positive activities.

Young people who participated in EYPP activities increased their knowledge of 
positive activities and experienced other positive benefits too, such as gaining new 
interests and skills. The young people enjoyed participating in the activities because 
it gave them opportunities to do activities they liked and to meet their friends.

The qualitative research found some evidence of non-measurable outcomes such  
as increased confidence and social benefits. Young people’s confidence increased 
because they tried new activities and learned new skills. The survey showed that the 
EYPP did not have a significant impact on young people’s educational engagement 
or attitudes to school; as the pilot was only one year this finding is not surprising. 
Nonetheless, encouragingly, it did provide opportunities for them to develop new 
interests and skills which they could use in the future, and it raised the career 
aspirations of some young people.

This evaluation and other latest evidence shows that many of the barriers 
highlighted in Aiming high for young people do apply and are very real to young 
people. EYPP could not always address the issues beyond finance that influence 
young people’s participation. The other reasons the interviewees identified which 
they felt had an impact on the take-up of the target group included:

6	� Delivery challenges: early evidence 
from implementing Aiming high for 
young people



Non-financial barriers to participation – interviewees noted that money was 
not the only barrier to participation in positive activities. Other barriers included 
transport, lack of awareness, provision not matching the needs or preferences of 
young people and the age appropriateness of the activities. Local Authorities had 
tried to overcome these other barriers by adapting activities and by offering 
additional key worker support.

The nature of the target group – the target groups included young people who 
were difficult to engage and who often lacked confidence. Lack of motivation,  
and low self esteem and aspirations could have been barriers to young people’s 
participation in EYPP. Furthermore, the target groups included young people who 
may well have been reluctant to engage with formal agencies and who could have 
been wary of EYPP.

Intensity of support needed by young people – Many Local Authorities had 
underestimated the time, resources and intensity of support necessary to engage 
young people in the pilot and to keep them coming along. Other suggestions that 
were made that could have improved the support for young people in some pilot 
areas included a better understanding of the need for trained and key workers 
experienced in working closely with young people.

The evaluation also generated some useful information about what is likely to be 
successful in engaging young people:

One-to-one interaction – One-to-one interaction was used, in varying degrees,
 in all the pilot areas and there was a strong perception amongst interviewees that 
this enabled trusting relationships to be established and that this was crucial in 
raising awareness amongst young people.

Working with schools – All five of the areas that achieved the highest percentage of 
registrations had successfully engaged schools in the pilots to some extent and more 
so than three of the four areas that were less successful in achieving registrations.

Working with other key professionals – At least three Local Authorities specifically 
mentioned deliberately focussing efforts on making use of relevant existing 
professional networks to communicate information about the pilot.

Peer to peer approaches – One Local Authority which had set up a group of 
‘champions’; young people who were heavily involved in the pilot themselves and 
who were tasked with raising awareness and increasing participation amongst other 
young people, had deliberately tried to include a young person from each school in 
the group.

Involving parents – Some of the pilot areas recognised that for some young people, 
parents had been an important source of information with regard to both raising 
awareness of the pilot and encouraging them to participate. 
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Promotional materials – All the pilot areas used promotional materials (including 
posters, leaflets) and chose a local brand name for the pilot. Staff in many areas felt it 
was important that this local brand was recognised by young people and that they 
associated it with positive activities. 

The EYPP evaluation also generated three other kinds of insight which are directly 
applicable to other programmes:

Listening to young people and putting them in the lead – Activity providers 
varied in the extent to which they actively engaged with young people. Some larger 
providers, such as leisure centres, had rarely liaised with young people about the 
activities they put on offer for them. However, where providers had consulted with 
young people, particularly smaller providers and those in the private sector, they  
felt this had improved their relationships with them and that this was a ‘key success 
factor’ in providing activities that were young-person led. Local Authority staff were 
keen for EYPP provision to be young-person led and encouraged discussion with the 
target group to ensure the EYPP offer was as appealing to young people as possible. 
For example, one manager commented on the benefits of having young-person led 
provision and reported that, ‘sometimes [the Local Authority’s] expectations of what 
young people should be doing are over-structured. There’s a balance there that 
needs to be looked at’.

Taking a friend – one of the barriers to young people who received EYPP funds 
participating in positive activities was the fact that ‘none of my mates have got 
[EYPP]’. It became increasingly apparent that young people didn’t want to go on 
their own. Staff in four Local Authorities said that a key lesson learned was the need 
for a mechanism that enabled young people to ‘bring a friend’ to participate 
alongside them.

Giving more time for the programme to embed – staff in two Local Authorities 
observed that more time was needed for the programme to embed, to benefit from 
word of mouth promotion and because with more time, young people began to 
diversify the nature of the activities in which they participated. This may have been 
because they became more familiar with the opportunities available and gained 
confidence and trust in the pilot and the provision. 
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