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The idea of adolescence as a distinct phase of life, between child-
hood and adulthood, emerged at the turn of the twentieth century as
public education replaced child labour in many places. Adolescence
grew longer after the Second World War as both secondary and ter-
tiary education came to play a pivotal role in preparing young people
for jobs in economies of growing technical complexity [1]. Education
has subsequently become the biggest investment governments make
in young people. The benefits have been spectacular in economic
development and improving financial circumstances of successive
generations, particularly for women [2]. They extend well beyond
income: quality education remains the single best investment gov-
ernments can make in health with benefits extending across the life-
course and into the next generation [3].

However, many benefits depend on getting a good job, one that
provides security, a fair income and prospects for personal develop-
ment. That transition into the workforce is becoming more difficult
almost everywhere. In Europe, as in many other parts of the world,
good jobs are harder to find: instead temporary and part-time employ-
ment, most recently through the ‘the gig economy’ have become the
norm. Across the high income world, globalisation has reduced the
demand for less skilled jobs that commonly provided an entry point
into the labour market. And young workers have been the most
affected in economic crises including the 2007 sovereign-debt crisis
and the current COVID-19 recession. As Doring et al. report, staying lon-
ger in school has become a compensatory strategy for failures in the
labour market, but one that has not worked for many [4].

In the UK in the 1980’s, concerns about a growing vulnerability of
many young people in the labour market led to the adoption of ‘not
being in education, employment or training’ (NEET) as a marker.
Nora Doring and her colleagues suggest another indicator of the
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transition into employment should also be adopted: students not
about to qualify (SNAQ) [4]. In this[4] impressive 26-year linkage
study of over half-a-million Swedes born in the mid-seventies, they
compared injury deaths, suicide and all-cause mortality in 18-year-
olds classified as SNAQ, NEET or employed with those who success-
fully gained an educational qualification. Deaths were over three-fold
higher in males categorised as SNAQ, reducing to a two-fold risk after
adjustment for confounders including previous mental health prob-
lems. These risks were similar to those in young NEET men, but more
significant given the extent to which a far greater proportion fell into
the SNAQ category. Associations for young women were generally
slightly lower with the exception of predicting suicide [4]. Surpris-
ingly, risks for suicide in young employed women were also high,
perhaps reflecting the poor quality jobs available to girls to who leave
school early [5]. This impressive study has some inevitable limita-
tions as noted by the authors: migrants are vulnerable in the labour
market and were not included; and an inpatient diagnosis will not
fully capture earlier mental health problems, perhaps accounting for
some of the associations.

The study reminds us that, education systems are struggling in the
race with technical change. Artificial intelligence and automation is
likely to make it even more difficult. As a result many young people
will miss out on a decent job. A failure of education systems to keep
pace with change will not only lead to greater socio-economic inequal-
ity but also consequences for health, including early loss of life.

So how might the different sectors respond? Doring and colleagues
point out that staying in education because of job scarcity is not a good
enough solution. Education systems need to do better in meeting the
needs of this generation including the promotion of social and emo-
tional development. The reciprocal relationships between mental
health and educational success begin in childhood with a cumulative
loss of literacy and numeracy in those with emotional problems,
extending to academic failure in adolescence [6,7]. The social and emo-
tional skills that underpin good mental health and educational success,
are equally essential in the modern workplace. Employers commonly
complain they are missing in young workers. Educators need to extend
their focus beyond cognitive skills alone: creating mental health pro-
moting schools would be a good place to start.

The paper also raises questions about the pathways beyond edu-
cation that lead to poor health and life outcomes. Some young people
in the SNAQ category will become unemployed: many more will find
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themselves in poor quality jobs. Unemployment has a clear bidirec-
tional relationship with poor mental health and substance abuse [8].
Job insecurity is independently associated with poor mental health
and injury, as are poor quality and hazardous jobs [5,9,10]. A better
tracking of pathways to a good job is needed. In this context, the
inclusion of SNAQ, makes good sense. It carries implications for edu-
cation systems in how well they are adapting to the changing needs
of young people. Given its significance for health, it could bring a
common focus for health, education and labour market sectors. With
pandemic disruptions, cooperation across sectors is needed more
than ever to guarantee the well-being of young people.
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