
Young people in and outside 
the labour market
– focus on young people who neither work nor study (NEET)

SUMMARY



Text
Marwin Nilsson
Emily Svärd

Text and image editing
Gun Westberg

2013-05-08



Young people in and outside the labour market – focus on young people who neither work nor study 

 
 
 
 
Summary 
 
The Swedish youth unemployment rate is high, both compared with previous years and in com-
parison with unemployment among older age groups. In recent years, relative unemployment 
among young people (15-24 years) has been more than four times higher than unemployment 
among adults (25-54 years), according to statistics from Statistics Sweden who measure the offi-
cial unemployment rates by means of the Labour Force Survey (LFS). 

However, it is important to remember when discussing young people’s labour market that in sev-
eral respects it differs from the market for older groups. Young people are in a phase of their lives 
when they are to establish themselves on the labour market while most people in older age groups 
are already established. This is seen, inter alia, by young people moving to a greater extent than 
older age groups between different jobs or between jobs and studies, movements that often in-
clude a period of unemployment. Another important dividing line between young and older peo-
ple who are unemployed is that a relatively small proportion of young people are long-term un-
employed. This shows that for most unemployed young people the period without work is tempo-
rary. 

Unemployment rate in relation to the labour force and the population 
A common misapprehension is that unemployment among young people refers to a ratio to the 
age group as a whole and not to the labour force. To modify the picture of how widespread unem-
ployment is within a group, unemployment can be put in relation to the whole age group instead 
of to the labour force, which is the established method. In 2012, youth unemployment (15-24 
years) amounted to 23.6 per cent of the labour force according to the Labour Force Survey. If in-
stead it is chosen to relate unemployment to the whole population in the age group, it amounted 
to 12.3 percent. Over 40 per cent of the young people classified as unemployed in the statistics are 
full-time students seeking work and this group constitutes a large component in youth unem-
ployment. A very large proportion of these regard themselves in the first instance as students and 
not as job seekers and if they are excluded from the unemployed group, the unemployment rate 
drops to 14.7 per cent of the labour force and 6.8 per cent of the population in the age group. This 
shows that the level of unemployment among young people varies depending on whether it relates 
to the work force or to the age group population. One interpretation of this is that on average 6.8 
per cent of all young people in the age group, excluding full-time students, were unemployed full 
time in 2012. 

Youth unemployment consists of many short periods of unemployment 
However, unemployment among young people has risen in recent years, both in number and as a 
share of the labour force. Since 2003, the number of unemployed young people has increased by 
over 40 000 to 134 000 in 2012. Almost all of this increase is primarily explained by more young 
people with short periods of unemployment. If, on the other hand, most of the increase had con-
sisted of more young people with long periods of unemployment, it would have indicated that 
youth unemployment had acquired a larger element of young people having major problems in 
finding work. 
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However, the cause of the increase in the number of short periods of unemployment is not alto-
gether clear. There are two factors that probably can be used to some extent as explanations. One 
is the increase in the number of temporary employed and the other is that more young people 
seek jobs alongside their studies. They are classified as unemployed in the Labour Force Survey. 
As a result of the increase in the number of temporary appointments on the labour market, which 
is a common form of appointment among the young, young people probably sandwich short peri-
ods of unemployment with periods of employment. Furthermore, the increase in the number of 
full-time students seeking jobs indicates that we have a growing element in youth unemployment 
of young people whose job seeking is limited to certain periods, for example around school holi-
days. The conclusion from this is that youth unemployment is largely characterised by young peo-
ple who tend to move into and out of the labour market and that this is manifested in the fact that 
youth unemployment consists of many short periods of unemployment.  

More than one in ten young people neither work nor study 
A large number of young people aged 16-29 neither work nor study. A substantial number of these 
are not at the disposal of the labour market and are not included in the unemployed group de-
scribed above. In the group young people who neither work nor study there are many who find 
themselves in a vulnerable position and early in life have had long periods without work or stud-
ies. 

In 2008, the number of young people who neither worked nor studied was over 160 000, corre-
sponding to 10 per cent of the age group. In 2009 the number increased considerably to 194 000 
while the number decreased only slightly the following year to 191 000, corresponding to 11 per 
cent of the age group. Developments show that the strong increase in 2009 can largely be ascribed 
to weak economic activity but the figures show that even in periods of more favourable economic 
development there are many young people who neither work nor study. 

The composition of the group young people who neither work nor study shows that the propor-
tion increases with age, that those born abroad are overrepresented and that there are about the 
same proportions of young people with primary and lower secondary education and those with 
upper secondary education in the group. On the other hand, young people with post-secondary 
education tend to a considerably lesser extent to find themselves without work or studies. 

Of the 190 000 young people who neither worked nor studied in 2010, a fifth, or 38 000, were 
registered with the Public Employment Service for most of the year and were acquainted with the 
agency’s efforts. Developments in recent years show that an increasingly large proportion of the 
young people who neither work nor study apply to the Employment Agency. But, despite this de-
velopment, a very large proportion of young people who neither work nor study are not registered 
with the Employment Agency and hence do not have any real contact with the labour market. 
Almost one in three young people, over 59 000, of those who neither worked nor studied in 2010 
had no known activity. This group includes those who were not in contact with the Public Em-
ployment Service, the municipality or the Social Insurance Agency. How these young people sup-
ported themselves during the year is a vital question which, however, cannot be answered. 

Results at regional and local levels show that the largest proportion of young people who neither 
work nor study, about 13 per cent of the age group in 2010, are to be found in Västmanland, 
Skåne and Blekinge counties. Among the country’s municipalities the corresponding share is 
highest in Landskrona, 19 per cent, followed by Perstorp and Klippan municipalities, 18 and 17 
per cent respectively. In the chosen districts LUA (local development agreement) and URB (urban 
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development work areas), the proportion of young people who are outside work and studies is 
consistently higher than the national average of a little more than 11 per cent. The proportion is 
highest in the Herrgården district (Malmö) 31 per cent, and in the districts Kronogården 
(Trollhättan) and Rinkeby (Stockholm), 26 per cent. 

Greatest increase in Blekinge county 
The number of young people who neither work nor study has increased at a more rapid pace than 
population growth in all counties. But there are regional and local differences in the rate of in-
crease. The group young people who neither work nor study is sensitive to economic recessions. 
This manifested itself by the number in this group increasing considerably in many of the regions 
most seriously affected by the financial crisis in 2009. The number increased most in Blekinge 
county by over 25 per cent in the period 2008-2010. The opposite is Stockholm and Norrbotten 
counties where the increase is 11 per cent. In these two counties, labour market developments 
have been more favourable than in many other counties. 

In almost all municipalities the number of young people who neither work nor study increased 
over the years 2008-2010. The greatest increase was in Ragunda and Härjedalen municipalities in 
Jämtland county where the number increased by over 50 per cent. At a more overall level, the 
number of young people who neither work nor study increased most in municipalities with a large 
industrial component and in municipalities with a weak population base. In the chosen districts 
the number has increased most in districts outside conurbations, Araby (Växjö) and Hertsön (Lu-
leå). 

77 000 have neither worked nor studied for three years in a row... 
A large number of young people (16-29 years) have been without work or studies for several suc-
cessive years. The number without work or studies for three consecutive years, 2008-2010, 
amounts to over 77 000, corresponding to 4.5 per cent of the population. This means that a large 
number of young people have found themselves outside work and studies for very long periods. 
Their absence from work and studies for such long periods indicates that many of them have a 
problem in becoming established on the labour market. Of the young people who neither worked 
nor studied in 2008 almost half were still without work and studies the following two years, 
which reflects the high probability that those who end up in this group will remain outside work 
and studies for a long time. In this group, young people who have at most primary and lower sec-
ondary education are in the majority, both in number and as a proportion of the population, 
which is connected with the fact that they proceed to work or studies to a lesser extent than young 
people with higher education. Every third was born in a country other than Sweden and, of these, 
40 per cent had resided in Sweden for less than five years. Furthermore, it was about the same 
number of men and women who neither worked nor studied over a three-year period. This differs 
from the young people who neither worked nor studied for just one year where there are more 
women than men. The explanation as to why these differences between the sexes have been 
evened out is that women start work or study to a greater extent than men. 

When the results are broken down at local level, it may be seen that in half of the municipalities 
the proportion of young people who neither worked nor studied over a three-year period is higher 
than the national average of 4.5 per cent. In more than a third of the country’s municipalities, half 
or more of the young people who neither worked nor studied in 2008 were also outside work and 
studies in 2009 and 2010. The share is highest in Perstorp and Grums municipalities, 8 per cent. 
In the selected districts, the share is highest in Rinkeby (Stockholm), 13 per cent, followed by 
Kronogården (Trollhättan), 12 per cent.  
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...and over 20 000 of these have no known activity ‒ there are many young 
people here with major difficulties in becoming established 
Three quarters of the young people who neither worked nor studied for three consecutive years 
were to varying degrees registered in different activities during those years. The remainder had no 
known activity. 

There is good reason to focus in particular on the large number of young people who have no 
known activity, amounting to slightly more than 20 000. This group comprises the young people 
who neither worked nor studied over a three-year period and, in addition, were not in contact 
with the Employment Agency, the municipality or the Social Insurance Agency during the period. 
There is presumably a core of young people here with very great difficulties in becoming estab-
lished on the labour market and who are in all probability in danger of ending up permanently 
outside society. Their absence from the labour market, studies and other activities for so many 
years indicates that many in this group have a limited network of contacts which further obstructs 
their opportunities to become established and reinforces their need for support. Many young 
people with shorter education1 are to be found here, over half are aged 25-29 and a quarter are 
younger than 20.2 In terms of number, more of them are born in the country than abroad and a 
large proportion of those born in another country had a period of residence less than five years. 

The Employment Agency’s efforts for young people 
The Public Employment Service makes efforts to come into contact with young people who nei-
ther work nor study and are not registered with the Employment Agency. One example of this is 
Unga in (Youth integration). The aim of this project is to get in touch with young people who are 
not registered with the Employment Agency and who need support in order to approach the la-
bour market. The project applies several different methods to reach out; among other things by 
taking part in network groups for persons who meet the target group in their work such as, for 
example, the police, teachers and social welfare officers. But also by being visible and distributing 
information at events and trade fairs and also meeting young people in their arenas, for example 
recreation centres, activity centres, guidance centres, and in unorganised arenas such as, for ex-
ample, out on the streets or in the home.  

                                                            
1 The large number of young people with an unknown level of education means that the number with at most primary and lower second-
ary education is higher than appears from the data material.  
2 This refers to the age of the individual in the initial year 2008. 
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