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REVIEW ARTICLE

Transitions into work for young people with complex needs:
a systematic review of UK and Ireland studies to improve
employability
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ABSTRACT
Youth unemployment rates in the United Kingdom are almost triple that of
adults (11.3% vs. 4%), particularly impacting the employability of young
people with complex needs, of whom 61.8% are unemployed.
Interventions facilitating transition into work can operate at individual,
community and government levels. The main objectives of this review
were to explore current practices, identify factors affecting and
strategies used to improve employability, and classify strategies at multi-
levels. Findings suggest that collaborative strategies covering training,
work practices, therapeutic support and creating appropriate work
environments, with active involvement of young people, are key in
supporting young people with complex needs into employment.
Classification of factors indicated four categories: skills-based
approaches, job/work experience accessing approaches, therapeutic
interventions, and supportive working environments.
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Introduction

Significant changes within Europe over recent years, at political and financial levels, have had a sub-
stantial impact on many people’s lives (United Nations, 2018). One of the most important impacts has
been the effect of the economic crisis on society and employability. In this study, the term “employ-
ability” refers to individual factors (employability skills and attributes, demographic characteristics,
health and wellbeing, job seeking, adaptability and mobility), personal circumstances (household cir-
cumstances, work culture, access to resources) and external factors (demand and enabling support
factors) which have a significant effect when a person is looking for work (McQuaid & Lindsay,
2005). Past research reveals high levels of youth unemployment in many European countries
(Banerji et al., 2014). The youth unemployment rate pertains to a transition period from education
into the labour market between the ages of 16 and 24. Although there has been a decrease in UK
youth unemployment rates in the last few years, the statistics are still alarming, especially when com-
pared to general employment rates. The recent youth unemployment rate in the UK was 11.3%
between April and June 2018 (McGuiness, 2018). Of these youth, 16% were unemployed for long
periods of 12 months or more. The youth unemployment rate in the UK is relatively low when
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compared with the average figures in the European Union (EU, 15.2%) and Euro Area (16.9%).
However, it is still almost three times higher than the adult unemployment rate in the UK, which is
around 4% (McGuiness, 2018).

According to the EU’s growth strategy, initiatives seeking to raise the level of employment among
young people should include extra support for those experiencing complex health, emotional, social,
or physical problems (Grammenos, 2013). This is unsurprising, given the considerable amount of
research demonstrating that young people with complex needs have to contend with weak employ-
ability (Broad, 2003; Dixon & Stein, 2005; Moran et al., 2001), particularly in relation to lack of skills,
insufficient support and unsuitable work conditions. For instance, Powell (2018) reported that only
38.2% of youth with complex needs are in employment in the UK. This indicates that unemployment
rate for those young people is almost six times higher than that for youth in general.

Whilst unemployment has negative consequences for many aspects of all young people’s lives, it has
a greater impact on the lives and wellbeing of those with complex needs (The Prince’s Trust, 2014).
Thirty-five per cent of young people facing unemployment report a variety of mental health problems,
including panic attacks and suicidal thoughts (The Prince’s Trust, 2015). Many feel that they are not in
control of their lives, have health issues, and face lower levels of future employability (Bell & Blan-
chflower, 2011; Bynner & Parsons, 2002). Equally, long periods of unemployment for young people
with complex needs appear to have financial and psychological effects, such as, lower future
incomes, gradual depreciation of acquired skills, sense of life dissatisfaction and unwillingness to
work (OECD, 2013). Furthermore, even when employment is gained, this is often in part-time, low-
paid, and low-skilled jobs (Powell, 2018), which make it difficult to plan a future-oriented career.

Complex needs and employability

Identifying people with complex needs leads to the construction of two broad groups that are different
but interrelated (Rankin & Regan, 2004): those confronting health issues, and those with social exclusion
issues. Firstly, when considering the health issues of people with complex needs, we use the term
“complex needs” to refer to people with intellectual, physical, and multiple disabilities such as: learning
disabilities; impairments of hearing, vision and movement; as well as epilepsy and autism, challenging
behaviours, or mental health problems (Mansell & Beadle-Brown, 2010; Scottish Executive, 2000). Sec-
ondly, complex needs might be due to social exclusion issues, including: high levels of deprivation,
poverty, homelessness, imprisonment, unemployment, migration, literacy problems, high risk of
crime behaviour, substance abuse and young people in care (Pantazis et al., 2006; Scottish Executive,
2005; Social Exclusion Unit, 2005; Stanley et al., 2005). Complex needs due to health and social issues are
interrelated. A young person being affected by one adversity (either health-related or social) is likely to
encounter other difficulties (The Prince’s Trust, 2004). And the cumulative nature of difficulties creates
more complexity for young people, putting them at greater risk.

In this study, we use a systematic review to investigate strategies for helping young people with
complex needs to transition into paid employment. Such strategies may include capacity-building
interventions, including both vocational and life skills training, which might have an emancipatory
role in young people’s lives, transforming their life experiences. These interventions might require
a collaborative and collective approach to develop, implement and maintain the practices, and
actively involve the young people themselves in the process. In order for these interventions to be
successful, incorporating a close, therapeutic support system is likely to be a crucial element.

Thus, in this systematic review, we investigate the effects of the practices aimed at helping young
people with complex needs to improve their employability, at the time the search was carried out.
The objectives of the review are to:

(1) Identify the factors affecting and strategies used to improve the employability of young people
with complex needs.

(2) Classify these strategies at the individual, community, and governmental levels.
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Method

Search procedures

Twenty-one electronic databases were used to search for and identify studies published in English,
between the year 2000 and 2017. These databases were: AMED – The Allied and Complementary
Medicine Database, Art Full Text (H.W. Wilson), Art Index Retrospective (H.W. Wilson), British Edu-
cation Index, Business Source Premier, Child Development & Adolescent Studies, CINAHL Plus with
Full Text, Communication & Mass Media Complete, Criminal Justice Abstracts, eBook Collection (EBS-
COhost), Education Abstracts (H.W. Wilson), Educational Administration Abstracts, E-Journals, ERIC,
GreenFILE, Hospitality & Tourism Index, Library, Information Science & Technology Abstracts, Psy-
cINFO, Regional Business News, SPORTDiscus, and Teacher Reference Center. The search terms
were: “employ*” OR “unemploy*” AND “complex needs” in article abstracts. The initial search ident-
ified 1,189 articles. After specifying age limits to only include the ages 18–30 years old, the number of
articles was reduced to 175.

Study selection and data extraction

The titles and abstracts of the 175 articles were screened for relevance to this review by two of the
authors. Documents deemed relevant on the basis of the abstract review were retrieved in full text,
examined, and compared against the following inclusion criteria for the review:

(1) The study population was within the UK and Ireland.
(2) The age range of the study population was 18–30 years.
(3) The studies referred to people with complex needs as defined in the beginning of this review.
(4) The studies referred to the employment or unemployment opportunities of people with complex

needs.
(5) The studies were about people with complex needs and not about the needs of employers or

practitioners.
(6) The studies were original.

As seen in Figure 1, from 175 articles, finally the number of articles meeting the inclusion criteria
was 8. This represents 7 studies, because two of the articles pertained to the same project (i.e. Dixon
2007; Wade & Dixon 2006).

Results

Objective 1: factors affecting and strategies used to improve the employability of young
people with complex needs

The studies selected for this review summarise the factors affecting paid employment, and strategies
for improving paid employment, of young people with complex needs. Specifically, they focus on dis-
closure of mental health issues at work; the combination of structures, guidance and support given to
people with complex needs and learning disabilities to maintain paid employment; the vocational
and life skills as factors of enrolment in education and paid work placements; the implementation
of a multi-level partnership programme which provides paid employment; the importance of individ-
ual, practice and policy factors to participating in Education, Employment and Training (EET); the suc-
cessful results of supported employment models for people achieving employment; and the
activation of local authorities to help people leaving rehabilitation to re-enter employment.

Brohan et al. (2014)
This is a qualitative study exploring disclosure of mental health issues in the work environment (see
Table 1). It summarised the beliefs and experiences of 45 people with complex needs collected
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through semi-structured interviews. The outcomes of the interviews were presented in a four-dimen-
sional framework for improving the employability of young people with complex needs. The first
dimension was the societal context, in which multiple needs are cited as conditions which can
unjustly trigger public stigma. This refers to lack of knowledge, media stereotypes and different treat-
ment. People’s unwillingness to work closely with someone with complex needs was widely referred
to by study participants as a public reaction to not understanding the needs of people facing adver-
sities. The second dimension described the employment environment in relation to barriers to work
(i.e. difficulty in navigating disability benefits and lack of confidence), benefits of work (i.e. financial
support, purpose in life and giving back to the community) and the role of the employer. The collab-
oration between employer and the employee with mental health issues was perceived as the prime
factor in finding and maintaining a job. The third dimension was the personal impact of stigma, in
relation to complex needs, on the evaluation of the employee’s work performance. The beliefs and
experiences of participants ranged from mental health issues being a reason for not finding a job,
or for poor performance, to it not being a problem at all. The fourth dimension primarily focused
on the personal aspects of disclosure needs. This dimension emphasised the importance of trust,
honesty, control and acceptance in the work environment. In particular, it was essential to build
good communication systems and trust in the working context, as well as proving oneself first,
and managing the tension between honesty and releasing too much information.

Figure 1. Study selection flowchart.

Table 1. Summary of Paper 1: Brohan et al. (2014).

Author/Year/Country Target group Study design Intervention Outcomes

Brohan, E., Evans-Lacko,
S., Henderson, C.,
Murray, J., Slade, M.,
and Thornicroft, G. /
2014 / England

Mental health
service users
aged at least 18
years, mean age
35 years, SD =
8.8.

A qualitative study with semi-
structured interviews in two
phases (Phase 1: exploration
of themes; Phase 2:
validation of themes).

No intervention This study suggested a four-
dimensional system oriented
(at public, employment,
individual, and disclosure
needs levels) framework for
understanding disclosure of
mental health issues at work.
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Gore et al. (2013)
The Sustainable Hub of Innovative Employment for People with Complex Needs (SHIEC) project sup-
ported people with learning disabilities and complex needs in finding and maintaining paid employ-
ment. SHIEC’s team worked closely with managerial staff and frontline practitioners of eight regional
service providers, to identify and support target groups with learning difficulties and complex needs.
The regional providers were composed of residential schools, forensic services and challenging
behaviour specialist settings. This study (see Table 2) investigated the strategies that facilitated the
employability of people with learning difficulties and complex needs in the first year of the SHIEC
project, as reported by service providers and frontline practitioners through semi-structured inter-
views (n = 16). The findings revealed that supporting individuals with complex needs into employ-
ment requires: significant amounts of time, effort, commitment and resources; a shared value
system at an organisational level; and ongoing social support mechanisms. The interviewees also
emphasised the importance of recognition of their hard work to sustain their motivation. Further-
more, they reported that the SHIEC project not only facilitated the participating individuals with
complex needs to find paid employment, but also transformed the culture and professional practices
of participating organisations.

Conway and Clatworthy (2015)
Grow2Grow is a training programme in the south of England for young people with complex mental
health needs, who are (or are at risk of being) not in education, employment or training (i.e. NEET
youth) (see Table 3). It offers vocational skills (e.g. market gardening, growing vegetables) and life
skills (e.g. cooking, travelling independently) through training in an organic farm centre up to two
days a week for up to two years. Simultaneously, weekly one-to-one therapeutic support is also pro-
vided. The programme is run by a multidisciplinary team including: psychologists, psychotherapists,
occupational therapists, horticultural therapists and psychotherapy trainees. Of the 36 young people
who started the Grow2Grow programme, 21 completed the programme and participated in the
evaluation study (see Table 3). The findings showed significant increases in social, emotional and
behavioural outcomes of young people, as reported by programme practitioners. The majority of
young people (17 out of 21) were enrolled in an education or paid work placement by the end of
the programme. Creating a non-stigmatising and safe environment, and combining both training
and therapeutic processes, were reported to be the main reasons for Grow2Grow’s success in enga-
ging and sustaining young people with complex mental health difficulties in paid employment.

Taylor et al. (2004)
Vocational Opportunities in Training for Employment (VOTE) was a partnership programme which
aimed to help young people aged 18–25 years old with complex needs (including learning disabil-
ities, mental health problems, and physical disabilities), to improve their employment prospects in

Table 2. Summary of Paper 2: Gore et al. (2013).

Author/Year/
Country Target group Study design Intervention Outcomes

Gore. N. J.,
Forrester-
Jones, R., and
Young, R./
2013/ England

People with
learning
disabilities
and
complex
needs;
working age
adults over 18
years.

A qualitative study
exploring the experiences
of service providers and
frontline practitioners of
the Sustainable Hub of
Innovative Employment
for People with Complex
Needs (SHIEC) project
through semi-structured
interviews.

SHIEC aims to support
people with learning
difficulties and complex
needs to find and maintain
paid employment by
collaborating with
potential organisations,
such as: residential
schools, forensic services,
and specialist settings.

Factors which influenced
SHIEC’s success were: time
and effort put in by
services, emotional
commitment, creativity in
opportunities, support in
remaining positive toward
employability,
collaboration between
organisations, guidance
and transformation of
context and culture.
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the labour market (see Table 4). The programme started as an EU-funded initiative, however, it was
subsequently coordinated and financed by local statutory and voluntary organisations in Belfast.
VOTE supported young people to enter the employment market, provided skills, trained employers
and parents regarding young people’s complex needs, and supported young people and employers
in work placements. There were multiple projects conducted under the VOTE partnership. For
example, one project was conducted by a team including full-time support workers, a development
officer and a researcher. This particular project provided a range of specialist job skills training courses
to young people with learning difficulties and also offered work experience opportunities. Young
people who participated in this project gained qualifications in first aid, word processing, and
“Working with Equal People”. Approximately 10% of participants found paid employment at the pro-
ject’s conclusion. Other VOTE projects worked with school leavers, care-leavers and young people
with physical disabilities. This paper reported the findings from its initial evaluation study across
the multiple projects of VOTE. It was found that young people who joined VOTE projects had oppor-
tunities to develop and learn, as well as successfully perform in work placements with suitable
support. The study also highlighted the importance of involving parents in the recruitment phase

Table 3. Summary of Paper 3: Conway and Clatworthy (2015).

Author/Year/
Country Target group Study design Intervention Outcomes

Conway, P. and
Clatworthy,
J./ 2015/
England

Young people with
complex mental
health needs who are
(or at risk of being) not
in education,
employment or
training; 14–25 years,
median age 17 years.

Programme evaluation
applying a quantitative
design which
investigated: (i) social,
emotional and
behavioural functioning;
(ii) education and
employment outcomes;
and (iii) satisfaction with
programme using
repeated measures.

Grow2Grow is a
vocational placement-
based intervention at
an organic farm centre,
aiming to build
vocational and life
skills of young people
whilst providing
therapeutic 1:1 support
for them.

Within a four-year period,
21 young people
completed the
programme. The
findings showed
significant improvement
in their social, emotional
and behavioural skills as
assessed by programme
facilitators; 81%
enrolled in education
and/or completed paid
work placement. High
levels of satisfaction
with the programme
were reported by
participating young
people.

Table 4. Summary of Paper 4: Taylor et al. (2004).

Author/Year/
Country Target group Study design Intervention Outcomes

Taylor. B. J.,
McGilloway, S.,
and Donnelly,
M. / 2004/
Northern
Ireland

Young people (18–25
years) with a range of
disabilities including
learning difficulties,
mental health
problems and
physical disabilities.

A qualitative
programme
evaluation
investigating the
impact of the
programme by
analysing key
documents created
during the process.

Vocational Opportunities
for Employment (VOTE)
is a partnership
programme aiming to
support young people
with disabilities by
providing 2-year
employment training in
multiple projects.

Project 1: Of 52
participants, 5 found
paid employment and 1
voluntary work. Project
2: Of 13 participants, 1
found voluntary work,
and improved
wellbeing. Project 3: Of
9 participants, 2 found
full-time jobs and 2
worked with
therapeutic earnings.
Project 4: Of 48
participants, 4 entered
full-time employment
and 6 found part-time
jobs.
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and maintaining regular contact with them. Investigating VOTE’s processes revealed helpful strat-
egies for referrals and referral agents, including: the impact of public relation activities, familiarity
with local services, and maintaining good communication. Furthermore, building trust-based
relationships with local employers and matching young people’s needs with working environments
were other strategies found to be effective in this study. Overall, building and maintaining successful
partnerships across diverse organisations and agents were found to be the key factors for supporting
young people with disabilities and complex needs.

Dixon (2007)
This study (see Table 5) investigated the risk and protective factors of successful career outcomes,
during transition from care to independent living. The aim was to understand strategies for support-
ing care-experienced young people to participate in education, employment and training (EET).
Through interview and survey methods, a mixture of data were collected from 106 young care
leavers, their personal advisors and policymakers. The results of this study showed the low probability
of young care leavers to be engaged in EET two months after leaving care (35% in education, 29% in
training, 10% in employment) compared to school leavers in general (57% in education, 75% in train-
ing, 31% in employment). The sustainability of participation was another significant issue. Approxi-
mately half reported that their career progress over time had deteriorated or remained poor.
Various strategies were suggested for improving the numbers of young people with complex
needs participating in EET and maintaining engagement. These strategies were: promotion of a
more co-produced interagency approach with a holistic view, negotiating the changes and chal-
lenges involved in transition, having a stable care background, using local businesses as local
resources, a gradual shift into the career arena, focusing on education and career planning, and an
increase in young people’s potential and options within the market. Engaging in education and train-
ing increased the participation of young people with additional needs in the labour market. Local
authorities can boost engagement by developing appropriate policies and initiating/supporting col-
laborations with local businesses.

Lynas (2014)
Project Autism: Building Links to Employment (ProjectABLE) was a Northern Ireland/Belfast-based
programme, which promoted the employability and life skills of young people with an Autism Spec-
trum Condition (ASC), using the Supported Employment Model (see Table 6). This model is an
effective tool to develop an individualised, flexible support system to help individuals secure mean-
ingful employment. The main goals of ProjectABLE were: increasing work opportunities for young
people with ASC, helping these young people to develop employment skills and preparing young
people for the transition into employment. The five-step model included: engagement, placing, train-
ing, maintaining and progressing. In this programme, young people were trained in: developing

Table 5. Summary of Paper 5: Dixon (2007), also described in Wade and Dixon (2006).

Author/
Year/
Country Target group Study design Intervention Outcomes

Dixon, J. /
2007 /
England

Young care-leavers with
complex needs (all aged
16–18 years at start of
study apart from one 20-
year-old participant).

A mixed-methods follow-up
study exploring individual,
practice and policy factors
supporting successful
education, employment and
training (EET) outcomes during
the first 15 months of transition
from care using questionnaires
and interviews with care
leavers, their personal-advisors
and senior managers.

No intervention Participation rates in EET were
low and decreasing further
over time. This study
identified structural,
contextual and individual
level risk and protective
factors of participation in EET.
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social and communicational skills, identifying vocational opportunities, attending vocational training
courses and education, and acquiring third-level educational qualifications (such as Degrees in Com-
puter Science, Art, English Literature, History and Business Studies). This helped to promote their
employability in administration or retail jobs, and to develop effective communication and social
skills. The team, based across two organisations, included a coordinator and four support workers,
who offered supported employment opportunities. The results of this study showed the benefits
of the Supported Employment Model. These might be due to the consistent but flexible nature of
the programme.

Kavanagh and Lavelle (2008)
This study looked at a Dublin-based residential recovery support service for people aged 18 years and
over who also lived with multiple mental health issues and complex needs, including: co-existing
alcohol and drug use, aggression, self-harm and treatment noncompliance (see Table 7). The rehabi-
litation service provided recovery-focussed interventions, such as those aimed at helping people re-
enter employment upon discharge. Of the 50 residents and former residents included in the study,
6% were in employment prior to placement. Following vocational rehabilitation, 60% were involved
with training programmes and 10% participated in employment schemes. Results also showed that
some new and old “long-stay” patients, with the most severe and enduring mental health problems
and a history of multiple inpatient treatments, had extensive needs that could not be met by the
programme.

Objective 2: classification of the strategies used at individual, community, and
governmental levels

The strategies used to promote the employability of people with complex needs, in the projects pre-
sented in this review, can be divided into four categories and at the individual, community and govern-
mental levels: (1) skill-based approaches, (2) job/work experience accessing approaches, (3) therapeutic
interventions and (4) a supportive working environment. The first category reported attempts by local
authorities to create an organised, targeted service, by combining several service provider agencies
(Wade & Dixon, 2006). The local authorities provided financial incentives for young people to partici-
pate in educational and training courses, as well as mentoring projects to provide a variety of work
opportunities and support (Wade & Dixon, 2006). Additionally, the rehabilitation project provided re-
engagement services, with the aim of helping people to become active in the labour market following
poor mental health. This was achieved with a combination of recovery interventions and training pro-
grammes, in order to develop employment and life skills (Kavanagh & Lavelle, 2008).

The second category encompasses the actions taken to help people with complex needs gain
employment or work experience. These strategies were found in three articles. The authors of

Table 6. Summary of Paper 6: Lynas (2014).

Author/
Year/
Country Target group Study design Intervention Outcomes

Lynas, L./
2014/
Northern
Ireland

Young people of
transition age
(16–24 years) with
Autistic Spectrum
Conditions (ASC)

Participatory action
research to test whether
the Supported
Employment model
works for young people
with an Autism Spectrum
Condition

ProjectABLE (Autism:
Building Links to
Employment) supports
young people with ASC to
become more socially and
economically active using
the Supported
Employment Model.

The results of ProjectABLE
showed that the Supported
Employment model can be
used effectively with
people with ASC to achieve
employment. Its beneficial
impact on individuals as a
whole and on their
environment including
family was also significant.
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these articles described how local authorities sought to promote the employment of people with
complex needs. For example, the formation of SHIEC (Gore et al., 2013) where the main purpose
was to organise a network of services willing to provide employment opportunities to people with
complex needs.

The ABLE project initiative was financed by the Big Lottery Fund (2009–2014) and led by a volun-
tary organisation and registered charity. It was also delivered in other areas in Ireland together with a
closely linked voluntary organisation. Furthermore the ABLE project initiative appeared to be extre-
mely active in helping people with complex needs become employed (Lynas, 2014). The VOTE
project, funded partly by the EU “Youthstart” employment programme, which promoted vocational
opportunities for people with complex needs, was implemented in Ireland. It was coordinated by
local statutory and voluntary organisations, and was partly managed and funded by regional statu-
tory and voluntary organisations. This movement focused on training and supporting young people
with complex needs in becoming employable, as well as educating employers and parents about
people’s needs, and adapting the work environment to support employees with multiple difficulties
(Taylor et al., 2004).

The third category refers to therapeutic interventions organised to improve the confidence levels
of people with complex needs, in order to support their access to work. Grow2Grow trained and sup-
ported young people with difficulties, to acquire vocational and life skills in regional social enter-
prises, alongside the provision of therapeutic mental health support (Conway & Ginkell, 2014).
Psychologists, psychotherapists, and occupational therapists involved in the project were trained
to use developmental psychodynamic models and weekly one-to-one therapy was designed to
engage young people with work.

The fourth category presents actions taken to create a supportive workplace environment for
young people with complex needs. Specifically, it consists of individual initiatives, such as: employing
young people dealing with difficulties, and the employers’ ability to make these young people feel
sufficiently secure, particularly by creating trusting environments and facilitating good communi-
cation pathways to enable them to disclose their needs in an employment context (Brohan et al.,
2014). Employers’ knowledge of and attitude towards complex needs seem to be key factors for
implementing the strategies necessary for creating a supportive workplace for these young people.

In addition to individual initiatives taken to promote the employability of people with complex
needs, it is necessary to present initiatives at the community and government levels. At the commu-
nity level there are initiatives taken mainly by local agencies, such as the provision of financial
motives to participate in education and training courses (Wade & Dixon, 2006), the networking of ser-
vices to offer employment opportunities, and the support of regional social enterprises to help
people with complex needs acquire vocational and life skills (Conway & Ginkell, 2014). At government
level the initiatives refer to the development of a central agency in collaboration with local agencies
to provide employment opportunities, which is strengthened by national policies (Dixon, 2007), the

Table 7. Summary of Paper 7: Kavanagh and Lavelle (2008).

Author/Year/
Country Target group Study design Intervention Outcomes

Kavanagh
and
Lavelle/
2008/
Dublin

Severe and enduring
mental health
rehabilitation patients
with co-morbid/co-
existing difficulties (18+
years old in adult
mental health service)

A qualitative study where
50 past and present
patients’ case notes
were analysed
retrospectively using
staff interviews.

Rehabilitation service
provided recovery-
focused interventions
including behavioural
interventions, life skills,
psycho-education and
vocational rehabilitation.
Actions were taken by
local authorities to help
people living in
rehabilitation services re-
enter employment.

60% of patients were
able to follow
vocational training
programs; 10%
participated in
employment
schemes.
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coordination of local statutory and voluntary organisations to train and support young people with
complex needs to become employable, as well as educating employers and parents about people’s
needs, and adapting the work environment to accept employees with multiple difficulties (Taylor
et al., 2004).

Discussion

This review has shown that certain actions need to be taken in order to promote the engagement and
inclusion of young people with complex needs in the labour market. The effectiveness of these strat-
egies/approaches can be assessed by analysing the outcomes for young people with multiple difficul-
ties, such as their desire to work and their actual participation in paid full-time or part-time
employment. This review has helped identify four categories of actions taken to help people with
complex needs become employed. The strategies range from skill-based approaches to supportive
workplace environments. These have to work across multiple levels, from individual to community
and government levels, in order to provide a holistic collection of initiatives, which aim to reduce
youth unemployment for those with complex needs within the UK and Ireland.

At the community level, initiatives tended to focus on developing individual skills. Many projects
have been established to help young people with complex needs become employed. As a result of
this review, we have identified common structural tactics used in initiatives at the local authority
level, to facilitate employability and encourage young people with complex needs to enter the
labour market. The main shared characteristics of these projects are: a focus on providing vocational
and life skills training to participants, an emphasis on a holistic approach, and establishing collabor-
ations with local and multi-agency services, as well as with young people with complex needs
themselves.

At the national level, it is interesting to note that our search did not retrieve any publications that
considered the collective action or unionisation of young people with complex needs. We believe
that giving young people access to this kind of collective support and help with politicisation
could assist in moving beyond the promotion of individual access to employment experience. Con-
necting young people with complex needs to others in similar situations can help develop a sense of
belonging, because they know they are not alone. Furthermore, helping to facilitate young people’s
access to the political domain enables them to influence policymakers, which can potentially change
the odds stacked against them due to their multiple layers of complex needs and systemic inequality.
Accessing policymakers can establish a pathway by which young people with complex needs are able
to change the odds and challenge the inequality, not just for themselves, but for others in similar
situations as well. In addition, young people can be supported to manage responsibilities and obli-
gations. They could collaborate with staff who can provide supported employment, and they
might also be encouraged to spend more time on training and education courses.

At the individual level, perspectives on unemployment and complex needs have been gathered
from participants and employers. The main responsibility for providing sustainable employment
opportunities appears to be employers’ inclusive behaviours and attitudes, and their willingness to
participate in training programmes about employing young people with complex needs. According
to the third approach, described by us as “therapeutic interventions”, improving life and coping skills
are essential in order to deal with the transition into employment. The interventions offered young
people the opportunity to claim work placements independently. They also managed to find a place
where they belonged, formed relationships with other young people with complex needs and their
employers, and were able to focus on their successes.

Our review found hints of emancipatory approaches at a collective level. For example, actions con-
centrated on organising educational and training courses for people with complex needs in varying
geographical areas, as well as education in whatever format, have long been identified as an eman-
cipatory force (Freire, 1996). However, most of the education provided was technical in nature. Edu-
cating young people to understand more about the conditions of their own disadvantage and
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oppression is an obvious gap. Filling it may help them with the challenges they face. Most actions
taken refer to local authorities or local voluntary organisations working to provide work placements
and to form partnerships with other agencies, to support various needs. The extent to which employ-
ment brokerage initiatives included young people on their own staff or governance groups was
unclear. Usually, state-level projects emphasise helping young people acquire qualifications and
additional skills, which prepare them for the labour market.

Undoubtedly, well-structured support mechanisms are required to promote the employability of
people with complex needs. In the framework of work promotion, service representatives who
sought work placements for participants managed to reduce discrimination and stigma in the
working environment by involving employers in training programmes. According to Protocol 12 of
the European Convention of Human Rights, every person facing difficulties has the right to participate
in inclusive paid employment without discrimination. In several cases, the working environment was
adjusted to accommodate young people’s multiple needs. Adjustments were also made for employ-
ers to promote and empower these actions, producing an atmosphere of trust. The result was that
young people felt safe enough to express their feelings (Ellison et al., 2003; Michalak et al., 2007)
and were treated with acceptance (Goldberg et al., 2005; Owen, 2004).

This review has demonstrated the importance of having supported employment for people with
complex needs. Furthermore, its necessity is revealed in the policy formulation and research
designs, which are organised to tackle the unemployment of people faced with difficulties (Beyer
& Robinson, 2009; Forrester-Jones et al., 2006; Kober & Eggleton, 2005). Most of the projects
applied at a local level included supportive employment as an essential feature of helping young
people with complex needs find and maintain jobs. Barriers for those working to facilitate supported
employment included unpredictable difficulties arising from some of the young people’s complex
needs, and payment issues (Ridley & Hunter, 2006; Wistow & Schneider, 2007).

In several articles, it was suggested that individuals with complex needs should be encouraged to
engage with therapeutic support. Grow2Grow’s therapeutic approach helped people process the
demands of a transition into work (Conway & Ginkell, 2014). Ultimately, the goal must be for
society at large to tackle the shocking stigma and discrimination that people with complex needs
experience daily, and to develop more inclusive, holistic practices as a way of life. However, as an
immediate pragmatic step, at an individual level, therapeutic approaches have been shown to
provide: psychological enhancement, coping strategies to withstand challenges, and development
of self-esteem to encourage participation in society and to pursue the right to be employed
(Bragg et al., 2013; Clatworthy et al., 2013). Besides therapeutic help, it is essential that people
with complex needs have educational qualifications, to enter the labour market with a greater like-
lihood of being employed (Dixon, 2006). Research carried out in mental health services illustrated that
employment is more likely to be achieved when clinical and vocational services are integrated,
emphasising the need for a holistic approach (Harvey et al., 2013; Marshall et al., 2014).

Limitations and directions for future research on employing young people with complex
needs

The review found only a few articles referring to government actions to promote employability (i.e.
established policies promoting employability at the state level), revealing the need for more collective,
collaborative and holistic interventions. Not all of the employability projects were successful in helping
young people find paid work. Most projects contributed by engaging young people on courses to
develop working skills or helping them gain work experience or voluntary work. It was not possible
to ascertain whether or not young people were included on the staff teams of the brokerage projects,
or indeed whether they were involved in project management. Both including them as staff and in gov-
ernance roles on collaborative projects would result in even more potential employment for young
people with complex needs, while simultaneously providing others with valuable role models.
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A further point to make here is that the review criteria meant that some projects that we know to
be successful from local evaluation data were not included in the review. For example, Project Search,
which takes young people in their last year of education and immerses them in a work setting. It
ensures that there is no break for students between school and work, so that students do not
become unemployed at any point, and are transitioned into the identity of a working person. Partici-
pants learn employability skills and go on work placements every day to prepare them for paid work.
Project Search has made significant inroads in supporting young people with complex needs to tran-
sition into work straight from school (http://www.projectsearch.us/). Project Search has good success
rates and operates in many geographical locations. There may be other effective projects with no
published evaluation which were overlooked in this review.

This review only covered initiatives for young people with complex needs, so no direct comparison
can be made with young people without such needs, to assess which strategies are particularly
helpful for those facing the most disadvantage. The analysis of all seven studies revealed that the
employability projects designed at the governmental level were successful at helping young
people get short-term paid work and engage with courses, but that they did not establish a political
tactic to promote employability of other young people in similar situations more generally. For com-
munity level projects targeting the employability potential of young people with complex needs,
greater success was achieved by harnessing the influential power of local authorities. Furthermore,
the successful individual initiatives, such as supported employment, benefitted greatly from the
cooperation of supportive and willing employers, facilitating young people’s participation in the
work market. Employers’ knowledge, attitudes, and openness to young people’s involvement in
decision-making are clearly key for young people with complex needs to make successful transitions
into employment.

Conclusion

Every project designed to enhance employability in young people with complex needs that we have
described had successful outcomes, such as: gaining full- or part-time paid jobs, voluntary work, or
even just relevant, helpful work experience. To reiterate, it appears that to provide sufficient
support for engaging and sustaining young people with complex needs in paid employment, a hol-
istic approach is necessary where multiple stakeholders work collaboratively with young people, tack-
ling issues at multiple domains of life, including knowledge, skills, attitudes and wellbeing.
Participation in paid employment generates stronger feelings of satisfaction and functioning than
other activities of daily living (Eklund et al., 2004). When young people with complex needs
manage to enter a larger community setting, such as an employment environment, they benefit
from enhanced social skills. This gives them the opportunity to improve their quality of life (Hutchison
& McGill, 1998; Ochocka & Lord, 1998; Pedlar et al., 1999).

In order to achieve these outcomes, this review helps us conclude that there is a strong need for
collective, collaborative and holistic interventions. The collective aspect of interventions should be
seen as both bringing young people with complex needs together as an empowerment process,
but also to support different agencies to work together with a shared focus and responsibility. For
an impactful, collective intervention it is also essential that multiple agencies, including young
people with complex needs, collaborate together; and we found multiple successful examples,
especially at the community level. A holistic approach indicates interventions bringing vocational
and clinical support and training together within a supportive work environment. Furthermore, the
collective, collaborative and holistic nature of these interventions should be seen as fundamental
aspects of a whole, where one cannot be put in place without considering the other two aspects.
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