
 

 

 

Transcript: Exploring Youth Transitions 

and Outcomes through National Datasets 

[0:00:00] 

Pierre Walthéry: Hello, and welcome to this presentation by the UK Data Service about our 

microdata on youth transitions. My name is Pierre Walthéry, I work at the 

User Support and Training section of UKDS.  

 Today we are going to go through five main points. The first one is a brief 

introduction of who we are. The second one is what we mean or what we are 

going to mean in this presentation by youth transition. The third one, an 

overview of the suitable data or the data that's most suitable for analysing 

youth transition. And then how to access it and as well as a couple of 

examples.  

 Who are we, who is the UK Data Service? It is fair to say that the UKDS is 

the main repository of secondary social science data in the UK, and via a 

website, which provides a single point of access, users can access all sorts 

of social science, mainly, but not only, quantitative survey microdata.  

 In addition to curating data, we also provide user support, training and 

guidance, and as such, we represent a key part of the UK social science 

research infrastructure. We are free of access and funded by the Economic 

and Social Research Council.  

 Our data consists for a large part of UK survey microdata, a large part of 

which are large scale government funded surveys such as the Labour Force 

Survey or the Family Resource Survey, but also major longitudinal studies 

such as the Understanding Society or the Birth Cohort studies. In addition to 

that, we also host one of the academic studies that have been deposited with 

us.  



 

 

 

 

 Multinational data is also deposited with us, so that means either international 

survey microdata or aggregate data banks, for example, from the OECD.  

 We also hold and curate census data with a current or historical and in some 

cases as well as census microdata.  

 We have access to some business and administrative microdata as well as 

a range of qualitative data with a multimedia, or more traditionally, interview 

transcripts.  

 In terms of user support and training, our overall goal is to promote data 

literacy among undergraduate students, but also beyond. And we are trying 

to achieve this via a head desk for individual data related queries via a 

number of webinars, drop-in sessions and workshops that we produce, which 

can be either about specific datasets, methods or pieces of software via some 

online learning material that is available for anyone to use at any time. So 

that's via our data skills modules, via the guides we publish and via recorded 

webinars on our YouTube channel.  

 Beyond survey data, we also provide training to new forms of data and new 

forms of quantitative methods via our computational social science section.  

 Now let's focus on transitions. So what do we mean by youth transition in this 

presentation? We are mainly going to focus on broad definition of transition, 

even though there is a wide range of application of research. So transition is, 

of course, about transition from youth to adulthood and is made of a number 

of interconnected moves between socially defined states, such as being a 

student, being in employment, being economically independent, etc, etc. 

Specifically, these were set up or found their origin among other in life course 

studies, a branch of research that looked into school to work transition, 

housing transitions, family relationship transition, and sometimes health 

transitions as well.  
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 So, from a quantitative data perspective, probably the kind of study that is the 

most suitable for transitions are large scale longitudinal studies because they 

allow looking at within person changes over time and also provide a large 

amount of background data for which these, that can be looked at in relation 

to these transitions.  

 So, looking at longitudinal data, there are two types of longitudinal data that 

can be used in the study of transition. As I've just said, the main one, and the 

most relevant one, are longitudinal studies, strictly speaking. So studies in 

which the same people are followed repeatedly and interviewed repeatedly 

over time and which can be either representative of household or age 

cohorts. There is fortunately a really good availability of such studies in the 

UK.  

 It is also possible, and some disciplines such as demography, follow that path 

to look at, instead of following people over time, to look at several snapshots, 

repeated snapshot photography of cohorts of people over time or groups of 

people over time, and this is the repeated cross-sectional method that I'm not 

going to develop here.  

 Okay, so now let's focus on the UKDS microdata that we can present for 

those interested in transitions.  

 A significant study that you may have come across already is Understanding 

Society. So it's the largest longitudinal study that is representative of the UK 

population, it's one of the largest in the world. It was, when it started in 2009, 

made of 40,000 households, 100,000 individuals. These numbers have 

dropped a little bit, as you can imagine. There have been 14 waves of data 

so far, so ranging from 2009 to 2023. And if we include the previous study 

that was integrated into Understanding Society, the British Household Panel 

Study, then that means for some people we have data ranging from 1991 

until 2023.  



 

 

 

 In addition to this vast amount of data, there's also an ethnic minority or 

several ethnic minority booster samples that allow to look more closely at 

these groups, as well as innovation panels sub-sample for which new ways 

of collecting data can be experimented. It covers a very wide range of topics 

that I'm not going to be able to describe in detail here, but a significant number 

of them are relevant for the study of youth transitions, such as employment, 

income, debt and assets, health, wellbeing and health behaviour, housing, 

housing characteristics, family, etc, etc. 

 Another family of studies, longitudinal studies, that is highly relevant for the 

study of transitions are the Birth Cohort Studies. By comparison with 

Understanding Society or Household Survey, Birth Cohort Study follows a 

sample of individuals over their whole life, individuals who were born during 

a specific period of time. And this kind of study has been a British specialism 

and the UK's a pioneer in this. We have so far three such Birth Cohort 

Studies. So the 1958 National Child Development Study, the 1970 Birth 

Cohort Study and the 2000 Millennium Cohort Study. There's a new one in 

the works, as I understand it, which is meant to start in 2026. So Birth Cohort 

Studies are interesting not only because they allow to look at within person 

change over time, so we follow people over time, but also because since we 

have different cohorts born at a different point in time, we can also compare 

how these changes change itself across these cohorts.  

 A few more words about the Millennium Cohort Study which is the most 

recent that we have. It comprises 19,000 children who were born initially 

between 2001 and 2003. So far, seven sweeps, it's another way of saying 

waves of data, were collected between the age of nine months until 23. It's 

got data from parents and child interview and ranges on topics such as 

education, skills, truancy, health, cognitive ability, etc, etc. It also collects 

biological measurement in addition to, of course, the socioeconomic and 

demographic variable you will find in all social science studies.  

 And finally, fourth study that I would like to mention is Next Steps. So Next 

Steps is a little bit of a hybrid in a way. It's still a cohort study, so it's about 



 

 

 

people who were born roughly at about the same time, but they started being 

looked at when they reached a secondary school age. So it's Next Steps 

gathers about 16,000 observational or respondents who were born between 

1989 and 1990 and who were followed between the age of 13 onwards. We 

have sweeps for their first seven years between 2004 and 2010, and then 

follow-up sweeps at age 25 and 32. So, that was really focusing on school 

transitions. And as with Understanding Society, there's been an 

oversampling of ethnic minority groups and deprived schools which allow 

finer examination of these groups. It covers a wide range of topics, again 

revolving around educational attainment, employment trajectories, family 

formation, etc, etc. It offers also access to linked administrative data with 

specific conditions of access. And it's really ideal for capturing transition from 

secondary education to post-16 pathway, higher education and labour market 

entry.  

[0:12:45] 

 So, is that everything? No, we have more studies that do longitudinal analysis 

and that are suitable for transition. For those focusing only on labour market 

aspect, Labour Force Survey provides longitudinal data that you can use for 

looking at how younger workers transition on the labour market. And then 

there's a wide range of one-off qualitative or deposited research data that you 

can access via ReShare on our website and that were deposited by people 

or research teams whose research was funded by the Economic and Social 

Research Council.  

 So now how to find and access data on our website. So, there are basically 

three main tools that you can use. The data catalogue, the Variable and 

Question bank, or if you're specifically interested in qualitative data, 

Qualibank. There's also a resource of themes that have been recorded in 

surveys.  

 



 

 

 

 So, here is the main search page from our website. So, that's the new 

catalogue that's much faster than the previous one, and you can use it either 

to do a traditional search via the box at the top or instead to browse according 

to a theme of interest, as you can see here at the bottom.  

 So if, for example, I type “youth transitions” in the search box, I will get this 

as a return or as an output. So, a number of studies, which I can then refine 

using the filters categories on the left hand side, geolocation, topic, etc, or by 

kind of studies using the tabs here. The main difference between these are 

either mainstream studies, ReShare studies that I've mentioned, whether 

they belong to a series or some studies are in fact instances of a series. And 

I can instead only look at variables rather than studies.  

 So, here I'm just leaving this for you to think about if you are especially new 

to data analysis, it's what I would describe as the essential questions to ask 

yourself before using any secondary data in terms of what were the 

conditions under which the data was collected, what were the questions that 

led to the virus you are going to use? What was the broader research 

question or who funded the research from or the study from which these data 

are coming from? To what extent is it representative and of what, what's the 

population of reference? What's the sample size? When was it collected? Is 

it old data? Is it very recent data? And is the data documentation good 

enough? Is it detailed enough in order for you to get a good sense of how the 

data was collected? And of course, are weights and survey design 

information available, which is important when you are trying to try and make 

inference to the British population. You also want to know whether a special 

procedure needs to be followed in order to access the data or instead whether 

it is accessible freely and easily.  

 Moving on to the specifics of data access, we provide four layers of access 

to the data we curate. This range is from open data, which is basically dataset 

that you can download immediately from the website without filling any 

formalities to control data in which a significant more is required from users.  
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 ReShare data are the studies, and I've already mentioned them, deposited 

by research teams and access rights are set by the people or the teams that 

deposit the data. But most of the time you can access them in a 

straightforward way.  

 Safeguarded data are the bulk of the data that we curate, which they usually 

require a registration with the UK Data Service, creation of a project in which 

you describe briefly the usage you're going to do with the data, and that's it, 

you can download it.  

 Control data is a much stricter procedure of access. It allows users to work 

with the data via a special type of VPN called SecureLab provided you have 

individual affiliation, you have provided detailed information about what 

you're going to do with the data and also provided you have followed safe 

researcher training.  

 This slide that I want to comment is about how to register. So there are 

basically two broad categories of users for UKDS. Either you have 

government higher education affiliation, which makes it very straightforward, 

and if you're not, then you need to create a UK Data archive account, which 

is a little bit more time-consuming, but within the reach of most users.  

 Now, quickly moving to two examples that I want to present of how our data 

has been used to look at transitions and youth transitions. I have highlighted 

two papers. So, the first one is looking at the patterns of school to work 

transitions, and the context is that Britain or the UK has a reputation for rapid 

school to work transition, people move quickly into work after school is 

finished. And someone here in this project has used data from Understanding 

Society in order to look at whether there was a change over time in these 

transitions. So, they created three artificial cohorts based, of course, on their 

year of birth from Understanding Society and then following them for ten 

years.  



 

 

 

 And the main findings are that the rapid pattern of school to a transition 

remain prevalent in close to half of the cases for both men and women, but 

at the same time, there's a decrease in full-time employment, an increase in 

part-time work and time spent in education instead. And the effects of these 

vary by gender and parental socioeconomic background. So, basically, 

people who were from a lower, either have lower education or from lower 

socioeconomic background tend to have more, tend to either transition to 

lower occupations or have more turbulent transition. So it's a paper if you're 

interested in this topic that I would advise you to look at and the reference is 

provided at the bottom of the slide.  

 Another example is someone, a team who's been looking at transitions to 

parenthood in relation to neighbourhood belonging. Once again, they worked 

with data from Understanding Society, and they were looking at individuals 

who, at the starting point of their observation, did not have children, so aged 

18 to 45, and looked at the probability of having their first birth, experiencing 

their first birth as the next wave and looking at that in relation to sense of 

belonging to neighbourhood.  

 So, the main finding is that the longer or the more people feel they belong to 

a neighbourhood, the more likely they are to have or to transition to being 

becoming a parent and that is irrespective to whether or not they have been 

moving to the neighbourhood. So even if you are a long distance mover, if 

you develop a strong sense of belonging to the neighbourhood, then that 

makes you more likely to become a parent. And that is really a fascinating 

study that I would advise you to have a look at as well.  

 Right, so we are reaching the end of the time allocated for this presentation, 

so I thank you very much for your attention. I'm looking forward to your 

questions. And if you have any questions or comments you'd like to make in 

a written form, please feel free to send me an email at the address here, 

pierre.walthery@manchester.ac.uk. Thank you for your attention. 

[0:23:10] 
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 Peter Urwin: Hello, my name is Peter Urwin, I'm Professor of Applied Economics here at 

the University of Westminster, and today I'm going to talk to you about 

longitudinal education outcomes.  

 So, ultimately, we've been using this data, myself and Dave Thomson, to 

identify and analyse young people who are NEET in LEO. I'm going to talk to 

you about two specific studies which have included these additional 

contributors, and we're going to start by thinking about why this is a 

particularly important and interesting area for research.  

 So, there has been a post-COVID surge in the proportion of young people 

who are 16 to 24 who are not in education, employment or training. It's been 

a long-standing problem, but it's really come to the focus of policymakers in 

the post-COVID period. In the latest period for which we have data, there's 

just under a million young people who are NEET, who are aged between 

16 and 24 in the UK. And ultimately, the challenge here is that these young 

people are not in education, employment or training, so whether we use 

qualitative surveys or quantitative surveys or administrative data, we often 

find it hard to identify the experiences of these young people because they 

are hard to reach or, in the admin data, hard to identify because they're not 

in these activities and some of them are not on benefits either.  

 So, what we think about with the admin data is that this is often what we 

would call part of the missingness challenge, that identifying young people 

who are experiencing these kinds of transitions is part of a wider problem that 

lots of people, well not, a reducing number of people, but still a challenge is 

people who are missing from the administrative data record. And that's what 

we're going to talk about today, how we get over that and some of the issues 

that remain in that.  

 So, I'm going to give you a brief description of two studies undertaken by 

myself and Dave Thomson and a range of other contributors, just to give you 

an idea of the research that underpins the discussion. I'm going to give you 

an overview of the components of LEO used in the analysis. So, ultimately it 



 

 

 

is an overview, it’s a simplified overview just to give you an idea of what we've 

been doing with the data. I'm then going to. give you an introduction or at 

least just give you an idea of what the rest of the slides in the slide pack 

cover. They're basically a bit more detailed and a bit more technical. I'm not 

going to go into in detail. Ultimately, I'm going to go through them and give 

you an idea of what they are, because finally what I'm going to do is give you 

pointers to some resources that myself and Dave and others are creating to 

support you in analysis and understand those slides a bit better given the 

limitations of time today. Hopefully that makes sense.  

 So, ultimately we are going to look at the two studies or the kind of 

approaches we've taken across two studies. So, one is the post-16 pathways 

to employment for lower attaining pupils, so this is a study myself and Dave 

undertook, and looking at the post-16 education and employment pathways 

for the 2011's Key Stage 4 cohort. So, ultimately, we have to, if we want to 

think, if we want to study the post-qualification pathways of young people, 

unfortunately, we have to go back in time. This is a constant challenge for 

ourselves. If you want to observe outcomes in the labour market for young 

people, you've got to go back to education cohorts that ultimately are 

engaged in a different type of education, the education system's changed 

quite dramatically, so we try and mitigate that in some ways by looking at 

more recent cohorts. But ultimately it is the problem.  

 What we were looking at was lower attainers. We particularly focus on young 

people who get, for instance, a Grade 2 or below in maths and English. So 

these are young people who are very lower attaining and what we find is that 

a larger proportion of those are at risk of NEET. So this becomes a particular 

issue when we're looking at this group.  

 Similar kind of approach, so this was a project, the RPA project was a project 

that Dave and our colleague Matt Dickson at Bath led on, and ultimately this 

takes a very similar approach. You're looking at the post-16 experiences of 

young people looking at cohorts before the change happened and the 



 

 

 

experiences of cohorts, comparing that to the experience of cohorts after the 

change happened. So very similar challenges. 

[0:28:10] 

 And ultimately, if you think of the policy motivations for the raising of 

participation age, they are very much about trying to get young people who 

are not achieving fantastically and perhaps dropping out or finishing 

education at the age of 16, trying to get them to or to help them to secure 

better outcomes.  

 So, what does this look like? If we take the example of the lower attainer 

study, we've got, basically going back to the 2011 Key Stage 4 cohort, so 

that's during the year that young people turn 16, they take their GCSEs, or 

most of them take their GCSEs. A large proportion don't, but not an 

insignificant proportion don't, but that's the kind of main exams that most 

people take.  

 So, ultimately, we've got the 2011 Key Stage 4 cohort during the year that 

young people turn 16. We can go back in the data, you'll see using the MPD 

data to Key Stage 2, and use them as controls, use that information as 

controls. And then we can track and look at young people's experiences, in 

this case up to the age of 24, because unfortunately we then got a lot of 

disruption to the education and labour market of COVID, so it's problematic 

to go further in our data or with our study.  

 So, you’ll see that basically the National Pupil Database and the school 

census cover those periods up to the age of 16 for the majority and up to the 

age of 18 for those who stay in the school system, so stay in sixth forms. 

You've then got an overlap. These are the components of LEO, essentially. 

You've then got an overlap for those between the age of 16 plus. For those 

who go into, for instance, further education, you've got the individualised 

learner record. And actually, in discussions as part of the catalyst, this is the 

reason why a lot of people stated that they don't engage in research into the 



 

 

 

post-16 period because you do have challenges of you've got more than one 

dataset. The National Pupil Database is very straightforward in many 

respects, especially compared to the individualised learner record. And that's 

part of the support that we're giving is to encourage research so that this 

doesn't continue as a barrier to people looking at the post-16 environment.  

 You've then got the HESA or higher education data, which is essentially for 

those who go down the academic pathway and go to university. And we've 

got something called the NCCIS. So, I will return to the NCCIS because it's 

a particular focus of what myself and Dave are doing and it mops up those or 

helps us to understand the experiences of young people who are essentially 

missing from these various databases. So, I'll come back to that.  

 Those are the education datasets. You've then got earnings data from HMRC 

and benefit receipt data from DWP. And really the NCCIS should come at the 

bottom of this because we try and get all of those, we try and get information 

from all those other datasets and then we go to the NCCIS.  

 Just out of interest for this particular cohort, the proportion of young people, 

or basically there's 590,000 young people to rounding who are in that cohort, 

that 2011 Key Stage 4 cohort, and about 260,000 are lower retainers in that 

they do not achieve what is now a Grade 4 or above a kind of threshold grade 

in maths and/or English. So they kind of stumble in one of those 

qualifications. What we do in that study, which I'm not going to go into detail 

now, is we actually look at those who are really much further from that 

threshold because we feel that those young people have not been a particular 

focus for policy analysis.  

 Okay, so what I'm going to do now is just give you an idea of this NEET 

inactivity and missingness context. So the Labour Force Survey, which has 

had a lot of issues recently in terms of poor response rates and concerns 

over the accuracy of data, the LFS suggest that 38% of this kind of just under 

one million NEETs are unemployed and 62 are inactive.  
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 So what we can do is if we think of those datasets that we're using back there, 

we can look at the benefits receipt data to capture those who are on benefits, 

active benefits or unemployment benefits, so people who are actively seeking 

work. Inactive benefits are benefits that people receive but they are not 

associated with job search. So anybody who is not on benefits or in 

employment or in education is essentially missing from all of these 

administrative datasets that the main central government departments 

capture.  

 So, introduction of the National Client Caseload Information System, or the 

NCCIS, to LEO, myself and Dave have been analysing these data for many 

years. So, the introduction of the NCCIS was a real boost to allow us to 

identify many young people who were essentially missing. We just couldn't 

see what they were doing. We still have an issue with missingness because 

the NCCIS doesn't capture everybody, but it's a very important dataset for 

looking at young people who are at risk of marginalisation or disadvantage in 

the immediate post-16 period.  

 I've underlined the immediate post-16 period because ultimately the NCCIS 

is only for 16 and 17-year-olds, that's the current NCCIS coverage, it's a little 

bit longer for previous cohorts. And so, if you think, if you were looking at the 

entire Key Stage 4 cohort and you were looking at a progress post-16, you 

would actually find very, you know, the NCCIS is not particularly important 

because for the vast majority of those young people, they are in those main 

datasets. But when you're looking at disadvantaged or young people who are 

at risk of marginalisation, at risk of NEET, they are a much higher proportion 

who are only captured in the NCCIS because they've got lower levels of 

qualification, they've got EHCPs, a variety of challenges, which mean that 

they do not continue, they've got a higher probability of not continuing in 

education or securing a job. So, it really matters.  

 



 

 

 

 And there's some kind of stats by region that, I think that's to the DfE website, 

which gives you an idea of, in certain regions, for instance, this can be a very 

important, a very large group of individuals.  

 So, what we've got next is datasets for studying post-16 pathways. So, this 

is a range of slides for the next six or seven slides. This goes into real detail. 

So, that first slide there just gives you education, labour market and a kind of 

NEET overview and the kind of datasets that are in there. The next slide, 

defining a population, really goes into detail. This is what Dave and 

colleagues at FFT Education Datalab do, and have become incredibly expert 

at this, carrying out the kind of process that we need to take all of those 

component datasets and come up with something that allows us to analyse 

the transitions of young people and get to the experiences and better 

understand the experiences of those who are disadvantaged.  

 So, if we go through the next few slides, we've got defining a population, 

we've got activity states including NCCIS. So, looking at education, this is the 

kind of, and again, I'm going to point you to some resources that will give you 

some support in this in terms of understanding what we're saying in these 

slides. It's basically the process you go through because you trust certain 

datasets or certain datasets are more reliable than others, so there's a kind 

of hierarchy of you go through datasets and essentially the NCCIS, as I've 

said, it kind of, once you've gone through all of the datasets and it's like, “Well, 

this person's still missing,” you turn to the NCCIS.  

 There's then some idea of the NCCIS NEET activity codes there, which are 

extensive. And again, there's support materials to understand those.  

 Activity measures, there's various ways of capturing, if you think of post-16 

activity, you can look at days per year, days per month, and again there are 

some resources to help you capture those yourself to support your 

understanding of the slides, but also your own analysis.  

 



 

 

 

[0:37:55] 

 We've then got the not known group and this here just gives you an idea of, 

you know, this is from Dave's analysis, it gives you an idea of actually for the 

entire population, it's not enormously important, but if we really want to 

understand why this matters, it is very important for very, yes, specific groups 

of young people. Who are we, who rightly should be particularly concerned 

about?  

 The slide where pupils in Key Stage 4, 2011 cohort attained grades E, F or 

G, this is a Sankey diagram which essentially shows you the flows of young 

people and it's taken from the Nuffield report. Essentially, it shows you when 

you start to look at young people who are, for instance, lower attaining, tend 

to be much more likely to be on free school meals, so and we call this ever 

FSM, so we look through their school history and figure out have they ever 

been on free school meals? This is a good indicator of disadvantage.  

 You tend to find you need the NCCIS because it is incredibly important at 

understanding the experiences of a lot of young people who are particularly 

at risk of NEET spells. Okay.  

 Dave's Year 12 sustained participation, that one's from the Raising the 

Participation Age. We're running out of time, so I won't go through that one 

in detail, but that gives you another way that we're trying to capture the 

experiences of young people.  

 So just there's something on NCCIS collection and reliability, it is a challenge, 

okay? It's created and collected by local authorities. It's changed over time. 

Myself and Dave are carrying out research into this, trying to find out are 

some of the differences, for instance, by region, are they due to differences 

in administrative process as opposed to real differences reflected in labour 

markets?  

 So, supporting data analysis. So, we're creating some data explained guides 

for ADR. So there's a LEO, both of those that have come out already are from 



 

 

 

LEO. Understanding post-16 learning spells and qualification aims to 

estimate returns to learning, particularly challenging when you're looking at 

that overlap between the ILR and the MPD.  Identifying and studying 

young people who are NEET in LEO as well, very related to this webinar. And 

we're creating three more, looking at geographic distance, which economists 

often use as what we call an instrumental variable, free school meals and 

IMD, which is capturing social background, and we're going to look at 

something on mature learners.  

 So, essentially, we're creating those. There is, which Datalab have kindly 

created, a prototype tool to give you an idea of if you're going to look at youth 

transitions, what kind of datasets? So it gives you a really pretty matrix of 

datasets and transitions and you can click on it and figure out, “Okay, what 

does this dataset tell you?” What does it, you know, strengths and 

weaknesses and so on. So again, to help you to understand your own ability 

to look at research questions that you may be considering.  

 And we got the research transitions resource hub. This is fantastically helpful. 

This gives you detailed scripts, example code and so on, and gives you an 

opportunity to share code and link up with others to understand the real detail 

needed to carry out the processes we've just gone through in those slides.  

 So, more generally, the final slide is about supporting data analysis. Please 

do go to the ADR Community Catalyst Youth Transitions website to find out 

more about education and training from Dave's team at Datalab, our 

colleagues, Jake Anders and Claire Crawford at UCL, and also we are very 

keen to help. I'm just aware that if I get 100 emails saying, “Can you come 

and look at my proposal?” we’ll have to kind of manage things. What we'll do 

is, please do get in contact with us and we hold clinics and things online too 

if there's real high demand. But you know, one-to-one discussions are 

definitely something that we also do. So hopefully that gives you something. 

to help support your application for a scholarship. Thanks. 

 



 

 

 

[0:43:16] 

 Emily Murray: Good afternoon. My name is Dr Emily Murray and I am Director of the Centre 

for Coastal Communities and Reader at the University of Essex, and I'm 

going to talk to you today about some research that we've been doing about 

young people in English coastal communities and mental health.  

 And I don't want to assume anyone's knowledge about coastal communities. 

It's quite a niche area. But in 2021, the Chief Medical Officer, Chris Whitty, 

published this report about coastal communities and health and really 

showing, a really seminal report showing that some of the worst health and 

wellbeing outcomes in England are in coastal communities. And the report 

showed a high prevalence of disease and risk factors, disease and health 

risk factors in coastal areas across a broad spectrum of diseases. So not just 

one disease outcome, but lots of different things really pinpointing that there 

is an issue in these places with the map on the right showing the prevalence 

of heart disease with the red areas, of course, showing the highest 

prevalence of heart disease, and you can see the pattern showing the coastal 

versus inland effect. 

 And the report also saying that some of the effect is likely due to coastal areas 

containing high proportions of older people, a lot of these places are 

retirement communities, but also showing that some of the highest 

prevalence of health issues in these areas is where populations were 

relatively young.  

 And so this report really got me and others started thinking about this and we 

particularly have taken a focus on young people and their mental health in 

these areas partly because if you look at the prevalence of mental health 

here, this map on the left, using this small area mental health index data 

pulling together a bunch of different small area level data to kind of estimate 

the prevalence of mental health for all ages, you can see that the prevalence 

of poor mental health is not spread evenly across England, the red areas 

being where there is higher prevalence of mental health. There's a clustering 



 

 

 

of higher prevalence in urban centres and specific coastal areas, so not all 

coastal areas, just specific ones, but there's no publicly available small area 

level data on the prevalence of young mental health, prevalence of mental 

health in only young people. So, a definite big data gap.  

 So, we decided to use some survey data to look at this. And last year we 

published this data using Understanding Society dataset, longitudinal data, 

which I'll explain more in a second, and this was the really prominent finding.  

 So, we're showing here the predicted mean mental functioning scores for 

young people by where they lived when they were adolescents. And so here 

on the y-axis, the 40 to 48, that's the average mental functioning score, along 

the x-axis here, that is area deprivation. So, one is least deprived, five is most 

deprived, and the lines are showing for coastal residents and adolescents, 

so coastal being the jagged lines, inland being the other line. And basically, 

what you can see is that in the least deprived areas, there's really no 

difference in those average mental functioning scores between inland and 

deprived areas, but when you get out to the most deprived areas, that gap 

widens.  

 So, essentially, in the top 20% most deprived areas, those young people, 

those people, if they were adolescents in the most deprived coastal areas, 

they had much worse mental functioning scores. So, a difference of 3.7 than 

their peers, their inland peers, in equally deprived places, which is a big 

difference. If you're thinking, I found a paper that was showing a difference 

of about five or six mental functioning score is equivalent to how people feel 

when they have lost a loved one in the past year.  

[0:48:10] 

 And we saw this not just for mental functioning outcome, we also saw it for 

higher psychological distress and limiting long-term illness, impairment or 

disability, so really pointing out that there was this problem, there was a 



 

 

 

mental health gap in the most deprived areas of the country, but something 

particularly around being on the coast.  

 And so it begs this question, why do youth in deprived coastal areas have 

worse mental health than their peers inland? Is it something about the 

environment of coastal communities? Is it something about being on the 

coast? Because there's been lots of other research out there showing that it's 

good for your mental health and wellbeing to be on the coast, to being in blue 

space. So this is a bit of a conundrum.  

 And we also wanted to ask this question, is it the economic challenges of 

people who live in these communities, because there's definitely an economic 

story around these deprived coastal places, economic decline.  

 And if we really sat down and we tried to think what are the mechanisms 

going on here, why would it be for a young person living in a coastal 

community that their mental health would suffer? And I really, I love this 

picture. This is a young man from Blackpool. We've been collaborating with 

the Guardian on this Against the Tide series and they have gone out and 

interviewed young people in different coastal communities in England. And 

his quote is, “If you hear your town is scum all the time, that sinks in”. So 

there's a real stigma around being from some of these deprived coastal 

places. So that's one of the reasons, but also a lack of opportunities, a lack 

of employment, education opportunities, a lot of low wage, insecure work, 

geographic isolation, poor transport links, I said stigma, ageing population, 

so there are less young people around, and lack of youth space infrastructure 

for socialising. So, really starting to think about the mechanisms going on 

here.  

 But really the aim for this paper that I'm going to present is about 

environmental characteristics. So here the economic, social, educational, 

built, or the individual socioeconomic circumstances of the people that live in 

these places during adolescence, does this explain the coastal youth mental 

health gap in the most deprived small areas of England?  



 

 

 

 And I'm going to do this and try to do this in quite a methodical way in these 

research questions. So number one, do average levels of individual and 

environmental characteristics differ between coastal and inland places? So, 

do you see a difference in exposure levels? And because we saw this gap in 

the most deprived places, I want to see are these differences seen within the 

subcategories of area deprivation? And then are these environmental 

characteristics associated with mental health in young adulthood? So, 

important.  

 And so that finally we can determine how much of the difference in mental 

health between deprived coastal youth and deprived inland youth is 

explained by these individual and environmental characteristics. So that's 

what we’re going to show today.  

 And again, we use this Understanding Society dataset where they have a 

youth sample. And so this is a survey that is nationally representative of the 

UK. We've just used England for data reasons. And they have this youth 

survey, so if people in a household are 10 to 15, they have a particular survey 

that they fill out, and so we took that and we said, “Do they live in a coastal 

community or not at age 15?” or the nearest age that we had, and then also 

linked up the environmental characteristics and the household characteristics 

during adolescence. And then we could follow them up, up to 11 waves later, 

to look at their mental health.  

 And I just want to make clear that that that baseline adolescent age could be 

at any of the waves one through 11. So they could have that baseline being 

in a Wave 1 in 2009, or it could be at Wave 11 in 2019, about ten years later, 

and then be followed up from that point. And then it was all put together. And 

the matching data structure for that. And we also did adjustments for attrition. 

So I think there was some weights applied, longitudinal weights applied to 

account for people that started in Wave 1 would fall out before people in 

Wave 11, etc.  

 



 

 

 

[0:53:20] 

 And if we go back to thinking about, okay, why would there be this mental 

health gap between deprived coastal youth and inland deprived youth? I 

talked about some of those potential mechanisms. So, we tried to link up 

some data to those. And really, we looked in the literature as well to see what 

kind of environmental factors are linked to mental health in young people, 

and where and which of those environmental factors would be particular 

issues in deprived coastal communities and have come up with this list that 

we had data for. So, the economic environments, so a lot of these deprived 

coastal communities have issues with economic decline, so a lot of it starting 

with ex-seaside resorts, well, not ex, but seaside resorts where the number 

of people has fallen dramatically who come to these places because of cheap 

international air travel and other places where fishing industries, port towns 

have declined massively. So you get lots of issues with unemployment, 

economic and activity, which has created other social issues. So you've got 

places with a lot more crime, less people with qualifications, less people with 

professional occupations. There seems to be a real issue in coastal 

communities about educational outcomes, so lower scores and lower 

progression to higher education. And then thinking about mental health and 

distances to key services. So if you had a mental health problem, can you 

get to the GP? Can you get to the hospital? Are there other health promoting, 

health harming environmental characteristics like gambling, green space, etc, 

others which I'll show in a minute.  

 And here, broadly, I wanted to first look at across England, so across all of 

the 32,800 lower super output areas. If you just compared coastal versus 

inland, this is what you would see. This is research question one. And the red 

arrows are showing you that in the coastal places, on average, they have 

worse levels of these environmental characteristics than inland places, 

across the board, across the economic, social, educational environments. 

But the built environment wasn't that much of a difference. They are more 

likely to be urban. They're a little bit farther away from large employment and 



 

 

 

job centres, a little bit further away from rail stations, they have a little bit more 

sulphur dioxide air pollution, which is around industry pollution. So, it makes 

sense that there's poor towns. Some good news, they've got more green 

space and less air pollution. That's for all of England.  

 For question two, do you see this within subcategories of area deprivation? 

Yes. So you saw the same pattern for local areas where survey members 

lived. So, survey members didn't live in all 32,800 LSOAs. And you also saw 

the same pattern for the top 20% most deprived local areas. So, even within 

the top 20% most deprived areas, coastal places had average levels of a lot 

of these variables than inland places, which was quite surprising.  

 And to give you some context on that, so if you just look within the top 20% 

most deprived LSOAs in England, the blue here is coastal, of course, you'll 

see that on average, in the most deprived coastal areas, 40% of people are 

economically inactive, but 35% in inland deprived areas.  

 The biggest difference saw was participation in higher education. So on 

average, about 27% in deprived coastal places, young people were going on 

to participate in higher education. Inland places, twice that, almost 40%. 

Huge difference.  

 But if we go on to say are these environmental characteristics associated with 

mental health and outcome, we're just going to look at one factor here, we're 

going to show mental health, mental functioning. And these are six questions 

asking about different mental health over the last four weeks. We can share 

that with you in the paper. And basically, you get a score of zero to 100, 

where 100 is highest functioning better.  

[0:58:18] 

 And if I show you those same environmental characteristics, quite 

surprisingly, once you adjust for all the individual socioeconomic factors and 

for the other factors, because a lot of these have high correlations with each 

other, only two were independently associated with young people's mental 



 

 

 

health. And that was crime scores in the local area, and that was participation 

in higher education. So that's answer to research question three.  

 And then if we go in and we say, okay, this is the mean difference in the 

mental functioning scores for those deprived coastal areas versus inland 

least deprived areas, and the only thing you've adjusted for is age, that gap 

is about five point difference in mental functioning. If you add in the individual 

socioeconomic variables, so sex, ethnicity, household income and tenure, 

that drops about 16%. So it does explain quite a bit of it, that gap. If you add 

in local crime, that gap actually widens. So it's not an explanation for the gap. 

I would say there was some negative confounding going on there because 

there are some people who have high incomes and privately rent and they're 

in areas of high crime.  

 But when you add in participation in higher education, that does explain about 

8% of that mental health gap. and you put everything into the model, it 

reduces that gap between the most deprived coastal areas and least 

deprived areas to 3.9.  

 So, essentially, we have explained some of that gap, about 25%, but not all 

of it. And that a larger amount of that gap is explained by the individual 

socioeconomic circumstances rather than the environmental measures. But 

some is explained by the environmental, by their participation in higher 

education.  

 And in conclusion, the coastal youth were exposed to worse average levels 

of a host of environmental measures and better average levels for only a few 

than their peers inland, even in the most deprived areas in England. And in 

the longitudinal analysis, only local crime and higher education participation 

were independently associated with mental functioning scores after 

adjustment for socio-demographics. However, the key drivers of the coastal 

mental health gap were household socioeconomic circumstances, in 

particular household income and private renting.  



 

 

 

 So, that's what I have to show you today. If you're interested in any of the 

definitions, you want to get into a bit more, I've shared the publications, 

particularly the top one is what I've presented today. And I want to say thank 

you for coming to my talk and if you'd like to ask me any more questions or 

find out more about what we do, please do contact us here. 

[End of Transcript] 


