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Abstract
Introduction: In the fields of labor market and education research, there is a vast
interest in mental health factors affecting unsuccessful school‐to‐work transitions,
dropout from school and labor market disconnections for young people. Young
people who are not in employment, education or training are conceived of as NEET.
Aim: To get an overview we conducted a systematic review of the present literature on
the influence of mental health on the likelihood of becoming NEET in Europe.
Method: A Systematic literature search was conducted in four databases on February
21, 2023, with an update on January 15, 2024.
Results: 33,314 articles were screened whereas 41 studies involving 8,914,123
individuals were included. Poor mental health such as attention deficit hyperactive
disorder, autism, depression, borderline, and psychosis during childhood and
adolescence is strongly associated with becoming NEET.
Conclusion: Mental health issues, whether mild or severe, heighten significant the
risk of adverse education and employment outcomes in early adulthood, extending to
young individuals with personality disorders, borderline personality disorder, and
psychoses. These observations inform early intervention strategies for children and
young people grappling with mental health challenges. Timely treatment is essential.
Future research should focus on the gap in research like specific disorders such as
eating disorders and anxiety.

K E YWORD S

dropout, education, NEET, psychological risk factors, systematic review, unemployment

1 | INTRODUCTION

In the European societies, and across the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) countries,
there is an increasing concern about young people who are disconnected from the educational system and the labor market.
The term “NEETs” refers to young people aged 15–29 years who are Not engaged in Education, Employment, or Training
(OECD, 2024). In 2015, the number of NEETs in OECD countries was approximately 40 million (OECD, 2016). Among
them, over two‐thirds, equivalent to 28 million young people across the OECD, were not actively seeking employment and
thus classified as “inactive” (OECD, 2016). Politically, the NEET group constitutes a problem for policymakers, because cash
transfers for this group strains the public budget and the absence of work‐related income entails fewer income tax payments
from this group (Carcillo et al., 2015). Importantly, the negative consequences of employment are not only financial for
individuals and public budgets; they also entail adverse social and health‐related effects for the individuals affected. The
adverse effects of unemployment impact the well‐being, health, and even the generalized social trust (Azzollini, 2023; Howley
& Knight, 2022; Krug & Eberl, 2018; Mousteri et al., 2018). There is a significant need to launch initiatives ensuring children
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and young adults successfully complete their education and transition into the labor market. Tong et al. (2023) demonstrated
in their review that mental disorder and school dropout are closely associated. To prevent the risk of NEET an early
intervention is needed as demonstrated in a review by Gariépy et al. (2022). A review from Rahmani et al. finds that
education and family‐related factors have a very important influence on the NEET group (Rahmani et al., 2024). As
demonstrated there is awareness of the relation between young people with mental health issues and NEET. Regarding the
many policymakers focusing on how to reduce the number of young people in the NEET group, there is a need for a
comprehensive overview of which mental health factors affect the risk of NEET.

This leads to the aim of this systematic literature review: Existing studies documenting psychological risk factors
associated with young Europeans aged 15–29 years becoming NEET. This review will provide an overview of factors
associated with NEET and, not least, contribute with recommendations for decision‐makers.

2 | METHODS

The structure of this article adhered to the PRISMA‐ScR Checklist, as delineated by Tricco et al. (2018). The results of this
article will be included in a comprehensive report comprising four systematic literature reviews, delving into the
psychological, physical, geographical, and social factors influencing the completion of education or entry into the labor
market among young individuals, thus leading to their inclusion in the NEET group. Based on our preliminary search, which
revealed numerous studies encompassing various risk factors, we included all psychological, physical, geographical, and
social factors influencing educational attainment and labor market entry. After conducting this search, we meticulously
screened for data on psychological risk factors to ensure comprehensive coverage and that no relevant studies were
overlooked. The foundation of these reviews is rooted in an exhaustive literature search, elaborated below.

2.1 | Eligibility criteria

To establish precise inclusion criteria for this systematic literature review, the PCC (participants, concept, and context)
approach was applied (Pollock et al., 2023). Inclusion criteria encompassed studies including young individuals aged
15–29 years classified as NEET according to Eurostat's definition (OECD, 2016). The NEET concept included young people
not currently employed and who had never entered the workforce after completing compulsory education. This included
individuals who had not commenced secondary school within the preceding 4 weeks or had not completed secondary school
and were not working or undergoing training. Data collection for the study had to occur after 1980 in one of the 43 European
countries following Eurostat's definition (OECD, 2024). We exclusively included primary studies reporting quantitative data,
with mixed methods studies requiring distinct quantitative data. Articles in the language of English, German, Danish,
Norwegian, and Swedish were considered, while experimental studies were excluded to concentrate on naturally occurring
risk factors.

2.2 | Information sources and search strategy

Systematic searches were conducted in Medline, Embase, PsycINFO, and Scopus on February 21, 2023, with an update on
January 15, 2024. The search consisted of two aspects, the population, and the outcome. The population was young people
(and synonyms) and the outcome was the NEET group (and synonyms). No additional limitations were made as the goal was
to find all risk factors for becoming NEET. The search terms were combined with the Boolean operators AND or OR (Grewal
et al., 2016). Various search techniques, including proximity operators, controlled vocabulary thesaurus terms (e.g., medical
subject headings [MeSH]), and a free‐text search of all synonyms and variations of the keyword, were employed.
Additionally, searches were supplemented with forward citation searches in Citationchaser (Haddaway et al., 2021). A
specialist medical librarian outside the author group peer‐reviewed the search strategies. The search strategies from all
databases are illustrated in Appendix S1.

2.3 | Selection process and data extracting

The selection process was divided into two rounds. Initially, all authors independently screened studies based on title and
abstract in Covidence®, excluding studies not conducted in a European country. The first round required only one author to
make an exclusion decision. Subsequently, authors independently screened records in Covidence® according to the inclusion
criteria. The second round required two authors to decide whether studies should be included or excluded based on the title

JOURNAL OF ADOLESCENCE | 1429

 10959254, 2024, 7, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1002/jad.12374 by C

ochrane G
reece, W

iley O
nline L

ibrary on [21/11/2024]. See the T
erm

s and C
onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/term

s-and-conditions) on W
iley O

nline L
ibrary for rules of use; O

A
 articles are governed by the applicable C

reative C
om

m
ons L

icense



and abstract. Disagreements in the screening process were discussed and resolved through consensus among all authors.
Authors VL and DM collaborated on full‐text screening, with disagreements resolved by consensus within the author group.
Given that our preliminary search indicated numerous studies encompassing various risk factors, we conducted a thorough
search and meticulously screened all articles for relevant psychological risk factor data. Information about author(s), year of
publication, title, aim(s) of the study, participants (number, age, and nationality), study design, and main findings were
extracted from studies and charted. We used an inductive methodology to categorize the findings based on the specific
mental health issues under examination. In cases where multiple studies addressed the same mental health concern, we
condensed and presented the results collectively in the results section. (Pollock et al., 2023).

3 | RESULTS

The authors rigorously searched the literature using the prescribed methods to identify relevant articles. Initially, 51,126
studies were identified through the search strategy. Following duplicate removal, 33,314 studies underwent individual
screening based on title and abstract, leading to 32,655 being deemed irrelevant. Subsequently, 659 studies underwent full‐
text screening, with 434 being excluded. Three studies could not be retrieved. Consequently, 222 studies were deemed
suitable, and 33 studies were included from the original search. An additional eight studies were unearthed in the updated
search (Figure 1).

As illustrated in Table 1 the present literature review comprised 41 articles investigating the correlations between mental
health and the risk of youth being NEET. These studies involved a substantial collective cohort of 8,914,123 participants, and
in addition one study that included the entire population born between 1975 and 2015.

Denmark contributed with nine studies (Andersen et al., 2021; Christiansen et al., 2015; Christian Hakulinen, Musliner,
et al., 2019; Hastrup et al., 2022; Hegelund et al., 2020; Hjorth et al., 2016; Jensen et al., 2020; Karsberg et al., 2023;
Toft et al., 2021). Sweden supplied with eight studies (Amin et al., 2019; Andersén et al., 2018; Arvidsson et al., 2015; Chen
et al., 2024; Helgesson et al., 2018, 2023; Liu et al., 2023; Spangenberg et al., 2023). Each of the following contributed with
seven studies; Finland (Bask & Salmela‐aro, 2013; Hakulinen, Musliner, et al., 2019; Heikkala et al., 2020; Holttinen
et al., 2023; Mikkonen et al., 2018; Ringbom, Suvisaari, Kääriälä, et al., 2023; Ringbom, Suvisaari, Sourander, et al., 2023) and
Norway (Bania et al., 2019; Halmøy et al., 2009; Hetlevik et al., 2018, 2023; Homlong et al., 2013; M. R. Jensen et al., 2023;
Strøm et al., 2023). The UK furnished six studies (Goldman‐Mellor et al., 2016; Hale & Viner, 2018; Holmes et al., 2021;
Riglin et al., 2014; Tayfur et al., 2022; Wu et al., 2022), and the last ones contributed one study each; The Netherlands (Groot
et al., 2021), Belgium (Huegaerts et al., 2020), Scotland (Fleming et al., 2017), and Switzerland (Baggio et al., 2015). More
than half of these studies were conducted after 2020 (23 in total), 17 was published between 2010 and 2020, and only one was
from 2009. All studies followed a cohort design, except from three cross‐sectional studies (Halmøy et al., 2009; Hetlevik
et al., 2023; Toft et al., 2021) and one case‐control study (Hastrup et al., 2022).

Five studies identified an association between (ADHD) and the risk of being NEET (Fleming et al., 2017; Hakulinen,
Musliner, et al., 2019; Halmøy et al., 2009; Helgesson et al., 2023; Riglin et al., 2023). Fleming et al document that even young
people who receive medication for ADHD are significantly worse off compared to their peers without ADHD, both in terms
of NEET status and their overall health condition (Fleming et al., 2017). Helgesson et al demonstrated that young people with
ADHD and comorbidity have a higher risk of getting a disability pension (Helgesson et al., 2023). Moreover, Halmøy et al
revealed that early recognition and treatment of ADHD were strong predictors of employment among young individuals
with ADHD (Halmøy et al., 2009).

In relation to autism the study by Toft et al. (2021) documented that a diagnosis of autism was not related to completion
of ninth grade, but an autism diagnose before the age of 12 years was associated with a lower prevalence of attaining
education beyond ninth grade and obtaining employment by age 25 year. In contrast to this Ringbom et al found a strong
correlation between autism and the risk of dropping out of school (Ringbom, Suvisaari, Sourander, et al., 2023).

The study from Askeland et al demonstrated a small association between depression and depression, and the group of
adolescents with depression and conduct disorder were in high risk of dropping out (Askeland et al., 2022). The study by
Tayfur et al. demonstrated that school‐based interventions during secondary education focusing on psychosocial factors,
particularly physical activity could be helpful in this regard (Tayfur et al., 2022). Depression in one's mid‐20s significantly
increases the risk of marginalization at age 29 years, and comorbid mental health conditions reinforce this association
(Hetlevik et al., 2023).

Social phobia (Amin et al., 2019), and borderline (Hastrup et al., 2022) were associated with increased risk of dropout or
unemployment, and familial factors seem to explain the association with unemployment.

Moreover, young people with more severe psychiatric disorders like schizophrenia or personality disorder were at a very
increased risk of dropping out of upper secondary school or being unemployed (C. Hakulinen, Musliner, et al., 2019;
Holttinen et al., 2023; Liu et al., 2023; Ringbom, Suvisaari, Sourander, et al., 2023; Spangenberg et al., 2023). Those at highest
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risk were males diagnosed with organic schizofrenia, intellectual disabilities and developmental, and externalizing disorders
(Holttinen et al., 2023).

Across the studies, it was consistently observed that young people with common mental disorders like, for example,
emotionally challenged, depression, or anxiety were more likely to fail to complete upper secondary education and to lack
employment opportunities (Andersén et al., 2018; Arvidsson et al., 2015; Bania et al., 2019; J. Chen et al., 2024; de Groot
et al., 2021; Hale & Viner, 2018; Helgesson et al., 2018; Hetlevik et al., 2018; Hjorth et al., 2016; Holmes et al., 2021; Huegaerts
et al., 2020; Jensen et al., 2023; Mikkonen et al., 2018). The results from this study suggest a strong focus on early assessment
and that self‐efficacy should be addressed in the vocational rehabilitation of young adults with disabilities to support their
transition and integration into the labor market (Andersén et al., 2018; J. Chen et al., 2024). Low educational level,

F IGURE 1 Flow diagram of the screening process.
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comorbidity with other mental disorders and living in rural areas increases the risk for NEET in youths with common mental
disorders (Helgesson et al., 2018).

Additionally, two studies indicated that individuals with mental health problems in childhood or a history of mental
health issues were at risk for becoming NEET (Baggio et al., 2015; Goldman‐Mellor et al., 2016).

Furthermore, personality traits such as difficult temperament (Wu et al., 2022), lower IQ (Hegelund et al., 2020), high
levels of cynicism (Bask & Salmela‐aro, 2013) low self‐efficacy among individuals with mental disabilities (Andersén
et al., 2018), low psychological resources (Jensen et al., 2020), and psychosocial problems (Heikkala et al., 2020) were linked
to dropout or unemployment.

Even users of mental health services were studied and found to have an increased risk of dropout among those who
sought help at a mental health service (Homlong et al., 2013). Uncommon conditions such as survivors after terrorism
(Strøm et al., 2023) or individuals who had attempted suicide (Christiansen et al., 2015) had as well an increased risk of
dropout or unemployment.

4 | DISCUSSION

The objective of this review was to explore whether psychological disorders and mental health issues are related to an increasing risk
of becoming NEET as a young adult aged 15–29 years. Our main finding is that prior and existing psychological disorders and ill
mental health is strongly related to becoming NEET, including dropping out of secondary school.

According to the present review ADHD significantly increase the risk of adverse employment and educational outcomes.
Research indicates that even with medication, children with ADHD experience poorer educational and health outcomes compared to
their peers without ADHD (Fleming et al., 2017). The findings of this review are supported by another study which revealed that
students who receive medication for ADHD experience a higher level in school performance within a mere 3‐month period (Jangmo
et al., 2019). Our review highlights the importance of early recognition and treatment of ADHD as a strong predictor of adult
employment. A Spanish study underscores the significance of teachers being knowledgeable about mental disorders, revealing that
80% of teachers lack specific education on the topic (Granada‐López et al., 2023). Moreover, girls with ADHD often face more
challenging outcomes compared to their male counterparts, highlighting the importance of paying attention to girls with ADHD,
even if they may not exhibit hyperactivity to the same extent (Bania et al., 2019).

Studies regarding autism spectrum disorder are not as conclusive regarding the increased risk of NEET A qualitative
study interviewing young people who dropped out of high school underscores the crucial need for proactive support and the
creation of more accessible environments within schools (Cage & Howes, 2020). Another study has documented that school
refusal tends to manifest at an earlier age in children with autism compared to those without, emphasizing the critical need
for early intervention (Ochi et al., 2020).

The present review emphasizes the connection between depression and the likelihood of school dropout or
unemployment. Adolescent depression may stem from various factors, including genetics and social influences (Malhotra &
Sahoo, 2018). Moreover, research illustrates a reciprocal relationship between depressive symptoms and academic
performance (Verboom et al., 2014). While depression has multifaceted origins, it's crucial to acknowledge that maternal
depression medication can impact young children, as evidenced in a study by Kragholm et al. (2018). Early recognition and
treatment of depression are widely recognized as crucial for the risk of NEET, yet a 2021 review highlights the absence of
widespread dissemination and implementation of school‐based depression prevention strategies (Bodicherla et al., 2021).

Andersen et al. have found that students experiencing common mental disorders, such as languishing, emotional
challenges, or moderate mental health issues, face a heightened risk of school dropout compared to flourishing students. This
risk is especially prominent among first‐year students. Consequently, they suggest that implementing mental health
interventions may prove to be a promising strategy (Andersen et al., 2021). A Canadian study has documented that
experiencing suboptimal mental health at baseline serves as a risk factor for developing high levels of anxiety and depressive
symptoms later in life. This highlights the potential effectiveness of assessing mental health as a means of predicting
symptoms of mental disorders and underscores the importance of implementing interventions to promote mental well‐being
(Doré et al., 2020).

This review highlights the association between a diagnosis of psychosis in adolescence and NEET status. A Finnish
intervention study involving 1163 young adults diagnosed with severe psychiatric disease revealed that 34% had engaged in
psychotherapeutic interventions, a pattern linked to female gender, higher education levels, attachment to employment, and
absence of substance abuse (Mattila‐Holappa et al., 2018). The study also revealed an unmet need for psychotherapeutic
interventions among men, those with lower socioeconomic status, and those with poor attachment to the labor market.
Individuals with substance abuse issues are largely excluded from these interventions (Mattila‐Holappa et al., 2018). It is
imperative to provide vocational rehabilitation to young people with psychosis to prevent them from becoming NEET.

This review revealed that lower self‐esteem, an external locus of control, lack of physical activity, and absence of job
aspirations during adolescence were correlated with a higher likelihood of being in NEET status. Tayfur et al. (2022)
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conclude that preventing mental health problems should prioritize addressing psychosocial factors. They suggest that school‐
based interventions during secondary education, with a focus on psychosocial factors, especially physical activity, could be
beneficial in the regard of support the adolescents in the transitioning to education and work (Tayfur et al., 2022).

The studies underscore the necessity of enhancing early diagnosis of mental illness to provide children and young people
with optimal developmental conditions. This proactive approach not only supports academic completion but also ensures
favorable conditions for transitioning into the labor market. In addition, it is noteworthy that there is a significant gab in
research examining various mental disorders influence on the risk of becoming NEET such as eating disorders, obsessive‐
compulsive disorders, or anxiety and fear disorders.

4.1 | Limitations

Despite being informed by the most recent research on the subject, our comprehensive review of the literature on
psychological risk factors for obtaining NEET status in young adulthood has some limitations. Firstly, even though we
screened 33,314 studies in a systematic way and used forward citation searches, there is always a minor risk of missing
relevant studies. Despite the sheer volume of studies screened, we strongly believe the risk of missing studies is rather small,
thereby not affecting our conclusions. A second limitation of our study is the heterogeneity of outcomes. Some of the studies
focus on unemployment, some on NEET status, and some education dropout. It is not entirely clear if all variables on
psychological issues affect all outcomes, or to which extent. This leads us to our third limitation, which is that our study does
not produce an estimate of effect sizes. A strength of the current review lies in its updated and detailed insights into mental
health factors affecting NEET individuals in Europe, rendering the gathered knowledge directly applicable within the
European context.

5 | CONCLUSION

In conclusion, it's clear that mental health conditions such as ADHD, autism, depression, and diagnoses like borderline
personality disorder or psychosis are closely linked to the risk of NEET.

Policymakers should have a particular focus on the following:

• Young people with ADHD are at high risk of becoming NEET. There should be a particular focus on early intervention for
this group, even if they are well‐medicated for ADHD. Adolescents with ADHD and comorbidity have an increased risk
of NEET.

• There is no clear consensus on whether autism is associated with NEET, though some studies highlight the importance of
early intervention, especially for children showing early signs of autism.

• Adolescents with severe mental diseases like schizophrenia are in very high risk of becoming NEET and an even greater
effort in psychiatric treatment is needed.

• In generally there is a pressing need to focus on early diagnosis and treatment, ensure understanding of signs and reactions
to mental illness.

Prioritizing mental health in schools is paramount, and both governments and educational institutions should implement
early intervention programs at all levels. Further research should be directed towards evaluating the effectiveness of
interventions aimed at reducing NEET rates among those with mental health challenges.

Future research should further focus on unexplored mental health disorders such as anxiety, eating disorders, and
personality disorders.
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