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Approach

Biographical interviews with young people (aged 14-18 at start) 
in five socio-economically contrasting sites across the UK since 
1996

Seventh interview with 18 in Northern Ireland 2009/10

This paper focuses on the NI group, in social, historical and 
policy context briefly examining: 

Employment and training;        Parenting; 

Housing;                                 Plus a Case History.
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Youth Policy in Northern Ireland
Many and varied youth policies in the last decade; no 
evaluation or follow up on many of the initiatives. 

Compartmentalisation of policies in face of intersecting 
identities and activities of young people, ‘a silo mentality’

Key policy areas in our data, particularly in the latest NI 
interviews:  mental health and well being, including high suicide 
rates, drug and alcohol use linked (along with social 
deprivation) to the legacy of community conflict.

Little stress on integrated education in latest major review 
(Bain Report 2006).
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Employment and training
Boom after ceasefires to bust in latest recession in NI. Moved from 
manufacturing based to service-led knowledge based economy. Collapse of 
the construction sector was particularly dramatic.

Employment prospects for young people currently very poor. 30% of the 
60,000 unemployed in March 2011 were under 25.

Over time policy responses to youth unemployment in NI followed 
Westminster government initiatives, e.g. New Deal in 1998 for 18-24 age 
group; Steps to Work in 2008

In interviews over time focus became transition from education to work, 
and how employment or the lack of it defined and influenced their lives.

Relationships, family support and concomitant social networks key in 
helping young people to negotiate difficult phases
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Construction worker Adrian felt ‘hopeless’ because he ‘could not get a job’. ‘Going 
to bed thinking about it, waking up thinking about it’.

City worker Danny, high earnings, high life and high expectations all came to 
abrupt end when his company folded in the market collapse.

Both depressed, found individualised solutions, little knowledge of how and where 
to find help.

A smoother middle class trajectory for Maeve’s medical career. Well planned route 
through education and work experience abroad, parental support.

Long term unemployment, cyclical training schemes, short term work placements 
and casual work defined their 20s for some participants. Considerable impact on 
their self esteem and identity.

Gap in support and policy provision for mid to late 20 year olds with composite 
needs, wanting to return to work, training or education. Targeted support for this 
group suggested
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Housing

Segregated housing legacy in NI, almost 100% of public housing in Belfast for 
example segregated along religious lines. Negative effects of division in 
delivery and uptake of services – health, leisure, education, employment –
and attitudes and behaviour.

Shared Futures (2005) fed into New Housing agenda (2008) which includes 
development of mixed community housing.

An increasing number of young people and single parents rely on social 
housing, and are restricted by the level of benefit entitlements.

Young people in our study were particularly mobile. But even those who have 
leave home/country and return, return to their own home/community area. 

Particularly volatile housing trajectories, with stark impact of critical 
moments: unplanned pregnancy, bereavement, breakdown in family 
relations, parental separation, unemployment.

Integrated housing critical for building community relations
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Parenting

In NI more than 25% of all families with dependent children are headed by 
a lone parent; they have lowest standard of living of household types.

Welfare Reform Programme aims to move people from welfare to work, NI 
Assembly Welfare Reform Act 2010, same conditionality re welfare to work 
as UK, but no childcare provision. And no consideration of specific NI 
context: higher numbers on incapacity benefit, more long term 
unemployed, ongoing effects of conflict.

Not all in our study started as lone parents, but most are now. All want to 
work, but find it difficult to do so, and are totally dependent on parents for 
childcare. Working full time on low wage made no financial or personal 
sense.

Luke, Adrian and Patrick, single parents with complex parental trajectories 
and sometimes difficult legal battles re their children. All heavily invested in 
role and identity as fathers. Family support essential to enable this.
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Case Study – Sheila

Sheila’ parents separated before she left primary school. Her mother brought up 
Sheila and her siblings on benefits with little support, financial or otherwise, from their 
father, who was an alcoholic.  In later years Sheila reflected on how his drinking was a 
factor in her parents’ separation. Growing up there was no extra money for luxuries.  
Her mother lived from day to day.  Their housing executive home was basic and from 
an early age Sheila determined to earn her own independence and work towards a life 
that removed her from the one she saw her mother live.

Sheila lived in a predominantly Catholic housing estate and growing up was aware of 
segregation and sectarianism. She has some Protestant friends –but commented that 
she never went to school with them. Although her granny lived in an area she 
described as ‘a wee bit mixed’ (and suffered sectarian attack as a result) her first 
opportunity to make friends with someone from the Protestant community came only 
when she moved to FE college

At 16 she did babysitting jobs and later worked in a local restaurant. She earned little 
for the long hours she toiled but did not care – the importance of earning her own 
money was greater than any sense of fair pay.
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Case Study – Sheila

Sheila saw education as a way out of poverty and a gateway to success and a new life, 
but was ‘lazy’ at school and when not pushed or encouraged she faltered. Ambitions 
for university and a professional career fell by the wayside before she turned 17. She 
moved from one FE course to another over five years, achieving 4 GCSEs, a GNVQ and 
a BTec in Administration, enough to get her an office job.

Early motherhood contributed to Sheila’s disjointed educational journey. At 18 she ‘fell’ 
pregnant. The relationship had already ended when she realised, and the legal and 
personal battles with the father of her child exhausted, frustrated and strengthened 
Sheila. She was determined to live as a single mother, in her own rented house, and 
prove to all that she could cope. She wanted to work and earn her own money and for 
her son to see her as a working mother taking responsibility for her situation. This was 
not necessarily easy and Sheila discovered, for example, that a short term contract did 
not financially pay; she was no better off than on benefits, was physically exhausted 
and had little time with her child. When her contract ended Sheila went back to 
benefits, working a few hours in a café earning below minimum wage ‘just to get out 
of the house.’
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While she worked Sheila needed the support of her family and community.  She had a 
love/hate relationship with the community and predominantly Catholic housing estate 
on which she was raised.  In early interviews she expressed her desire to leave the 
violence, drugs and thugs; but as a single mother her overwhelming need was to stay 
close to family and in a familiar community.   Sheila met another man and with him 
and her child moved to another part of the city, a new private housing estate, with no 
sense of community and little public transport.  She felt cut off, isolated and lonely.  
When the opportunity arose to make her way back to her home area  Sheila took it. 
She and her partner bought into the housing boom. Within a generation the housing 
landscape changed significantly in NI – private housing developments mushroomed, 
the cost of property soared and the buy to let sector expanded.  Despite the odds 
Sheila became a part of this housing story, and at the last interview, like so many of 
her generation, was living in a house that cost significantly more then its then current 
value.



Growing up in Northern Ireland
Case Study – Sheila

Sheila’s relationship with her mother is strong, growing closer over the years and 
while Sheila admires her mother for ‘struggling on’, she always set her sights on 
achieving more.  But her mother is central to Sheila’s life, by providing informal child 
care to allow Sheila to work outside the home. 

Sheila now has three children.  Her partner lost his job in the economic downturn but 
thanks to family connections he managed to get work in a very different field.  She 
continues to work.  Both wages are needed to cover the cost of the mortgage and 
living expenses.  


