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1. About Sense
Sense is a national disability charity with a vision of a world without limits for disabled people with complex needs. We want to break down barriers alongside disabled people with complex needs to achieve this.
We provide personalised, flexible support to over 30,000 disabled people and families each year. We deliver a wide range of health, care and education services for disabled people with complex needs across England, Northern Ireland and Wales. Our operational portfolio spans all ages and life stages, from early intervention to supported living.
1. Recommendations
The Department for Work and Pensions should: 
· Retain the Health Element of Universal Credit for people under the age of 22.  
· Take specific measures to make sure that every young disabled person with complex needs can access specialist employment support for jobseekers on a voluntary basis, whether that is provided in a Jobcentre or not. 
Invest in employment support for those transitioning out of specialist education. 

The Department for Education should:
Work with the Department for Health and Social Care to amend the Care Act 2014 to introduce a statutory requirement for transition planning to start at age 14, with professionals working collaboratively with other services including across health, education, and housing.
Develop a national transitions framework to ensure the process is better monitored and works well for the child being supported. This should include details on what support a young person is legally entitled to, including support outside of education such as on welfare, continuing healthcare, and social care. This is particularly crucial in the post-16 space. 
Young people who are NEET
What factors lead to a young person not being in education, employment or training (NEET)? Are there some young people who are more likely to be NEET than others?
1. Background
Disabled people with complex needs of all ages are disproportionately likely to be out of work. Sense analysis of the Family Resources Survey in 2022 found that 82% of disabled people with complex needs were out of work, compared to 23% of non-disabled people. [footnoteRef:2] [2: Sense, Briefing: Complex needs and the cost of living, 2022, available at  https://www.sense.org.uk/about-us/research/complex-needs-cost-of-living-sense-natcen-research-briefing/#benefits] 

While we do not know the employment rate among young disabled people with complex needs, official figures show that disabled young people were more than three times as likely to be not in education, employment or training (NEET) as non-disabled young people. [footnoteRef:3] This illustrates the need to make sure that the Government’s strategy for reducing the number of people who are NEET places the barriers faced by disabled people at its heart. [3:  Department for Work and Pensions, The employment of disabled people 2025, November 2025, available at https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/the-employment-of-disabled-people-2025/the-employment-of-disabled-people-2025] 

Not every young disabled person with complex needs can work
While investing in effective, specialist support could help more young disabled people with complex needs to enter employment, it is worth emphasising that in some cases the barriers to work are so high that employment would not be a realistic outcome. 
Sense polling found that 40% of disabled people with complex needs on out-of-work benefits did not think they could enter employment even with support from employers and the Jobcentre. [footnoteRef:4] [4:  Sense polling of 1000 disabled people with complex needs in receipt of benefits conducted by Censuswide between 7 May and 16 May 2025.] 

Although it is understandable that the debate around youth unemployment focuses on those who could enter work, there is a risk that policymakers underplay the barriers faced by some young disabled people with complex needs.
Sense research shows that the debate about welfare reform in recent years has left disabled people who cannot work feeling stigmatised. In 2024, Sense polling found that the public debate had left 59% of disabled people with complex needs in the Limited Capability for Work and Work-Related Activity group feeling pressured into looking for work at the expense of their health.[footnoteRef:5] While our polling carried out in 2025 did not repeat this question, it did find that 37% of disabled people with complex needs on benefits felt less valued by society as a result of the debate about welfare reform.[footnoteRef:6] [5:  Sense polling of 1000 people with complex disabilities in receipt of benefits conducted by Censuswide between 24 May and 30 May 2024.]  [6:  Sense polling of 1000 disabled people with complex needs in receipt of benefits conducted by Censuswide between 7 May and 16 May 2025.] 

If policymakers do not recognise that not everyone will ever be able to work, then the measures they propose could financially penalise disabled people who could not reasonably be expected to work. It could also put pressure on them to look for work at the expense of their health.
The rhetoric around welfare and reducing unemployment can also be counterproductive, further eroding trust in the very services, such as jobcentres, that could help those who can work into employment. [footnoteRef:7] [7:  Turn2us, From Stigma to Support, 2025, available at: https://www.turn2us.org.uk/policy-campaigns-and-research/policy/tackling-stigma-in-the-social-security-system/from-stigma-to-support ] 

Research carried out by Turn2us found that 64% of claimants surveyed felt the system was trying to catch them out. They conclude that, ‘by justifying cuts to eligibility and adequacy by speaking of ‘spiralling inactivity’ and ‘fairness to taxpayers’, the Government risks further entrenching the stigma, distrust and fear that has broken our system’. [footnoteRef:8] [8:  Turn2us, From Stigma to Support, 2025, available at: https://www.turn2us.org.uk/policy-campaigns-and-research/policy/tackling-stigma-in-the-social-security-system/from-stigma-to-support ] 

Understanding the reasons why disabled people with complex needs claim the Health Element
The tendency to underestimate the barriers faced by young disabled people with complex needs has formed part of the Government’s approach to the Health Element of Universal Credit. 
The press release announcing Alan Milburn’s review of young people and work stated that around 80% of people receiving the Health Element of Universal Credit under the age of 22 claim benefits because of ‘mental health conditions like anxiety or behavioural conditions like ADHD’.[footnoteRef:9] This statistic has been cited widely in the media. [9:  https://www.gov.uk/government/news/independent-investigation-to-be-launched-to-tackle-rising-youth-inactivity] 

Yet the Department’s own statistical bulletin shows that this figure in fact refers to ‘mental and behavioural disorders’ as defined by the World Health Organisation (WHO). This definition includes autistic people and people with learning disabilities, alongside people with a broad range of other conditions. [footnoteRef:10] [10:  World Health Organisation, International Statistical Classification of Diseases and Related Health Problems 10th Revision, 2019, available at https://icd.who.int/browse10/2019/en#/Vm, ] 

Many of the disabled people with complex needs receiving full-time residential care in Sense’s services and who are eligible for the Health Element would therefore be categorised as having a ‘mental and behavioural disorder’. It is therefore likely that a significant number of young people receiving the Health Element may not be able to work, contrary to what is often implied in the public debate.
The proposal to remove the Health Element of Universal Credit from people under the age of 22, set out in the ‘Pathways to Work’ Green Paper, is an example of an approach that fails to recognise the fact that not every disabled person with complex needs can work. [footnoteRef:11] [11:  https://www.gov.uk/government/consultations/pathways-to-work-reforming-benefits-and-support-to-get-britain-working-green-paper/pathways-to-work-reforming-benefits-and-support-to-get-britain-working-green-paper] 

The Government has justified the proposal by saying that it would remove the ‘incentive’ to claim disability benefits rather than work. [footnoteRef:12] But cutting a disabled person with complex needs’ income will do nothing to remove the high barriers to work they face. If those barriers are so high that work is not a realistic prospect, then removing the opportunity to claim the Health Element will simply leave them less able to get by.  [12:  https://www.gov.uk/government/consultations/pathways-to-work-reforming-benefits-and-support-to-get-britain-working-green-paper/pathways-to-work-reforming-benefits-and-support-to-get-britain-working-green-paper] 

Families with disabled children have already contacted Sense to express concern about the impact of the proposal. As things stand, it is unclear whether the proposal would exempt disabled people who could not work at all. As a result, the removal of £50 a week in support would only make it harder for young disabled people with complex needs to get by. 

The Department for Work and Pensions should retain the Health Element of Universal Credit for people under the age of 22.  
Barriers faced by young disabled people with complex needs who are NEET
Barriers to education and training
The barriers to employment for disabled people start in our education system, with disabled people being nearly three times as likely as non-disabled people to lack qualifications. Research by the University of Sheffield on behalf of the Nuffield Foundation found that 12% of the Disability Employment Gap is the result of lower educational achievement among disabled people. The barriers to education and training continue after young disabled people with complex needs leave education, with 55% of disabled people with complex needs on benefits between the ages of 18 and 34 would like to take part in training but cannot find courses that meet their needs. [footnoteRef:13]   [13:  Sense polling of 1000 disabled people with complex needs in receipt of benefits conducted by Censuswide between 7 May and 16 May 2025.] 

Reform of the Special Educational Needs and Disabilities system in England, alongside steps to make sure training opportunities are accessible to disabled people, should therefore be a key part of efforts to tackle youth unemployment. 
Lack of suitable job opportunities
The debate around youth unemployment often does not take into account the fact that not all jobs meet the needs of disabled people. But disabled people’s ability to work often depends on the availability of jobs that are appropriate for them. 
40% of disabled people with complex needs on benefits said it was hard to look for work as there were few jobs that met their needs as a disabled person – a figure that rises to 57% among those aged between 18 and 34.[footnoteRef:14] This emphasises the role that employers have to play in offering jobs that are suitable for disabled people, for example, by offering more flexible roles and jobs which offer a significant amount of support for disabled employees.  [14:  Sense polling of 1000 disabled people with complex needs in receipt of benefits conducted by Censuswide between 7 May and 16 May 2025.] 

It also highlights a major flaw in the Government’s decision to cut the Health Element of Universal Credit to encourage people into work; disabled people cannot take up opportunities that do not exist.
Lack of experience
Disabled people with complex needs often lack experience in the workplace. Sense polling found that 39% of disabled jobseekers with complex needs between the ages of 18 and 34 have never had a paid job. [footnoteRef:15]  The barriers young disabled people face while trying to get their first job can have a lifelong impact, as the longer they go without experience, the harder it becomes for them to enter work.  [15:  Sense polling of 1000 disabled people with complex needs in receipt of benefits conducted by Censuswide between 7 May and 16 May 2025.] 

Greater access to work experience, particularly ahead of the transition out of education, could help to address this. Sense College in Loughborough, for example, arranges work experience opportunities for its disabled students through local employers, including the public sector. This better prepares students who can work for the transition from education to employment.  
Discrimination and lack of support from employers
Sense polling shows that 52% of 18- to 34-year-olds with complex needs receiving benefits felt that employer attitudes made it difficult for them to enter and remain in work.[footnoteRef:16] They can also make it harder for those who find a job to progress in the workplace.  [16:  Sense polling of 1000 disabled people with complex needs in receipt of benefits conducted by Censuswide between 7 May and 16 May 2025.] 

Employers’ negative attitudes often manifest in outright hostility, with over half (51%) of disabled employees with complex needs between the ages of 18 and 24 saying they had been bullied or harassed at work, according to Sense research. [footnoteRef:17] [17:  Sense, Research on the employment support available to people with complex disabilities, 2023, available at   https://www.sense.org.uk/about-us/research/employment-support-for-people-with-complex-disabilities/full-research-report/  ] 

But discrimination can also come in the form of employers failing to give disabled people the support they need. Fewer than two thirds (64%) of disabled employees with complex needs said their employer had been willing to make reasonable adjustments - despite this being a legal requirement under the Equality Act. [footnoteRef:18] [18:  Sense, Research on the employment support available to people with complex disabilities, 2023, available at   https://www.sense.org.uk/about-us/research/employment-support-for-people-with-complex-disabilities/full-research-report/  ] 

Discrimination and a lack of support partly explain why, on average, between 2014 and 2023, disabled workers moved out of work at a higher rate (8.6%) than non-disabled workers (4.9%).[footnoteRef:19] [19:  Department for Work and Pensions, The employment of disabled people 2024, available at: https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/the-employment-of-disabled-people-2024/the-employment-of-disabled-people-2024#main-points] 

Preventing young people from becoming NEET
How can the Government, and the DWP, help to prevent young people becoming NEET in the first place?
While Sense welcomes the Government’s increased emphasis on offering support to help disabled people to find or stay in work, we are concerned that not enough attention is being paid to disabled people with complex needs, who often face the greatest barriers to employment. 
The Keep Britain Working Review, for example, focused mainly on enabling disabled people to stay in work through occupational health.[footnoteRef:20] The WorkWell scheme adopts a similar focus, enabling people with health conditions to stay or return to work by linking them to services such as physiotherapy and counselling. [footnoteRef:21] [20:  Department of Work and Pensions and Department for Business and Trads, Keep Britain Working: Final report, November 2025, available at 
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/keep-britain-working-review-final-report/keep-britain-working-final-report]  [21:  Department of Work and Pensions, Press Release: Expansion of support scheme to help thousands of people back into work, January 2026, available at 
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/expansion-of-support-scheme-to-help-thousands-of-people-back-into-work] 

While these measures are positive, they are not targeted at people who face the greatest barriers to employment. In many cases, disabled people with complex needs have not been given the chance to work at all, with 39% of disabled 18-to-34-year-olds with complex needs on benefits saying they have never had a paid job.[footnoteRef:22]  [22:  Sense polling of 1000 disabled people with complex needs in receipt of benefits conducted by Censuswide between 7 May and 16 May 2025.] 

Steps to reduce unemployment among young disabled people with complex needs will therefore not be effective if they focus only on those who have already been in work, or those who are at risk of dropping out of work.
While not all young disabled people with complex needs could enter employment, there are many disabled jobseekers with complex needs who struggle to get all the support they need from Jobcentres. 
Given the high barriers they face, non-specialist employment support is less likely to be effective at supporting them into work. Yet many young disabled people struggle to access specialist support, with our research finding that half (51%) of disabled 18-to-34-year-olds with complex needs on benefits say that Jobcentres do not give them enough specialist support to look for work.[footnoteRef:23] In 2023, 44% of disabled people with complex needs between the ages of 18 and 24 said the welfare system does not help them to access opportunities for further education and training.[footnoteRef:24] [23:  Sense polling of 1000 disabled people with complex needs in receipt of benefits conducted by Censuswide between 7 May and 16 May 2025. ]  [24:  Sense, Research on the employment support available to people with complex disabilities, 2023, available at   https://www.sense.org.uk/about-us/research/employment-support-for-people-with-complex-disabilities/full-research-report/] 

The Government’s approach to tackling youth unemployment cannot therefore focus only on offering non-specialist schemes that fail to address the barriers to employment faced by young disabled people. 
Our polling shows that young disabled people are more likely to want additional support to look for work. 61% of disabled people with complex needs on benefits between the ages of 18 and 34 would like more specialist careers advice and support to help them understand their options, compared with 41% of people of all ages.[footnoteRef:25]  [25:  Sense polling of 1000 disabled people with complex needs in receipt of benefits conducted by Censuswide between 7 May and 16 May 2025.] 

The Department for Work and Pensions should take specific measures to make sure that every young disabled person with complex needs can access specialist employment support on a voluntary basis, whether that is provided in a Jobcentre or not. 
Support for young people who are NEET
How well supported are young people as they move from school to college and into education? 
Disabled children and young people with complex needs face significant challenges in their transitions between secondary school and Further Education (FE), and from FE into adulthood.  This makes it harder for those who can work to get the support they need to enter employment.
Like much of the Special Educational Needs and Disabilities (SEND) system, the transitions process often leaves young people and their families unprepared and unsupported. There are widespread gaps in support and services. This is especially true for young people with the most complex needs, where family involvement will remain particularly close and for whom employment is not always a realistic option.[footnoteRef:26] [26:  Kids, On the cliff edge, 2024, available at: https://www.kids.org.uk/on-the-cliff-edge-report/] 

Recent research has shown 4 in 5 (80%) of parents did not know what was supposed to happen when their disabled child left education, and 3 in 4 (76%) said all organisations did not work well together on this.[footnoteRef:27] [27:  Together Trust, What comes after education? Transitions to adulthood for disabled young people, 2025, https://www.togethertrust.org.uk/sites/default/files/Transitions%20report%20-%20digital.pdf] 

Families in Sense’s services have reported challenges in navigating the transition from secondary school to a specialist Further Education college. Sense’s services for adults have also found that support often ends once someone leaves school or college, meaning they regularly come across disabled people who have still not been able to gain any experience a decade after they have finished formal education. This is reflected in Sense’s polling of disabled people with complex needs on benefits, which found that 39% of those aged 18 to 34 said that they had never had a paid job. [footnoteRef:28] [28:  Sense polling of 1000 disabled people with complex needs in receipt of benefits conducted by Censuswide between 7 May and 16 May 2025.] 

Sense research shows that young disabled people with complex needs themselves often feel that the education system does not always do enough to support disabled children during the move to adulthood. 46% of disabled people with complex needs on benefits between the ages of 18 and 34 say the education system does not prepare disabled people well enough to enter work and training. [footnoteRef:29] [29:  Sense polling of 1000 disabled people with complex needs in receipt of benefits conducted by Censuswide between 7 May and 16 May 2025.] 

The Department for Work and Pensions should invest in employment support for those transitioning out of specialist education. 
The Department for Education should:
Work with the Department for Health and Social Care to amend the Care Act 2014 to introduce a statutory requirement for transition planning to start at age 14, with professionals working collaboratively with other services including across health, education, and housing. 
Develop a national transitions framework to ensure the process is better monitored and works well for the child being supported. This should include details on what support a young person is legally entitled to, including support outside of education such as on welfare, continuing healthcare, and social care. This is particularly crucial in the post-16 space. 
Case study
Lorraine, whose children Ben and Sam are both disabled, is worried the cuts could make it harder for her to afford the extra costs she faces:
“Given their needs are so high, I expect we’ll live together for many more years to come – if not forever. I hope Sam will one day be able to enter further education and work, but I don’t think Ben would cope, as his needs are so high and his behaviour can be so destructive.”
“At home, we have to have cameras all over the house so I can keep Ben and his brother safe…It's things like the cameras, specialist clothing for Ben and hand gel for Sam’s OCD, that my budget has got to go on. In our house, these extra costs are a ‘got to,’ just like bread and milk…My boys depend on me, and will continue to into adulthood, so the money we receive in welfare benefits means everything to us. If the government takes that away, it wouldn’t just be difficult – it would be impossible.”   
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