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Executive Summary
Aims and objectives
In November 2018, DMH Associates published its first research report1 designed to find out more about
young people’s perceptions of careers, choices and their future prospects in Northern Ireland. One year on,
follow up research aimed at 14-19 year olds in schools and colleges aimed to find out more about their
views of the world of work, the opportunities available to them, and what they think their future might look
like. The objectives were as follows:
1. To explore young people’s career decisions and preferences, including sources of information used
2. To identify their expectations of earnings and perceptions of employers’ expectations
3. To assess their levels of confidence in gaining employment and concerns about securing a career
pathway after they leave school or college
4. To investigate young people’s perceptions on the potential impact of the UK’s planned departure
from the European Union
5. To broadly compare responses from this year’s survey to earlier 2018 results.
The findings are designed to inform government policymakers, the Education Authority and other allied
bodies, including education leaders and teachers, employers and careers advisers and area learning
communities on what matters to young people when it comes to careers, choices and future prospects.

Focus and findings
The focus is young people aged 14 -19 who are currently engaged in post-primary schooling in Northern
Ireland. In this context, ‘post-primary’ encompasses 196 schools2, of which 130 are secondary and 66 are
grammar schools. In addition, there are 39 Special Educational Needs (SEND) Schools, 15 EOTAS
centres3, 1 hospital school and 14 independent schools. Northern Ireland has six further education
colleges4 and an agri-food and land based college. It also has three universities5 and two university
colleges6.
In the first year, online survey feedback was received from 575 young people in Northern Ireland. In 2019,
the survey was further refined and then distributed to all schools and colleges from 1st September 2019 15th November 2019. The number of respondents was 928 young people, representing 41 schools and
colleges (over 1/5 of the total) from across all six counties in the province. 50% of respondents are female
and 48% are male and 2% preferred not to specify their gender.
• 31% (n=290) of respondents were 15 year olds;
• 29% (n= 266) were 16 years old;
• 17% (n=161) were 14 years old;
• 14% (n=130) were 17 years old; and the remainder 5% (n=45) were 18 years old; and
• 4% (n=34) were 19 years old.

1

http://dmhassociates.org/career-choices-young-people-in-northern-ireland
www.education-ni.gov.uk
3
Education Other Than At School and Youth Work (EOTAS)
4
This includes: Belfast Metropolitan College (BMC); Northern Regional College (NRC); Southern Regional Colleges (NRC); South
Eastern Regional College (SERC); North West Regional College (NWRC); and South West College (SWC) which operate across 40
campuses across the country. Department for the Economy (DfE) (2017) - www.economy-ni-gov.uk/publications/further-educationactivity-fe-colleges
5
This includes: Queens University, Belfast; Ulster University and the Open University.
6
St Mary’s University College, Falls Road, Belfast and Stranmillis University College, Belfast
2
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Young people’s perceptions of careers, choices and their future prospects
•

Of 928 young people, 60% (n=553)7 stated that they knew about their career choices, compared
with 51.5% of the 2018 cohort. A percentage increase of 8.5%.

•

Top ten career preferences in 2019 include: engineering as identified by 9% (n=84), followed by
teaching 7.5% (n=70) and nursing with 5% (n=46); others opted to work in medicine 4.5% (42),
some chose hair dresser/beauty therapist and the same number selected working in the legal
profession as barrister or lawyer 4% (37) of young people. IT technician or software engineer was
the next most popular choice followed by the building trades plumbing, electrician and/or builder.
This year, careers in food and hospitality and social care featured only in a few of the responses.
4.5% (n=42) said they were either “unsure”, “don’t know”, “undecided”, or plan to do “something”.

•

85% (n=789) of young people intend to stay on in education and only 15% (n=139) are either keen
to take up an apprenticeship pathway or go into employment 38% (n=352) reported they intend to
go to university; while 35% (n= 325) have considered staying on to 6th form; and 9% (n=84) are
going into Further Education. Only 8% (n= 77) declared their intention to take up an apprenticeship,
and 7% (n=65) have indicated a preference to go into employment.

•

52% (n = 477) of respondents stated that “the variety and interest in the job” is what influences them
most in their career choices. 32% (n=300) identified “salaries” as the next important factor and 30%
(n=275) indicated they valued “doing something that helps others”.

Sources of information used
There are a plethora of tools and resources available to support young people’s career choices but many of
these are seemingly not being used. The analysis reveals that there are five groups of resources that young
people typically use:
•

Google was reported as the most frequently used browser 66% (n=609).

•

NI Direct cited as the most used website 25% (n=228), followed by the Skills NI website 20%
(n=187). A combined total of 28% of respondents (n=256) stated they use social media such as
Facebook, Instagram, Twitter, LinkedIn and Snapchat Stories. A small number cited websites such
as: Indeed, My World of Work, Cascaid, Queens University Belfast, UCAS, Prospects HE, JED –
The Job Explorer database. A few don’t know which resources to use and some do not use any at
all.

•

Young people most commonly turn to their parents or guardians for help with their career decisions
(36%, n=337), and careers advisers (22%, n=201). This has changed from last year where the most
popular response was careers teachers. In 2019, this was the 3rd most popular choice (15%,
n=140). But we do not know from this survey, the frequency of contact and/or how helpful these
interventions might have been.

Anticipated earnings and perceptions of employer expectations
•

7

In their first year of work after leaving education the majority of respondents 50% (n=457) indicated
they think their salaries will range between £10,000 - £20,000. A further 35% (n=323) report their
salary would be between £20,000 and £29,999.

A total of 7 young people chose not to answer this question

5

•

After five years in work, young people anticipated their salaries to rise, with 35% (n=327) expecting
to earn a salary of between £30,000 - £40,000. 34% (n=309) believed their salaries would exceed
£40,000, with 15% (n=136) expecting their earnings to be circa £50,000.

•

59% (n=538) of young people identified “reliability” to be most important to employers; 51% (n=456)
of students identified “having a positive attitude”; 46% (n=425) rated equally “having good
qualifications” and “having good communication skills” as third highest in their selections. “Being
good at numeracy” was ranked lowest by 17% (n= 153). This is compared to the responses to the
same question in 2018 where young people ranked “good qualifications” to be most important to
employers. This indicates that the gap is narrowing between young people’s perceptions and
employer expectations.

Young people’s level of confidence and concerns: securing employment
•

71% (n= 660) of respondents in 2019 indicated they are confident about securing their ideal job
when they finish their education.

•

The main factors that concern young people about securing work after they complete their education
is there may “not be enough jobs” as identified by 35% (n=321) of respondents. This is followed by
concerns that they might “not have enough experience” raised by 32% (n= 298) of respondents.
26% (n=241) are concerned they might “not earn enough to pay rent and bills.” Of least concern
was not having the correct ‘soft skills’ including interview practice 22% (n=200). Almost 6% (n=58)
are concerned that they will not gain sufficient qualifications or they “might not be good enough
compared to others”.

•

These findings suggest that more needs to be done to raise awareness of careers education,
information, advice and guidance to help overcome confidence issues and concerns about getting a
foothold into meaningful learning and work. Learning and work decisions are becoming ever more
complex because of increasing choices and change happening in how people work and what skills
employers demand. Also, thriving in the ‘gig economy’ requires different skills to working for an
employer in a traditional way8 and young people need to be well prepared for this.

The number of jobs they expect to have in their lifetime and future jobs that may disappear
•

52% (n=483) expect to hold between 2 and 3 jobs in their careers, while 34% (n=314) expect this
number to be between 4 and 6 jobs. 5% (n=50) expect to have only one job throughout their career.
Preparation for working life is essential and today’s young people need to prepare for a career that
might necessitate multiple job and changes in tasks, including in newly emerging industries. Also,
young people need to be educated to develop career management skills and to recognise that some
jobs will disappear, for example, as a result of artificial intelligence (AI) and automation. The OECD
estimates that one-third of UK jobs can be expected to either disappear or radically change due to
automation over the next 10 to 15 years. 9

•

30% (n=278) indicated they expect factory worker jobs to disappear; 23% (n=209) opted for bank
cashier or shopworker, with the 3rd highest choice being newspaper or magazine journalist 15%
(n=136); this was followed by postal worker chosen by 11%(n=948Young people recognised
technological advances as the main reason for these changes, whilst also recognising that new jobs

8

Taylor. M. (2017). Good Work: the Taylor review of modern working practices (July 2017) https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/good-work-the-taylor-review-of-modern-working-practices#history
9
Nedelkoska, L. and G. Quintini (2018). Automation, skills use and training, OECD Social, Employment and Migration Working
Papers, No. 202, OECD Publishing, Paris, https://doi.org/10.1787/2e2f4eea-en.
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are also likely to materialise now and in the future. There is significant scope for schools and
colleges to do more on this and to include parents/guardians in proactive career dialogue on the fast
changing world of work. This too has implications for initial teacher training.
•

The findings suggest labour market intelligence/information (LMI) and greater employer engagement
is also essential within schools, colleges and local communities to help young people understand
the relevance and relationship between their learning in the classroom and the world of work. More
needs to be done in this regard.

The potential impact of the UK’s planned departure from the European Union
Young people were asked “Do you think that the UK’s decision to leave the EU (Brexit) will have an impact
on your future job opportunities?”
•

56% (n=518) stated they “Don’t know” and 28% (n= 255) thought “It will make it harder to find a job”.
Only 4% (n=40) believe “It will be easier to get a job” and 12% (n=109) of respondents thought there
would be “No change”.

Conclusions: Implications for policy and practice
•

The Careers Advisory Forum in Northern Ireland10 and work currently being carried out by the 14 -19
Review group should consider these key findings capturing the voices of young people. This may
also be of interest to schools, colleges, universities, training providers, community and voluntary
organisations and, most importantly to employers and employees.

•

Young people’s perceptions of careers, learning and work over the life-course vary significantly. We
have learned many young people are using Google to search for careers information and advice or
rely on their parents/careers for careers advice. For young people and their parents/carers,
vocational education and training does not yet have parity of esteem with academic pathways - with
easily understood qualifications and progression routes. Many are still not considering this as a
viable route for consideration within their career ideas, choices and future prospects. This has
implications for both policymakers and practitioners responsible for the design and delivery of
services. Parents/guardians must be reached in local communities and via social media to help
tackle this issue. There is also scope to begin career-related learning in primary schools to help
broaden horizons from an early age.

•

New forms of work are emerging within the gig economy, for example, companies like Uber, Fiverr,
YouTube, 99Designs, and TaskRabbit allow people from all over the world to provide on-demand
services in a wide range of areas, from 3D animation to website design. Employers have new ways
to contact, manage and surveil workers at all times (Buchanan, 2018)11. Young people need to be
supported to build digital career management skills and to create their own e-portfolio that capture
and celebrate achievements. The Education Authority is developing an ICT strategy to drive
collaboration through data, planning, and pedagogy. Careers and learning should be a key strand
within the strategy.

•

The need for increased access to careers education, information, advice and guidance is critical.
Research studies make clear – individuals’ career ambitions are typically both heavily shaped by

10

This was established to advise both the Department for the Economy and the Department of Education on current and future
careers provision in the context of ‘Preparing for Success 2015-2020’ - https://www.economy-ni.gov.uk/publications/careersadvisory-forum
11
Buchanan, R. (2018). Social media and social justice in the context of career guidance. Is education enough? In Hooley, T.,
Sultana, R. & Thomsen, R. (Eds.) Career guidance for social justice: Contesting neoliberalism (pp.109-124). London: Routledge
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their social backgrounds (social class, gender, migrant status) and a very poor reflection of actual
employer demand12. In N.Ireland, as elsewhere, employers often struggle in recruitment while
ambitious and capable individuals find it hard to locate work that matches their aspirations. Careers
education and guidance in particular can make a positive difference to learners, helping them get
into better paying jobs than could be otherwise expected. It is associated, moreover, with better
13
academic achievement . It helps people make sense of the world of work and how to make it work
best for them.
•

There is some evidence that the gap is closing between what young people perceive as important to
employers and what employers’ value i.e. employers expect more than just exam results. Young
people reported their concerns mainly around the availability of jobs and their levels of confidence in
securing employment. Whilst many have realistic salary expectations, there is a real danger some
young people may be lowering their aspirations in response to inaccurate perceptions of labour
market opportunities. Findings from the Skills Barometer14 need to be embedded more fully in
project-based learning in the curriculum.

•

More young people clearly need greater exposure to and experience of the world of work. This can
be achieved through attendance at careers fairs, skills shows, virtual learning e.g. use of ICT and
games, work shadowing, paid internships, and more volunteers from business coming into the
classroom. Also, consideration needs to be given to empowering young people to be proactive in
their careers exploration activities. There must be systems in place to recognise and address the
wide range of barriers some people can face deciding on education and training options, when
seeking employment, or progressing through their career or learning journey.

•

Careers provision in schools and colleges must attempt to counter inequalities in society linked to
trustworthy, reliable access to careers information and support. Having access to learning
experiences and to fair work, are an essential prerequisite to leading a healthy life. This should
include extra support for those who need it most, particularly in the build up to key transition points.

•

Strategic leadership and training is essential, particularly in the context of divergent new vocation
education and academic pathways. This requires investment training and continuous professional
development for teachers, careers advisers and employers/volunteers from business going into
schools and colleges.

•

Further research is needed to evaluate specific approaches that support young people’s career
decision-making over time e.g. more longitudinal tracking. There is a need to connect with young
people in schools and colleges between the age of 14 years old to 19 years old to find out more
about their views of the world of work, the opportunities available to them, and what they think their
future might look like.

12

Musset, P. and L. Mytna Kurekova (2018), "Working it out: Career Guidance and Employer Engagement", OECD Education
Working Papers, No. 175, OECD Publishing, Paris, https://doi.org/10.1787/51c9d18d-en.
13
Hughes, D., Mann, A., Barnes, S-A., Baldauf, B and R. McKeown (2016) Careers education: international literature review.
London: Education Endowment Foundation. https://educationendowmentfoundation.org.uk/evidence-summaries/evidencereviews/careers-education/
14
https://www.economy-ni.gov.uk/publications/northern-ireland-skills-barometer-2019-update

8

Main Report
Background and context
It is vital to ensure that every young person in Northern Ireland (NI), regardless of their personal
circumstance, is fully aware of all pathways open to them at key transition points throughout their schooling.
More young people are staying on in education or entering the working world more highly qualified than
ever before. As they go through the education system, young people need to make ever more frequent
decisions about what education they will pursue, where they study, the qualifications they need and what
other experience they will require to come out of education and /or training with the knowledge and skills
that employers want.
New forms of work are emerging within a fast changing and unpredictable economy, for example,
companies like Uber, Fiverr, YouTube, 99Designs, and TaskRabbit allow people from all over the world to
provide on-demand services in a wide range of areas, from 3D animation to website design. There are job
opportunities across all occupational areas in Northern Ireland but there is higher demand in occupations
relating to Science, Technology, Engineering and Maths (STEM). The following areas are extremely
important to the Northern Ireland economy:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

ICT
creative and digital media
agri-food sector
business and financial services
advanced manufacturing and engineering
renewable energies and recycling
health and life sciences.

At present, there are highly prevalent skills shortages and skills mismatch across N.Ireland. Employers
have new ways to contact, manage and surveil workers at all times (Buchanan, 2018)15. Getting an early
foothold in meaningful learning and work is become more complex. For some families, in work poverty is
becoming a significant challenge, particularly for those in low paid occupations (IFS, 2018)16 and there is an
urgent need to raise the profile of level 2 jobs as a “stepping stone” into higher level work. Acquiring the
right skills can empower people and communities to take charge of their future. Both employers and
governments have a key role in helping citizens understand the world of work and the jobs of the future.
This should not be left simply to chance.
There were 117,000 higher education offers with an unconditional component made to 18-year-olds in
England, Northern Ireland and Wales in 2018, compared with just 3,000 in 2013 (Social Mobility
Commission, 2019)17. It reports “applicants from low HE participation areas were proportionally more likely
to hold an unconditional offer in 2018, compared to those from high participation areas. A Level students
with unconditional offers are more likely to miss their predicted A Level grades by two points or more
compared to those who do not have unconditional offers, perhaps due to not working as hard for their final
exams because they appear to matter less. Some students are confused by the offer. Sixth form and
college leaders report that in many cases such offers are demotivating and in some cases these offers are

15

Buchanan, R. (2018). Social media and social justice in the context of career guidance. Is education enough? In Hooley, T.,
Sultana, R. & Thomsen, R. (Eds.) Career guidance for social justice: Contesting neoliberalism (pp.109-124). London: Routledge
16
Institute for Fiscal Studies (2018). Poverty and low pay in the UK: The state of play and the challenges ahead. London www.ifs.org.uk/publications/11696
17

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/798404/SMC_State_of_the_Nati
on_Report_2018-19.pdf - page 98 Nb. The Commission’s remit does not extend to Northern Ireland.
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distorting choice and encouraging students to select universities on the basis of their offer, rather than on
the basis of the appropriateness of their course.” (op.cit)
In N.Ireland (and other parts of the UK) the range of courses and qualifications, can be confusing for many
14-19 year olds. It is generally acknowledged that learners from disadvantaged backgrounds (and certain
other groups) face particular barriers and are less likely to benefit from support to make informed decisions.
The nation has higher economic inactivity and levels of people with no qualifications than the rest
of the UK. Clearly, this is a challenge for many individuals, families and the NI economy.
Careers support services are essential to:
• keep people switched on to learning
• broaden horizons and raise aspirations
• challenge inequalities and inaccurate assumptions
• inspire and nurture talent, and
• increase levels of exposure to and experiences of work throughout the life-course.
The educational system in NI is divided in many ways with the majority of children attending Protestant
(controlled), Catholic (maintained) or Integrated (controlled and maintained) schools. With academic
selection still in place, schools are also divided by ability and, in many cases, by gender18.
Preparing for Success 2015-2020: A strategy for careers education and guidance19 (DfE & DoE, March
2016) sets out the current strategy for Careers Education and Guidance, taking into account
recommendations arising from an earlier Independent Careers Review, chaired by Brian Ambrose CBE
(2014). Alongside this a range of government strategies and priorities include:
• Success through Skills20,
• Pathways to Succeed21 (aimed at preventing exclusion and promoting participation amongst young
people that are not in education, employment or training (NEET), or at risk of becoming so)
• Securing our Success22 – with an apprenticeship focus; and
• FE Means Success23 each maintain a strong focus on employability and business development.
The latter strategy aims to ensure that the curriculum offered meets the needs of employers in Northern
Ireland, particularly those small- to medium-sized employers (SMEs) which dominate the employment
market. The strategy also sets out to provide much greater support to employers in areas such as business
development and ideas generation, as well as providing a qualified and skilled workforce necessary for
economic growth.
The ‘Northern Ireland Skills Barometer 2019’24 conducted by the Ulster University’s Economic Policy Centre
identifies the key and priority sectors and skills necessary to rebalance and rebuild the economy up until
2025. The Skills Barometer is also intended to act as a driver for the further development of careers
education, information, advice and guidance and for the planning of student intakes.

18

Smith, A. (2010) The influence of education on conflict and peace building: Background paper prepared for the Education for All
Global Monitoring Report 2011, UNESCO
19
https://www.education-ni.gov.uk/publications/preparing-success-2015-2020-strategy-careers-education-and-guidance
20
https://www.economy-ni.gov.uk/articles/success-through-skills#toc-2
21
https://www.economy-ni.gov.uk/articles/pathways-success
22
Department for Employment and Learning (2014) – renamed the Department for Economy.
https://www.researchonline.org.uk/sds/search/download.do%3Bjsessionid=D552B3ED4318AC7826E57D527CF5ABF3?ref=B38107
Accessed on 11th October 2018
23
Department for the Economy (DfE) (2016) Further Education Means Success: The Northern Ireland Strategy for Further
Education [Online] available from: https://www.economy-ni.gov.uk/further-education-means-success Accessed on 11th October
2018
24
Department for the Economy (DfE) (2015) NI: Skills in Demand [Online] available from https://www.economyni.gov.uk/sites/default/files/publications/del/ni%skills%barometer A
th
ccessed on 13 October 2018
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Aims and objectives
In November 2018, DMH Associates published its first research report25 designed to find out more about
young people’s perceptions of careers, choices and their future prospects in Northern Ireland. One year on,
follow up research aimed at 14-19 year olds in schools and colleges aimed to find out more about their
views of the world of work, the opportunities available to them, and what they think their future might look
like. The objectives were as follows:
1. To explore young people’s career decisions and preferences, including sources of information used
2. To identify their expectations of earnings and perceptions of employers’ expectations
3. To assess their levels of confidence in gaining employment and concerns about securing a career
pathway after they leave school or college
4. To investigate young people’s perceptions on the potential impact of the UK’s planned departure
from the European Union
5. To broadly compare responses from this year’s survey to earlier 2018 results.
The findings are designed to inform government policymakers, the Education Authority and other allied
bodies, including education leaders and teachers, employers and careers advisers and area learning
communities on what matters to young people when it comes to careers, choices and future prospects. It
also can inform policymakers, employers and practitioners on finding smart solutions to equip Northern
Ireland’s young people with the necessary, skills, attitudes and qualifications required to improve their life
chances and add significant value to the N.Ireland economy.

Focus
The focus for the research is young people aged 14 -19 who are currently engaged in post-primary
schooling in Northern Ireland. In this context, ‘post-primary’ encompasses 199 schools26, of which 133 are
secondary and 66 are grammar schools. In addition, there are 39 Special Educational Needs (SEND)
Schools, 15 EOTAS centres27, 1 hospital school and 14 independent schools. Northern Ireland has six
further education colleges28 and an agri-food and land based college. It also has three universities29 and
two university colleges30.
Last year (2018), online survey feedback was received from 575 young people in N.Ireland. In 2019, the
survey was further refined and then distributed to all schools and colleges from 1st September 2019 -15th
November 2019. The number of respondents was 888 young people, representing 41 schools and colleges
(over 1/5 of the total) from across all six counties in the province. 50% of respondents are female and 47%
are male and 3% preferred not to specify their gender.
• 32% (n=290) of respondents were 15 year olds;
• 29% (n= 266) were 16 years old;
• 17% (n=161) were 14 years old;
• 14% (n=130) were 17 years old; and the remainder 5% (n=45) were 18 years old; and
• 4% (n=34) were 19 years old.

25

http://dmhassociates.org/career-choices-young-people-in-northern-ireland
www.education-ni.gov.uk
27
Education Other Than At School and Youth Work (EOTAS)
28
This includes: Belfast Metropolitan College (BMC); Northern Regional College (NRC); Southern Regional Colleges (NRC); South
Eastern Regional College (SERC); North West Regional College (NWRC); and South West College (SWC) which operate across 40
campuses across the country. Department for the Economy (DfE) (2017) - www.economy-ni-gov.uk/publications/further-educationactivity-fe-colleges accessed on18 October 2018
29
This includes: Queens University, Belfast; Ulster University and the Open University.
30
St Mary’s University College, Falls Road, Belfast and Stranmillis University College, Belfast
26
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Methodology
The pilot survey questionnaire was distributed to every school and college in Northern Ireland. A total of
928 young people responded from 41 educational institutions. Twenty key questions were presented in a
Survey Monkey online questionnaire, most of which were multiple choice questions designed to generate
responses from young people in schools and colleges. There was good geographical spread amongst the
respondents. Results were analysed by DMH Associates for presentation at an Education and Employers
Business Forum in Belfast on 20th November 2019. In addition, schools and colleges across Northern
Ireland and exhibitors at Skills NI 2019 will receive a copy of the full report.

Limitations of the approach
There has been very little research into young people’s careers, choices and their future prospects. The
research study provides evidence to bridge the knowledge gap that exists when it comes to capturing the
views of young people aged 14 -19 years old. This study was undertaken in a compressed timescale. We
did not probe on the frequency and quality of careers support available to young people. Young people’s
answers given to the questions about what they perceived as important to employers and what concerns
they had about gaining employment lead to the need to explore further the issues raised. We did not have
an opportunity to engage directly with teachers or employers as part of this study. The research highlights
the need and scope for more in-depth funded research to build an evidence-base on what matters most to
young people in the short, medium and long-term.

Skills shortages and skills mismatch
N.Ireland is trying to build an innovative economy for the future with significant investment in high-skilled,
rapid growth sectors like financial technology (fintech), precision medicine and engineering. Broadly
speaking, the skills shortages and skills mismatch between supply and demand in the labour force in
Northern Ireland can be defined by the following characteristics:
•
•
•
•

large numbers of low-skilled workers, either without any qualifications or with a very low level of
qualifications and skills
a reasonable supply of graduates, but with issues linked to the mix of skills being supplied
an oversupply of graduates in some fields, most notably teaching
a significant undersupply of graduates in key fields, most notably science, technology, engineering
and maths (STEM) and ICT (IPPR, 2018, p.22).31

The Edge Foundation (2019)32 reports 68% of employers are struggling to find the skills they need. Iin the
last year this had a total cost to UK business of £4.4 billion. The true cost though is even higher in terms of
lost GDP. Equally important is the high social cost – while hundreds of thousands of job vacancies remain
unfilled, there were 16,000 young people aged 16-24 years in N.Ireland who were not in education,
employment or training (NEET) in January to March 2019. This was equivalent to 8.1 per cent of all aged
16-24 years.33

31

https://www.ippr.org/files/2018-07/ni-skills-july18.pdf Accessed on 1st October 2018.
Edge Foundation (2019) Skills Shortages in the UK Economy Edge Bulletin 5, London https://www.edge.co.uk/sites/default/files/documents/skills_shortage_bulletin_5_final_-_web.pdf
33
https://www.economy-ni.gov.uk/news/northern-ireland-labour-force-survey-young-people-not-education-employment-or-trainingneet-0 - May 2019
32
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Looking to the future, latest research by ONS (March 2019)34 suggests that 1.5 million jobs in the UK are at
high risk of automation, with humans likely to be replaced by computer programs, algorithms or robots.
Younger workers are more likely to be affected with 15.7% of 18-24 year olds employed in occupations at
high risk. Despite this, Youth Employment UK’s Youth Voice Census (2019)35 suggests that young people
are still not getting the wide range of advice they need as evidenced in this report. Research by OxPolicy36
suggests that to address the issue, we must help young people develop in areas where humans are able to
keep a competitive edge, focusing on creative, caring and collaborative skills.
International research by LinkedIn37 on “Global Talent Trends” highlight 92% of employers state that socalled ‘soft skills’ are equally or more important than hard skills. Meanwhile, the Learning and Work Institute
emphasises the fall in UK employer investment in training to half the EU average per worker38 – £5.1 billion
less in real terms than 10 years ago.
City & Guilds in partnership with Emsi (June 2018)39 revealed earlier that nine in 10 UK employers already
struggle to recruit the skilled staff they need. With most industries expected to grow between now and
2024, a significant number of skilled workers will be needed to meet demand. However, they found that two
thirds of UK employers think that the skills shortages and gaps in their businesses are likely to get worse or
remain the same in the next 5 years.
There is a need for more engagement between education and business to raise young people’s work
readiness, to raise the quality of careers advice, and to improve young people’s digital career management
skills. Formal qualifications are valuable indicators of achievement and ability. But businesses are clear that
the biggest drivers of success for young people are attitudes and attributes such as resilience, enthusiasm
and creativity.

34

ONS (2019) ‘Which occupations are at the highest risk of being automated?’ https://www.ons.gov.uk/employmentandlabourmarket/peopleinwork/employmentandemployeetypes/articles/whichoccupationsareat
highestriskofbeingautomated/2019-03-25
35
https://www.youthemployment.org.uk/youth-voice-census/ - 3,008 14-24 year olds shared their views on issues related to
education, employment and skills.
36
https://www.globalpolicyjournal.com/blog/13/02/2019/jobs-future-protecting-labour-market-face-ai-revolution
37
https://news.linkedin.com/2019/January/linkedin-releases-2019-global-talent-trends-report
38
https://www.learningandwork.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2019/03/LW_timeforaction_skills-for-economic-growth-socialjustice_WEB.pdf
39
https://www.lepnetwork.net/media/1900/people-power-city-guilds-group.pdf
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Results from the online survey
Careers and choices
Of the 928 responses to the first question “Do you know what career you would like after you have
finished your education?” 60% of respondents (n=553) reported they did know what career they would
ideally like. An increase of 8.5% compared to the 2018 survey.
A question probing their future plans followed. Overall, 85% (n= 789) intend to stay on in education and
15% (133) are either keen to take up an apprenticeship pathway or go into employment. This question
presented to young people several options from “Staying on to 6th form” to “ Going into employment”. This
was answered by 883 of the 888 students. The most popular choice selected was “Going to university”
chosen by 38% (n=352); the second most popular choice was “ Staying onto 6th form” selected by 35%
(n=325) of the students. The lowest choice was “Going into employment” with a return of just below 7%
(n=65) of the young people.

Figure 1 - What students consider as their future next step

Figure 2 below indicates 43% (n=194) of the female respondents selected the “going to university” option
compared to 36% (n= 152) of the male respondents and only 3% (n=14) of females selected the
“apprenticeship” option compared to 15% (n=62) males.
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Figure 2 – Comparison of male versus female decisions about their future

Of 35 comments received, 10 of the students stated that they intended to go to a ‘Technical College’. A few
had other clear ideas of their plans such as:
“Starting my own business”
“I am going to leave when I am after 5th year to get a job to pursue being a fire-fighter. I
know what qualifications are needed to pursue this.”
“To go to Loughborough University or to go to the Royal Navy.”
This was followed by “What is your ideal job or training course?” answered by 94% (n=831) and
skipped by 57 young people. The diagram below illustrates the main replies received from this open-ended
question.

15

Figure 3 – Career choices of young people

Figure 3 illustrates that the most popular career choice in 2019 is engineering as identified by 9% (n=84),
followed by teaching 7.5% (n=70) and nursing with 5% (n=46); others opted to work in medicine 4.5%
(42), some chose hair dresser/beauty therapist and the same number selected working in the legal
profession as barrister or lawyer 4% (37) of young people. IT technician or software engineer was the
next most popular choice followed by the building trades plumbing, electrician and/or builder. This year,
careers in food and hospitality and social care featured only in a few of the responses. 4.5% (n=42) said
they were either “unsure”, “don’t know”, “undecided”, or plan to do “something”.
When compared to a similar question posed 12 months before (where 220 students responded) the main
career choices were: (i) engineer; (ii) teacher; (iii) nurse; (iv) architect; (v) programmer; (vi) technician; (vii)
midwife; (viii) therapist; (ix) lawyer; and (x) psychologist.

What factor has most influenced young people’s ideal job choice?
The aim of this question was to identify the factor which influenced young peoples’ career decision making
“Please choose which has most influenced your ideal job choice.”, where they were given a list of
options from which to choose. The responses are illustrated in Figure 4 below where it can be seen the
most influential factor recorded was “the variety and interest of the job” which was ranked highest by
52% (n = 477). Second highest was “salary” which was rated as most important by 32% (n= 300). The
third most popular selection was “doing something that helps others” which was chosen by 30%
(n=275) of respondents. “Being seen as important and prestigious” was ranked as the lowest with only
6% (n=56) choosing this option. Of the comments provided by those young people who selected the
“other” category, the main emergent theme was that of wanting to have a career in which they “enjoyed
what they would be doing e.g. working with animals, people, cars or being creative in art”
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Figure 4 – Factors influencing career choice

Some comments received included:
“Job satisfaction and doing something you love”;
“I have a passion for aviation”
“I like cars and I’ve wanted to be a mechanic since I was young”.

Levels of confidence in gaining employment
When asked “Are you confident about securing your IDEAL JOB when you finish your education?”
71% (n=629) replied “Yes” while the remaining 29% (n=255) were less sure about this. This is a significant
increase from 2018 when asked a similar question only 31% of young people previously expressed a high
level of confidence about securing their ideal job after they completed their education. It was noticeable that
female respondents were slightly less confident than their male counterparts with 65% (n=296) expressing
they are confident compared to 80% (n=351) of males. Of those that are less confident they were asked to
give reasons for this. Some of the main reasons offered were concerns about their academic ability,
concerns about strong competition or in several case concern that they still don’t know what their ideal job
is:
“I might not get the grades to get in”
“High qualifications needed”
“What if I don’t get the right qualifications?”
“There is a lot of people entering the field and so a lot of competition!”
Some unsurprisingly expressed a level of insecurity:
“Uncertain on whether I will be appealing to businesses or if I will be capable to
secure a job in my preferred career!”
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“I’m not very smart to be honest!”
“I am unsure if I'll be good enough for my ideal job!”
“I feel as if I’m too shy to go into it!”
“I may mess up something and have to take another job!”
Other comments referred to the possible lack of opportunities in their chosen careers which also prompted
some to think about leaving Northern Ireland:
“I may not get a secure job in Northern Ireland”
“Whilst a growing industry may have to work abroad for top jobs”
These points are illustrated more clearly in Figure 5 below which summarises the responses of 924 young
people to the question “Please choose what concerns you most about securing a career when you
leave education?”

Figure 5 – What concerns young people about securing a career

35% (n=321) expressed concern about their “not being enough jobs”, while 32% (n= 298) felt they “may
not have enough experience”; 26% (n=241) did not believe they would “earn enough money to live on”;
25% (n=228) claimed they did not know the right people or have the right contacts; while 22% (200)
were concerned about “not having the correct skills”. Of the 58 who chose “Other” most were worried
about having the correct qualifications or grades or the level of competition for jobs.

Anticipated earnings and perceptions of employers’ expectations
The young people were fairly realistic in their anticipated earnings’ expectations both immediately upon
leaving their education and after five years. In their first year of employment 50% (n=457) expected to earn
between £10,000 and £19,000; 35% (n=323) expected to earn up to £30,000; and 4% (n=37) weren’t sure.
Figures 6 and 7 below shows salary expectations in your first year of work and then after five years. These
were naturally higher with the majority 35% (n=323) expecting to earn between £30,000 and £40,000 per
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annum; and 25% (n=232) expecting to earn between £20,000 and £30,000; 19% (173) thought they would
be able to earn £40,000 to £50,000; while 15% (n=136) felt they could command a salary above £50,000.

Figures 6 and 7 – Students salary expectations after I year and then 5 years in employment

It was noted that more of the female respondents thought they would earn a lower salary than their male
counterparts with 57% (n=258) of females stating that they expecting to earn less than £20,000 in their first
year at work compared to 43% (n=189) of the male respondents. 33% (n=151) of the female respondents
also expected to earn between £20,000 - £30,000 compared to 38% (n = 166) of the male respondents.
Refer to figure 8 below.
The salary expections are similar after five years in work with 36% (n=165) of females expecting to earn
less than £30,000 compared to 20% (90) males. See figure 9.
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Figure 8 – Comparison of first year salary expectations between male and female respondents

Figure 9 – Comparison of salary expectations after five years between male and female respondents

Young people were then asked to rank the factors which they thought were more important to employers
which are summarised in Figure 10 below.
The highest ranking 59% (n=513) was “reliability”; this was followed by “having a positive attitude” with
52% (n=448) of young people rating this; 47% (n=412) scored equally “having good qualifications” and
“having good communication skills” as the third highest in their selections. “Being good at numeracy”
was ranked lowest by 17% (n= 147). Since last year, the gap that existed between young people’s
perceptions and employer expectations appears to have narrowed.
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Figure 10 – Student perceptions of factors important to employers

Who do young people turn to for help with career planning?

Figure 11 – Who young people go to for help with career planning

Most of the young people 36% (n=337) turn to parents or guardians for advice on career planning, with
the next highest 22% (n=201) being a careers adviser and 15% (n=140) opting for careers teacher.
14%(n=131) also stated they would seek to speak to someone in a job .The lowest reported sources of
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advice were friend or peer (4%, n=35) or subject teacher (7%, n=63). Some comments received
indicated that in addition to the above list, having access to people who work in the job or industry would be
beneficial:
“Someone in the industry because all of the above give advice that is common sense I could
come up with myself”
“Someone who works in the industry of your job which you want”
“A person doing that job”
“I would plan it myself as I’m not going to depend on other people to plan my future”

Accessing careers information

Figure 12 – Sources of online information used by young people

66% (n=609) use Google to find out about career choices, while 25% (n=228) turn to NI Direct; 20%
(n=187) use Skills NI, 12% (n=107) adopt Facebook and 10% (n=89) use Instagram to find out about jobs
and careers. Other specific websites mentioned were: Indeed, My World of Work, Cascaid, Queens
University Belfast, UCAS, Prospects HE, JED – The Job Explorer database. A few don’t know which
resources to use and some do not use any at all. 30 (3%) of the students had either had not tried or did not
use any online sources.

Number of jobs young people expect to have in their lifetime.
52% (n=483) expect to hold between 2 and 3 jobs during their lifetime, while 34% (n=314) expect this
number to be between 4 and 6 jobs. 5% (n=50) expect to have only one job throughout their career.
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Preparation for working life is essential and today’s young people need to prepare for a career that might
necessitate multiple job and changes in tasks, including in newly emerging industries. Also, young people
need to be educated to develop career management skills and to recognise that some jobs will disappear,
for example, as a result of artificial intelligence (AI) and automation. The OECD estimates that one-third of
UK jobs can be expected to either disappear or radically change due to automation over the next 10 to 15
years. 40

Figure 13 – Number of jobs young people expect to hold in their lifetimes

Which jobs will disappear during your lifetime?
Young people were asked which jobs they thought might disappear during their lifetime. Figure 14 below
illustrates their answers with 30% (n=278) indicating factory worker jobs may disappear; 23% (n=209)
opted for bank cashier or shopworker, with the 3rd highest choice being newspaper or magazine
journalist chosen by 15% (n=136) and 4th was postal worker chosen by 11% (n=98)

40

Nedelkoska, L. and G. Quintini (2018). Automation, skills use and training, OECD Social, Employment and Migration Working
Papers, No. 202, OECD Publishing, Paris, https://doi.org/10.1787/2e2f4eea-en.
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Figure 14 – Jobs that young people think will disappear in their lifetimes.

One young person indicated that in their opinion new jobs would be created as the more traditional jibs
disappeared:
“Jobs which can be taken over by data science/AI including doctors such as radiologists and
any jobs which can be easily automated (most of the options above). This will however
create a lot of jobs in data science and artificial intelligence.”
Many young people cited technological advances as the main reason for these changes, whilst also
recognising that new jobs are also likely to materialise now and in the future. There is significant scope for
schools and colleges to do more on this and to include parents/guardians in proactive career dialogue on
the fast changing world of work. This too has implications for initial teacher training.
The findings suggest labour market intelligence/information (LMI) and greater employer engagement is also
essential within schools, colleges and local communities to help young people understand the relevance
and relationship between their learning in the classroom and the world of work. More needs to be done in
this regard.
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Impact of the UK’s planned departure from the EU
The answer to the question - “Do you think Brexit will have an impact on your future job
opportunities?” – provided a mixed response. 56% (n=518) stated they “Don’t know” and 28% (n= 255)
thought “It will make it harder to find a job”. Only 4% (n=40) believe “It will be easier to get a job” and
12% (n=109) of respondents thought there would be “No change”.

Figure 15 – Young people’s response to the impact of Brexit on future job prospects

Conclusions: Implications for policy and practice
•

The Careers Advisory Forum in Northern Ireland41 and work currently being carried out by the 14 -19
Review group should consider these key findings capturing the voices of young people. This may
also be of interest to schools, colleges, universities, training providers, community and voluntary
organisations and, most importantly to employers and employees.

•

Young people’s perceptions of careers, learning and work over the life-course vary significantly. We
have learned many young people are using Google to search for careers information and advice or
rely on their parents/careers for careers advice. For young people and their parents/carers,
vocational education and training does not yet have parity of esteem with academic pathways - with
easily understood qualifications and progression routes. Many are still not considering this as a
viable route for consideration within their career ideas, choices and future prospects. This has
implications for both policymakers and practitioners responsible for the design and delivery of
services. Parents/guardians must be reached in local communities and via social media to help
tackle this issue. There is also scope to begin career-related learning in primary schools to help
broaden horizons from an early age.

41

This was established to advise both the Department for the Economy and the Department of Education on current and future
careers provision in the context of ‘Preparing for Success 2015-2020’ - https://www.economy-ni.gov.uk/publications/careersadvisory-forum
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•

New forms of work are emerging within the gig economy, for example, companies like Uber, Fiverr,
YouTube, 99Designs, and TaskRabbit allow people from all over the world to provide on-demand
services in a wide range of areas, from 3D animation to website design. Employers have new ways
to contact, manage and surveil workers at all times (Buchanan, 2018)42. Young people need to be
supported to build digital career management skills and to create their own e-portfolio that capture
and celebrate achievements. The Education Authority is developing an ICT strategy to drive
collaboration through data, planning, and pedagogy. Careers and learning should be a key strand
within the strategy.

•

The need for increased access to careers education, information, advice and guidance is critical.
Research studies make clear – individuals’ career ambitions are typically both heavily shaped by
their social backgrounds (social class, gender, migrant status) and a very poor reflection of actual
employer demand43. In N.Ireland, as elsewhere, employers often struggle in recruitment while
ambitious and capable individuals find it hard to locate work that matches their aspirations. Careers
education and guidance in particular can make a positive difference to learners, helping them get
into better paying jobs than could be otherwise expected. It is associated, moreover, with better
44
academic achievement . It helps people make sense of the world of work and how to make it work
best for them.

•

There is some evidence that the gap is closing between what young people perceive as important to
employers and what employers’ value i.e. employers expect more than just exam results. Young
people reported their concerns mainly around the availability of jobs and their levels of confidence in
securing employment. Whilst many have realistic salary expectations, there is a real danger some
young people may be lowering their aspirations in response to inaccurate perceptions of labour
market opportunities. Findings from the Skills Barometer45 need to be embedded more fully in
project-based learning in the curriculum.

•

More young people clearly need greater exposure to and experience of the world of work. This can
be achieved through attendance at careers fairs, skills shows, virtual learning e.g. use of ICT and
games, work shadowing, paid internships, and more volunteers from business coming into the
classroom. Also, consideration needs to be given to empowering young people to be proactive in
their careers exploration activities. There must be systems in place to recognise and address the
wide range of barriers some people can face deciding on education and training options, when
seeking employment, or progressing through their career or learning journey.

•

Careers provision in schools and colleges must attempt to counter inequalities in society linked to
trustworthy, reliable access to careers information and support. Having access to learning
experiences and to fair work, are an essential prerequisite to leading a healthy life. This should
include extra support for those who need it most, particularly in the build up to key transition points.

•

Strategic leadership and training is essential, particularly in the context of divergent new vocation
education and academic pathways. This requires investment training and continuous professional
development for teachers, careers advisers and employers/volunteers from business going into
schools and colleges.

42

Buchanan, R. (2018). Social media and social justice in the context of career guidance. Is education enough? In Hooley, T.,
Sultana, R. & Thomsen, R. (Eds.) Career guidance for social justice: Contesting neoliberalism (pp.109-124). London: Routledge
43
Musset, P. and L. Mytna Kurekova (2018), "Working it out: Career Guidance and Employer Engagement", OECD Education
Working Papers, No. 175, OECD Publishing, Paris, https://doi.org/10.1787/51c9d18d-en.
44
Hughes, D., Mann, A., Barnes, S-A., Baldauf, B and R. McKeown (2016) Careers education: international literature review.
London: Education Endowment Foundation. https://educationendowmentfoundation.org.uk/evidence-summaries/evidencereviews/careers-education/
45
https://www.economy-ni.gov.uk/publications/northern-ireland-skills-barometer-2019-update

26

•

Further research is needed to evaluate specific approaches that support young people’s career
decision-making over time e.g. more longitudinal tracking. There is a need to connect with young
people in schools and colleges between the age of 14 years old to 19 years old to find out more
about their views of the world of work, the opportunities available to them, and what they think their
future might look like.

To conclude … looking ahead in N.Ireland: careers education information, advice and guidance is vital for
all young people from an early age:

“The test of our progress is not whether we add more to the abundance of those who have
much, it is whether we provide enough for those who have little.” (Franklln D Rossevelt)
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Appendix
List of Questions.
Q1. Do you know what career you would like to go into after you finish your education?
Q2. I am considering for my future ….
i)
Staying on to sixth form
ii)
Going to an FE college
iii)
Going to university
iv)
Taking up an apprenticeship
v)
Going into employment
Q3. What is your ideal job or training course?
Q4. Please choose which has most influenced your ideal job choice.
i)
The salary
ii)
Work-life balance
iii)
The variety and interest of the job
iv)
Challenge of the work
v)
Doing something that helps others
vi)
Being seen as important and prestigious
vii)
Other (please specify)
Q5. Are you confident about securing your IDEAL JOB when you finish your education?
Q6. If no - why not?
Q7. Please rank the following by how important you think they are to employers?
i)
Having good qualifications
ii)
Having work experience
iii)
Having good communication skills
iv)
Having confidence
v)
Having a good CV
vi)
Having a positive attitude
vii)
Being creative
viii)
Being reliable
ix)
Being a good team member
x)
Being good at numeracy
Q8. Please choose what concerns you most about securing a career when you leave education?
i)
Not enough jobs
ii)
I will not have enough experience
iii)
I will not earn enough to pay rent and bills
iv)
I don't know the right contacts/people
v)
I don't have the right soft skills - (interview practice, etc.)
vi)
Other (please specify)
Q9. Who would you go to for help with your career planning?
i)
Someone in a job
ii)
A subject teacher ( e.g maths, history, english, etc.)
iii)
A Careers Teacher
iv)
A Careers Adviser
v)
Your parent/guardian or another family member
vi)
Friend or peer
Q10. Which of the following do you use to access careers information?
i)
NI Direct
ii)
Skills Northern Ireland
iii)
Google
iv)
Facebook
v)
LinkedIn
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vi)
Instagram
vii)
Twitter
Q11. Do you think Brexit will have an impact on your future job opportunities?
i)
It will make it easier to find a job
ii)
It will make it harder to find a job
iii)
No change
iv)
Don't know
Q12. How much money do you think you might earn in your first year at work?
i)
£10,000 to £19,999
ii)
£20,000 to £29,999
iii)
£30,000 to £40,000
iv)
More than £40,000
v)
Other
Q13. How much money do you think you might earn in your first year at work?
i)
£10,000 to £19,999
ii)
£20,000 to £29,999
iii)
£30,000 to £40,000
iv)
More than £40,000
v)
Other
Q14. Approximately how many jobs do you think you will have in your lifetime?
i)
1
ii)
2–3
iii)
4–6
iv)
7- 8
v)
8 – 10
vi)
More than 10
Q15. Which jobs do you think will disappear in your lifetime?
i)
Cashier (in a shop or bank)
ii)
Motorcar mechanic
iii)
Accountant
iv)
Estate agent
v)
Taxi driver
vi)
Newspaper or magazine journalist
vii)
Postal worker
viii)
Waiter/waitress
ix)
Factory worker
Q16. I am ... Male; Female; Prefer Not to Say
Q17. How old are you?
Q18. Ethnicity?
Q19. What is the name of your school/college or educational establishment?
Q20. In which county is your school/college or training course located?

Contact: dmh associates
Email: deirdre.hughes3@btinternet.com
Tel: 0044(0) 7533 545057
Visit: http://deirdrehughes.org/
Follow on twitter: @deirdretalk
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