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Study Links Teen Isolation to Later Work and

School Struggles

New research suggests being cut off from peers may shape young people's futures, not

just their feelings.

A single backpack rests at an empty cafeteria table set apart from other tables in a school lunchroom.

A new study following young people from child-
hood into early adulthood found that those
who were more socially isolated at age 12 were
more likely to be out of school and work by age 18.
According to an article in Phys.org by the re-
searchers, the study tracked 2,232 people from
birth into young adulthood and measured loneli-
ness and social isolation separately when they
were 12,

The findings matter because governments usually
try to help young people by improving job skills,
test scores, training programs or access to open-
ings. Those things still matter. But this research ar-
gues that another factor may be shaping who gets
a fair start: whether a child has real relationships
with peers during the school years.

The study is based in the United Kingdom, where
about 1 million young people are NEET, meaning
not in education, employment or training. That la-
bel is used by policymakers to describe young peo-
ple who are not in school, not working and not en-
rolled in a training program. Being NEET can affect
later income, health and independence, and it can
also create costs for the wider economy.

The researchers make an important distinction be-
tween loneliness and social isolation. Loneliness is

a feeling: the painful sense that the relationships
someone has are not the relationships they want.
Social isolation is more outward and practical: hav-
ing few relationships or interactions. A teenager
could have many classmates and still feel lonely.
Another could be left out of activities or spend re-
cess alone without describing themselves as lone-

ly.

That distinction is not just technical. The study
found that loneliness and isolation were both con-
nected to later outcomes, but social isolation was
especially powerful. More isolated secondary
school students later had fewer qualifications and
appeared less employable than their less isolated
peers. The researchers reported that the most iso-
lated children’s odds of being NEET at age 18 were
about 2.4 times higher than those of their peers.

The article says these links were not explained
away by earlier mental health, loneliness or family
socioeconomic background. Socioeconomic back-
ground means factors such as a family’s income,
education and social position. In other words, the
researchers argue that isolation itself may play a
role, rather than simply standing in for poverty,
anxiety or other challenges.
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That claim raises a real debate. One side of the ar-
gument is that schools and governments should
treat social connection as part of preparing young
people for adult life. If a student is regularly ex-
cluded from peer groups, that may not show up im-
mediately on a report card. But it could affect con-
fidence, information, habits and the informal prac-
tice of working with others. A school that notices
isolation early might be able to help before the
problem becomes a résumé gap.

The other side is that schools already have many
responsibilities, and measuring friendship is not like
measuring attendance or exam scores. There is a
risk of turning ordinary quietness into a problem to
be managed. Some young people prefer smaller
circles or more time alone. A policy that treats
every less-social child as at risk could feel intru-
sive, embarrassing or even unfair. It could also
push schools to focus on what is easy to observe,
such as who sits alone, without understanding the
reasons behind it.

The study also challenges a comforting idea about
loneliness. Some theories suggest loneliness works
like hunger: it feels bad because it signals a need
and motivates people to fix it. If that were true, iso-
lated children who felt lonely at age 12 might be
expected to reconnect by 18 more than isolated
children who did not feel lonely. But the re-
searchers found that they did not. The lonely iso-

Written from reporting by Phys.org.

lated children were just as isolated later as the iso-
lated children who did not report loneliness.

That finding matters because it weakens the argu-
ment that the problem will solve itself. A young per-
son who feels left out may withdraw more, not less.
Or they may try to reconnect but struggle because
of anxiety, social difficulties or rejection. The re-
searchers suggest that schools and youth services
are often in a position to notice withdrawal or ex-
clusion before it appears in job applications or test
results.

Still, the study does not mean every isolated child
will become NEET, or that friendship alone can fix
youth unemployment. The researchers themselves
place social connection alongside skills and oppor-
tunities, not above them. The trade-off is about at-
tention and resources. If a government spends
money only on job training, it may miss earlier bar-
riers that form in childhood. If it spends too much
effort trying to engineer social lives, it may over-
step or stigmatize the very young people it wants
to help.

The strongest takeaway is not that schools should
become friendship police. It is that relationships
are part of opportunity. For policymakers, the hard
question is how to support connection without
forcing it, and how to notice isolation without label-
ing young people as broken.
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THINK IT THROUGH

1. Should schools treat social isolation as an early warning sign for future education and employment

problems, or is that too personal for schools to monitor? Defend your position.

A strong answer: A strong answer should weigh prevention and support against privacy, stigma and the difference
between isolation and chosen solitude.

2. If a government has limited money for youth employment, how should it balance job training,
academic support and programs that build social connection?

A strong answer: A strong answer should make a case for priorities while recognizing that skills, opportunity and
relationships can interact.

3. What evidence would you want before using this research to design a policy in another country,
such as the United States?

A strong answer: A strong answer should address limits of applying UK findings elsewhere, causation, cultural
differences and what outcomes should be measured.
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Study Links Teen Isolation to Later Work and School

Struggles
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Study Links Teen Isolation to Later Work and School
Struggles

10

ACROSS DOWN

4 Being turned down or not accepted by 1 Strong worry or nervousness in social
others settings

8 Having almost no contact or 2 Pulling away from people or group
relationships with others activities

9 Painful sense that personal connections 3  Trustin your own abilities or decisions
fall short Paid job or work for an organization

10 Formal le.arning ‘.chrough school, college, 6 Lessons and practice for a specific skill
or other instruction or career

7 Being left out of a group, activity, or

opportunity
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Study Links Teen Isolation to Later Work and School

Struggles — answer key
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Study Links Teen Isolation to Later Work and School
Struggles — answer key
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ACROSS DOWN
4  Being turned down or not accepted by 1 Strong worry or nervousness in social
others settings
8 Having almost no contact or 2 Pulling away from people or group
relationships with others activities
9 Painful sense that personal connections 3  Trustin your own abilities or decisions
fall short Paid job or work for an organization
10 Formal learning through school, college, 6 Lessons and practice for a specific skill
or other instruction or career
7 Being left out of a group, activity, or

opportunity
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Where this came from

This article was written for 3andB from the reporting below. It is not a reprint — the
wording is ours and the facts are theirs.

Phys.org

“Growing up socially isolated linked to young people becoming NEET”
Published Sunday, September 6, 2026

Read by us on Monday, September 7, 2026

https://phys.org/news/2026-09-socially-isolated-linked-young-people.html

WHAT IS IN THIS PACKET

The article with a note on each question, a word search, a crossword, and the answer key
to both.

COPYING AND REUSE

Free to print, copy and hand out for classroom use. Please keep this page with the packet,
so the next teacher can see where the story came from.

More where this came from

If this short lesson worked for your class, our full workbooks go further with the same
care:

= Complete units with student and teacher editions
= Worked solutions for every exercise
= Standards-aligned, classroom-tested, print-ready

See the full lessons at 3andB.com

© 2026 3andB Inc.
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