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NEET refers to young people who are Not in Education, Employment or Training (also known as nini in Latin

America). The usual age range for people identified as NEET is 15-24. The International Labor Organization that

more than one in five aged people globally can be described as NEET. However, it is important to note that they

represent a very diverse group. The socioeconomic factors behind NEET status vary by context and country.

Individual risk factors include adverse family environments, low household income or educational levels, disability,

living in remote areas, and immigration background. The total number of people who are NEET in Latin America

has remained practically constant between the beginning and the end of 1992–2014: it went from 19.0 million in

1992 to 18.7 million in 2014. NEET status in Latin America is particularly associated with the region's sociopolitical

issues, relating to labour migration and individuals seeking political refuge or fleeing political violence. As in other

parts of the world, NEET status is associated with several psychological factors.
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1. Introduction

According to the International Labor Organization, there is a high rate of young people, more than one in five

(22.4%) aged 15–24, neither in employment, education, nor training (NEET). Acknowledging this problem

worldwide led to adopting the NEET rate as part of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, as an indicator

of progress towards reducing the proportion of the NEET individuals within a population (O’Higgins

2020; Organisation for Economic Co-Operation and Development et al. 2016; Organisation for Economic Co-

Operation and Development 2021).

2. NEETs in Latin America

NEET rates vary widely across countries, showing the highest rates in lower-middle-income countries and with

young women outnumbering young men by a factor of two to one (O’Higgins 2020). NEETs are not a

homogeneous group; the causes behind this status are diverse (Tamesberger and Bacher 2014).

The Eurofound (  2016) suggested subgroups in the NEET population that include a mix of vulnerable and non-

vulnerable young people with different characteristics and needs. The individual risk factors include adverse family

environments, low household income or educational levels, disability, living in remote areas, and immigration

background (Eurofound 2012; Assmann and Broschinski 2021). 
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Clearly, stability of the labor market and lack of opportunities are important factors contributing to people in Latin

America being unable to find work. In addition, access to quality education and training is an important limiting

factor in many countries of Latin America. Mass migration and people seeking political refuge are additional critical

social issues facing Latin America. In 2019, 79.5 million people were forcibly displaced worldwide. Four million of

them left Venezuela and now live mainly in Latin America and the Caribbean (United Nations High Commissioner

for Refugees 2020). In addition, for decades, Colombians were forced to leave their country, escaping the violence

of the internal conflict and looking for security in neighboring countries. Similarly, there are many people of Cuban

origin seeking refuge or work opportunities in Latin American countries. Youths from a migration background have

an increased risk of becoming NEET. Dropout from education or disengagement of the labor market exposes youth

to a greater risk of social exclusion, psychological distress, disability, maladaptive behaviors, illness, and disease

(O’Dea et al. 2014; Fernández-Suárez et al. 2016; Hjorth et al. 2016).

The total number of people between 15 and 24 years of age who are NEET in Latin America remained practically

constant between the beginning and the end of 1992–2014: it went from 19.0 million in 1992 to 18.7 million in 2014

(Tornarolli 2016). Four out of five NEETs in Latin America are females; they more often come from a rural

background and belong to the poorest quintile of the wealth distribution (Minujín et al. 2016).

3. Refugees in Latin America

Being a refugee is a risk factor for becoming NEET. According to the United Nations High Commissioner for

Refugees (2020), Ecuador has the largest population of recognized refugees in Latin America, with 69,897

recognized refugees arriving between 1989 and 2020, most of them coming from Colombia and Venezuela. For

decades, Colombians were forced to leave their country, escaping the violence of the internal conflict and looking

for security (United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees 2020). In 2019, 79.5 million people were forcibly

displaced worldwide. Four million of them left Venezuela and now live mainly in Latin America and the Caribbean

(United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees 2020). In the first quarter of 2019, around 470,095 Venezuelans

lived in Ecuador, almost 3% of Ecuador’s population (Olivieri et al. 2020). Young refugees in Latin America may be

orphaned or separated from their families and are at risk of becoming 'street children' or else may be raised in

foster care homes (Pluck, 2021; Trueba & Pluck, 2021) 

For Colombians to some extent, but especially for Venezuelans, forced migration increased the vulnerability to

‘labor and sexual exploitation, trafficking, violence, discrimination and xenophobia’ (United Nations High

Commissioner for Refugees 2021). Refugees and asylum seekers are among the most vulnerable groups (

2016). Their vulnerability is linked to experiences before migration due to conflict, violence, or persecution and to

post-migration stressors such as exclusion, unemployment, and discrimination (Hameed et al. 2018). As reported

in the literature, having a migration background increases the youth person’s likelihood of becoming NEET by 70%

(Eurofound 2012). Therefore, the probability that a significant percentage of young refugees in Latin America are in

NEET status is high, becoming a socioeconomic concern.
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4. NEET Mental Health and Cognition

Evidence suggests that NEETs struggle more with mental health problems than non-NEET peers. NEETs may be

at greater risk of depression and anxiety (Feng et al. 2015) and severe symptoms of these disorders (Basta et al.

2019; O’Dea et al. 2014). The relationship between mental health and NEET status could be bidirectional: the pre-

existence of a mental health condition may constitute a risk factor for becoming NEET, and conversely, mental

health problems could be a long-term consequence of NEET status. In a British cohort study, nearly 60% of NEETs

had suffered from a mental health problem during childhood or adolescence compared to 35% of non-NEETs

(Goldman-Mellor et al. 2015). Moreover, an association between NEET status during adolescence and several

mental health outcomes in adulthood is established (Gutiérrez-García et al. 2017; Power et al. 2015). The mental

health problems experienced by NEETS are thought to have been exacerbated by the effects of the COVID-19

pandemic (Kvieskienė et al. 2021).

Cognitive and non-cognitive skills negatively correlate with the probability of being NEET. Higher scores in

cognitive measures and socio-emotional abilities such as self-esteem, self-efficacy, and locus of control are

associated with a lower probability of being NEET (Alvarado et al. 2020). Education has been related to better

performance on cognitive measures and further engagement with cognitive activities and challenges (Pluck et al.

2020; Guerra-Carrillo et al. 2017). Parisi et al. (2012) found that educational and other cognitively charged

experiences may benefit brain structure and function, developing neuroprotective effects to face age-related

decline. Additionally, education has economic implications as cognitive and non-cognitive skills have labor-market

value and impact workplace performance and individual earnings (Pluck et al. 2020; De Hoyos et al. 2016).

Therefore, the lack of opportunities to develop skills is crucial for future NEET status (Gladwell et al. 2015).

5. Mental Health and Cognition of Refugees

The adverse psychosocial factors experienced during or after migration could negatively impact migrant mental-

health status and increase the risk of cognitive impairment (Xu et al. 2018). Most of the current research on the

mental health of refugees has shown that they are at higher risk for a variety of psychiatric disorders such as post-

traumatic stress disorder, anxiety, and depression, due to their experiences before migration (Peterson et al.

2020; Chaplin et al. 2020; Hameed et al. 2018). In addition, post-migration distress, mainly acculturative stress,

can worsen mental health symptoms (Hameed et al. 2018).

There is strong evidence that cognitive factors are essential for successful refugee adjustment (Hahn et al.

2019). Xu et al. (2018) identify different pathways that may link migration and cognitive function from current

evidence. Socioeconomic status, psychosocial and behavioral traits, and physical and psychological health prior to

migration could influence cognitive function (Xu et al. 2018). A study comparing executive cognitive abilities,

specifically working memory and inhibitory control, between refugee and non-refugee adolescents, found that

poverty was more critical to cognitive function than traumatic experiences (Chen et al. 2019). Therefore, since

dropout from education and unemployment are risk factors for poverty, refugees in the NEET situation may also be

more susceptible to executive cognitive problems. Executive functions are important considerations because they
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are both significant predictors of educational and workplace success (Pluck et al. 2019; Pluck et al. 2020) and are

also known to be malleable, being sensitive to behavioral interventions (Stamenova and Levine 2018). For

instance, researchers found that the Hayling Test that measures verbal response suppression was the best

predictor of workplace success, specifically sales (Pluck et al. 2020) as well a predictor of academic performance

in college and high school (Pluck et al. 2019). Cognitive switching measured using Trail Making Test of the Delis–

Kaplan Executive Function System was a predictor of working hours in populations struggling with mental (McGurk

and Mueser 2006) and physical health (Rabkin et al. 2004), and spatial working memory is a predictor of vocational

participation (Cairns et al. 2017).
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