
 

 

CASE STUDY 

Acting Early, Changing Lives 

Overview  
Business Psychology can help in solving social problems. Consider how, in this case study, 
Business Psychologists helped increase the employability of at-risk young people, years 
before they would be looking for employment. 

The charity, ThinkForward, used Business Psychology to add structure to their interventions 
and their ‘clients’ (at-risk youths, aged 14 to 18) saw significant benefits! 

Challenge 
Most countries have challenges with youth unemployment and the UK is no exception. The 
number of young people (age 16 to 24) who are “not in education, employment or training,” 
(NEET) is worryingly high. In Britain that figure was estimated at 763,000 at the end of 2019. 

The potential lifetime cost of this issue, to society, has been estimated by Impetus to be 
c.£35 billion. However, it is the human impact of youth unemployment which is the most 
saddening. 

Youth employability charity, ThinkForward, was established to tackle the ‘NEET issue.’ 

ThinkForward worked with schools to identify the most at-risk young people, age 14 to 18, 
for support. At-risk individuals displayed a number of characteristics, typically having very 
low attendance, low self-belief, low motivation for education and little preparedness for the 
future. ThinkForward offered support to those most at risk of dropping out of school, to aid 
their transition from school to employment or further education. This was done by offering 
experienced, trusted Progression Coaches to provide long-term personalised support to 
these individuals. Progression Coaches would endeavour to help them overcome 
challenges, in and out of school, and build their employability skills and confidence. 

From their work with young people, ThinkForward and their experienced Progression 
Coaches recognised that there were some core attitudes and skills that would help young 
people become more employable and likely to achieve their potential. However, despite 
being understood, these attributes were not easily communicated or actively measured. 
ThinkForward needed to find a way to address this. And to provide more personalised, 
focused support to individuals. These were the challenges they put to Business 
Psychologists. 

ThinkForward engaged Business Psychologists from a&dc (now part of PSI Services LLC) 
for support in addressing this challenge. Together they agreed three objectives for their work 
together: 

• Identify and define the core attitudes and outcomes the coaching process was trying 
to enhance in young people (a Work Readiness capability model) 

• Design a tool that could help surface and target these core attitudes and outcomes in 
individuals, with valid psychological constructs 

• Evaluate the effectiveness of the coaching Programme and interventions 



 

 

CASE STUDY 

Approach 
The Business Psychologists established that research would need to be undertaken to 
address the first objective. Thereafter, a standardised assessment of the constructs could 
effectively address the latter two objectives. To ensure this was economical to deliver, it 
would be automated and made available online. This would ease scoring and reporting. 

The team thus set out to create an online ‘Work Readiness’ psychometric (subsequently 
named the ‘Ready for Work Tracker’).  

The Business Psychologists worked closely with the Progression Coaches as they were very 
knowledgeable about the challenges young people faced. From the design, trialling and roll 
out, the Coaches helped ensure the solution would be fit for purpose.  

Construct Definition  
First the Business Psychologists identified a comprehensive list of constructs, that 
underpinned employability, that met several criteria. The constructs needed to be: 

• evidence-based 

• discrete 

• intuitive 

• able to be developed through coaching interventions 

Their initial research incorporated investigating psychological models and employability skills 
frameworks. From these sources 139 different employability and psychological constructs 
were identified including: 

• Grit (Duckworth, Peterson, Mathews & Kelly, 2007) 

• Learned Optimism (Seligman, 2001) 

• Goal Setting (Locke & Latham, 1984) 

Thereafter, workshops with 11 Progression Coach Subject Matter Experts (SMEs), resulted 
in an additional set of 36 constructs being identified. Therefore, a total of 175 discrete 
constructs were identified.  

An additional workshop was carried out with SMEs to identify themes.  

A set of 14 constructs was identified, relating to individuals’ attitudes and employability skills. 
These were trialled in an initial pilot with a large group of young people and Progression 
Coaches. Based on their feedback, the model was revised.  

The final Work Readiness capability model which was created measured the following 
capabilities: 

• Self-Aware: capability to understand your emotions, strengths and weaknesses  

• Receptive: capability to respect others and be willing to learn 

• Driven: capability to be enthused and determined, and willing to work hard on any 
task 

• Self-Assured: capability to believe in yourself and be confident 

• Resilient: capability to stay positive, keep control and remain focused on goals in the 
face of setbacks 

• Good Communicator: capability to communicate clearly and accurately 
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• Organised: capability to be reliable and manage time well 

Construct Assessment  
The Business Psychologist at a&dc wrote items for the trial version of the questionnaire, for 
each of the constructs, by drawing upon the supporting literature and the SMEs’ 
descriptions. Item readability was reviewed to ensure that they were easy to understand. 

Items were trialled alongside research scales and related constructs (including the Strengths 
and Difficulties Questionnaire), to assess how the items performed and to provide construct 
validity evidence. The following areas were also measured as part of the trial: 

• Prosocial behaviour 

• Positive attitudes to school 

• Positive attitudes to learning 

• Attitudes towards staying at school 

• Conduct problems 

• Hyperactivity 

• Peer problems 

• Truancy 

Full sets of responses for all items and scales were received from 192 respondents. The 
item difficulty, item partials, content, group differences and relationships with other validated 
questionnaires were all analysed. Based on these findings, the best performing items were 
selected for inclusion in the psychometric. And an initial norm group was created.  

Construct Validity Studies 
The alpha coefficients for all of the scales exceeded 0.7, the benchmark level for adequate 
internal consistency for psychometric tests according to the European Federation of 
Psychologist Association (EFPA) guidelines.  

A range of construct validity studies was also undertaken with a wider population to ensure 
the seven capabilities were valid and measuring the intended qualities. All seven capabilities 
demonstrated significant correlations with the following constructs: 

• Positive significant relationship with Positive and Negative Affect Schedule (PANAS, 
N=826) 

• Positive significant correlations with the International Personality Item Pool’s big five 
personality dimensions (IPIP, N=782) 

• Positive significant correlations with educational achievement in Maths (N=303) and 
English GCSE (N=310) 

Thus, satisfied with the quality of the measure, the ‘Ready for Work Tracker’ questionnaire 
was made available for online administration. 

Outcome 
Gaining support in tackling Britain’s NEET problem required a focus on evidence-based 
solutions that would work with schools, young people, and parents. ThinkForward’s rigorous 
evidence-based approach ensured that they gained buy-in from multiple stakeholders. 
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Addressing Challenges  
The ‘Ready for Work Tracker,’ reflecting the seven ‘Work Readiness’ capabilities, had a 
staggered roll-out across 14 schools in East London.  

The questionnaire was typically used as part of ThinkForward’s initial interaction with the 
young person, forming part of a wider intervention. The use of the tool helped embed the 
Work Readiness capabilities across the organisation and provided a framework for the 
Progression Coaches to support and develop young people. The tool was used to help 
shape coaching interventions and support the identification of goals for the young person. 

Based on an initial sample of Participants who completed the questionnaire (N=826), each of 
the seven capabilities had significant positive correlations with self-reported happiness and 
self-reported life satisfaction. This suggested that young people who reported having higher 
levels of the Work Readiness capabilities would also have higher self-reported happiness 
and life satisfaction.  

Evaluating Effectiveness 
Typically, at the end of the academic year, the young person was asked to complete the 
questionnaire a second time. The purpose of this was to support the coaching process and 
‘check in’ with the young person. At a Programme level, it provided a measure of the impact 
of coaching, reflected in ‘the distance travelled’ by the young people.  

A sample of at-risk young people completed the questionnaire on two consecutive dates 
(N=102). There was not a consistent timeframe for completing the questionnaires the first 
and second time, as the Progression Coaches worked in different schools with different 
approaches. The intervening period between completions ranged from four to 10 months. 

Looking across the results, a statistically significant improvement was demonstrated on each 
of the seven capabilities. Therefore, these findings suggest that young people improved their 
self-awareness, their receptiveness, their drive, their confidence, their resilience, their 
communication and their organisation skills.  

In addition, their self-reported happiness and their self-reported life satisfaction improved, 
increasing 8% and 6% respectively. 

A breakdown of achievements and destinations, of the first graduates of the ThinkForward 
Programme to use this solution, shows: 

• 80% achieved at least 5 GCSE grades A*- C, having been predicted grade E in 
English and Maths at the start of the Programme  

• 22% in employment  

• 19% going to university  

• Altogether, 91% in further education, employment or training  

This indicates the project, overall, was a success. It demonstrated how the fundamental 
techniques and approaches that underpin Business Psychology can benefit a very 
worthwhile cause. 

Feedback Received 
ThinkForward reflected on their experience and said: “We believe that the ‘Ready for Work 
Tracker’ we developed together [with a&dc] is making a tangible difference to our work with 
young people and will help demonstrate the impact of ThinkForward.” – Pedro Sampaio, 
ThinkForward 
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