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In 2018 Highlands and Islands Enterprise (HIE) undertook research to track the 
evolving attitudes and aspirations of young people aged 15-30, and to explore how 
opportunities around education, training, and employment can be maximised for all 
young people currently living, or aspiring to live, work and study in the Highlands and 
Islands.  More than 3,000 young people took part in the study. 
 
Increasing numbers of young people want to be able to stay in the Highlands and 
Islands (46% compared with 36% in 2015), while the proportion of committed leavers 
has fallen (from 34% to 22%).  School pupils are still more likely to want to leave than 
other age bands, but the proportion citing this has fallen over the last few years (from 
56% to 42%).  
 
The research suggests that subject choices at school are more limited in fragile areas 
and that opportunities for distance learning that broaden subject choices are not being 
well communicated, do not significantly enhance provision or are not being taken 
up.  Only half of pupils in fragile areas consider the range of subjects available to them 
as very good/good compared to 73% in non-fragile areas and 71% overall.  Just under 
half of school pupils (46%) agree that the range of subjects available will limit their 
post-school options, rising to 63% amongst those in fragile areas. 
 
However, almost 70% of survey respondents agreed that people who stay are lucky 
to be able to work or study locally and most believe that leavers will return to the region 
when the time is right.  There has also been a positive shift in perceptions of the further 
and higher education offer, although more needs to be done to improve the breadth of 
educational provision and to increase the reach across the region. 
 
Almost two-thirds (64%) aspire to work in the Highlands and Islands – 40% in their 
local area (rising to 51% in more fragile areas) and 24% elsewhere in the region. 
However, lack of local opportunity is a key barrier in realising this aspiration. Quality 
of life is perceived as excellent by these young people, and levels of pride and affinity 
for local communities is extremely high across all parts of the region. 
 
A broad strategy is being implemented to retain and attract young people to the region. 
Various policy developments in education, employment and infrastructure have taken 
place. Increased research activity across the University of the Highlands and Islands 
and other academic institutes active in the region, has helped attract more students. 
The Developing the Young Workforce (DYW) programme has been implemented 
through eight regional groups; promoting opportunities and helping people become 
work ready. 
 
The Inverness and Highland City Region Deal is helping to deliver projects such as 
HIE’s Northern Innovation Hub and Science Skills Academy. These create education 
and career opportunities for young people in the region. Similar projects are contained 
within proposals for growth deals in Argyll and Bute, Moray and the islands. 
 



HIE continues to employ a co-ordinated partnership approach at local, regional and 
national level to maximise the opportunities that exist for young people, enabling them 
to remain, return or move to the Highlands and Islands to live, work and study. 
 
HIE’s Young People report can be found on our website at  
http://www.hie.co.uk/regional-information/economic-reports-and-
research/archive/young-people-and-the-highlands-and-islands--maximising-
opportunities.html 
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