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Abstract

We examine young adults’ service disengagement in the context of welfare services in

cluding social, health care and employment services. By service disengagement we mean 

young adults’ refusal of help, with three manifestations: not applying for services, refus

ing to participate, or dropping out of the services available to them. This theme has 

rarely been addressed in social work research, but it is a common phenomenon in the 

field of social services. We discuss service disengagement from the perspective of young 

adults themselves. We interviewed twenty-four Finnish young adults with experiences of 

social services. The data were analysed using content analysis and the results were inter

preted within Amartya Sen’s and Martha Nussbaum’s capability approach. Our results 

suggest that young adults’ service disengagement cannot be understood as a solely indi

vidual choice; there are many factors in their encounters with street-level bureaucrats 

and service arrangements deterring young people from accepting the help they need. 

Our findings help to comprehend this widely recognized, but poorly understood problem 

of young adults’ service disengagement in welfare services.
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This study investigates service disengagement among young adults within 
welfare services, including social, healthcare, and employment sectors. 
Service disengagement is a common yet under-researched issue in social 
work. By service disengagement, we mean young adults’ refusal of help, 
with three manifestations: not applying for services, refusing to partici
pate, or dropping out of the services available to them. We interviewed 
twenty-four Finnish young adults with experiences of social services. The 
data were analysed using content analysis, and the results were inter
preted within Amartya Sen’s and Martha Nussbaum’s capability ap
proach. We highlight the complex interactions of individual factors, 
encounters with street-level bureaucrats, and service arrangements that 
lead young adults to disengage from welfare services. Our findings chal
lenge individualistic and often moralizing interpretations of young adults’ 
service disengagement.

Introduction

Organizing social work for young adults in Finland varies, but typically, 
these services are part of adult social work services. The concept of 
‘young adults’ social work’ as an institutionalized unit does not exist in 
Finland (Karjalainen 2015; Saikkonen et al. 2015), nor are young adults 
generally seen as a distinct target group needing their own services. 
However, some counties have special teams or offices for young adults, 
because young adults may need specific support as social work clients 
and in welfare services in general. By young adults, we refer to 18–29- 
year-olds, who, according to the Finnish legislation, are adults and have 
legal capacity (e.g. Guardianship Service Act 442/1999) but are consid
ered young people under the Youth Act (1285/2016).

Young adulthood is a life phase possibly entailing various vulnerabil
ities due to the transition to independent life and finding one’s place in 
society, social relationships, education, and the labour market (Arnett 
2015). This may be characterized by uncertainties and complexities 
(Furlong, Woodman, and Wyn 2011), and some young people have more 
resources than others to navigate these complexities (Woodman 2013). 
Transitions are not necessarily linear; young adulthood may be pro
tracted and fragmented (Furlong, Woodman, and Wyn 2011). 
Vulnerability may stem from social relationships, financial or societal sit
uations, or structural inequalities. Anyone may encounter situations cre
ating vulnerabilities (Fineman 2010; Virokannas, Liuski, and Kuronen 
2020). These understandings of vulnerability connect it with social 
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factors rather than viewing it as an intrinsic characteristic potentially 
leading to stigmatisation, marginalisation and objectification 
(Virokannas, Liuski, and Kuronen 2020) or victimization.

Our research focuses on Finnish young adults refusing help, a common 
phenomenon in social and health care services. The risk of service disen
gagement is especially high among young people in vulnerable life situa
tions. Our research question is: what factors make vulnerable young 
people disengage from welfare services? It has been argued that it is im
portant to hear the experiences of individuals in vulnerable situations 
(Virokannas, Liuski, and Kuronen 2020), as their perceptions may differ 
from those of the service system (Aldridge 2014). This highlights the im
portance of our study. By welfare services, we refer to social, health care 
and employment services. We aim to answer the research question 
through interviews with young social service users, using as our theoreti
cal framework Amartya Sen’s (1993, 2011) and Martha Nussbaum’s 
(2011, 2006) capability approach.

Service disengagement in welfare services

Disengagement refers to various social and psychological theories and 
fields of study referring not only to service disengagement but also, for 
example, to moral disengagement, which facilitates unethical behaviour 
(Moore 2015), goal disengagement, reflecting tendencies to reduce effort 
towards unattainable goals (Dunne, Wrosch, and Miller 2011), activity 
disengagement as non-participation in different kinds of activities (Fox 
et al. 2017), Cumming and Henry’s theory of social withdrawal accompa
nying age-related personal declines (Johnson and Mutchler 2014), and 
more general social withdrawal, namely socially avoidant behaviour 
(Wong 2012). We focus on young adults’ disengagement from welfare 
services. The conceptualization of service disengagement is unclear 
(O’Brien, Fahmy, and Singh 2009: 558; Mascayano et al. 2021: 49), over
lapping with concepts like non-engagement (Wong 2012), non- 
attendance (Killaspy et al. 2000), non-cooperation (Saario, Hall, and 
Lydahl 2021), consumer disengagement (Stanhope, Henwood, and 
Padgett 2009), service refusal (Beresford 2005; Mascayano et al. 2021), 
service withdrawal (Horton 2016), and care avoidance (Maeseele, De 
Bie, and Roose 2013).

By service disengagement, we refer to clients’ refusal of help in young 
people’s welfare services. It has three manifestations: not applying for 
the services, refusing to participate or dropping out from services (Ylist€o 
et al. 2025). We stress that service disengagement is not entirely passive; 
non-participation can be also an active choice. We also emphasize that 
various barriers can lead to disengagement from action (Fox et al. 2017). 
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Thus, service disengagement is not merely an individual choice, but it 
occurs in interaction with the surrounding society.

Service disengagement has been studied mainly in medical sciences re
garding health care participation (e.g. O’Brien, Fahmy, and Singh 2009; 
Robards et al. 2018; Mascayano et al. 2021). There is less research on 
this phenomenon in other services (Maeseele, De Bie, and Roose 2013: 
621). In the field of social services, research is still scarce. All vulnerable 
or hard-to-reach client segments (Saario, Hall, and Lydahl 2021: 273) 
generally face similar difficulties in participation regardless of the ser
vice. Disengagement from services may exacerbate clients existing prob
lems, highlighting the importance of further studies on the topic.

There is significant inconsistency in the results of studies on service 
disengagement, making it difficult to generalize findings (Mascayano 
et al. 2021). However, it seems that forensic history, substance misuse, 
dual diagnosis, denial of need, negative attitudes towards service profes
sionals, dissatisfaction with services, low social support, lack of insight 
(O’Brien, Fahmy, and Singh 2009) and poor medical adherence 
(Mascayano et al. 2021) may predict service disengagement. It has been 
found that a single missed appointment predicts further service disen
gagement (Killaspy et al. 2000: 163). Studies have not identified clear 
gender differences, but sociodemographic and socioeconomic factors, dif
ferent diagnoses, and severity of mental illness yield mixed results 
(O’Brien, Fahmy, and Singh 2009; Mascayano et al. 2021). Wide varia
tion in these results may reflect significant differences in the service 
structures studied (O’Brien, Fahmy, and Singh 2009: 562) and service ac
cess barriers (Smith et al. 2013; Robards et al. 2018). Thus, service disen
gagement is not solely an individualistic service user dependent 
phenomenon. Nonetheless, earlier studies on service disengagement have 
focused mainly on personal factors, paying less attention to system- 
related themes (Padgett et al. 2008: 231).

Most studies have examined service disengagement from the perspec
tive of service professionals, which limits the understanding of clients’ 
reasons for disengaging the services available to them (Mascayano et al. 
2021: 51). It is unknown how much service professionals agree with ser
vice users about the causes of disengagement. Service users’ views are vi
tal because service disengagement may be judged negatively by service 
professionals and providers. (Stanhope, Henwood, and Padgett 2009). 
Further research is therefore needed, especially on clients’ insights re
garding service disengagement.

The capability approach

Amartya Sen’s (1993, 2011, 2013) and Martha Nussbaum’s (2006, 2011) 
capability approach renders comprehensible how different intertwined 
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factors can influence young adults’ disengagement from welfare services. 
Rather than focusing solely on young adults’ personal factors underlying 
their service disengagement, the capability approach conceptualizes 
young adults’ capability to engage with their surroundings (Tani, 
Kiilakoski, and Honkatukia 2019). Thus, young adults’ ability to convert 
resources from services into opportunities for action, capabilities, 
depends on three different conversion factors: individual, social and envi
ronmental factors (Robeyns 2005; Hvinden and Halvorsen 2018; 
Kjellberg and Jansson 2020).

Resources are essential preconditions for realizing capabilities (Sen 
1993, 2011, 2013). The capability approach, sees resources as commodi
ties, goods (Hvinden and Halvorsen 2018: 869), income, wealth 
(Nussbaum 2006: 164), or access to services (Kjellberg and Jansson 2020: 
225). Resources are fungible, because within certain limits one kind of 
resource can be substituted for another within certain limits (Sen 2013). 
These resources are the means to generate capabilities describing what 
an individual can be or do (Kjellberg and Jansson 2020). Capabilities 
represent the freedom to meet one’s needs, but also freedom to pursue 
personal goals, objectives and commitments (Sen 2013). Capabilities 
seek explain what an individual can do or be, what choices they have 
and how they act. Combined capabilities, the actual conditions under 
which functioning is chosen, represent the total opportunities for choice 
and action in specific political, social and economic situations. Different 
actions may entail an individual realizing one or more capabilities. In 
the capability approach such actions are usually called functionings. 
(Nussbaum 2011: 20–4).

Conversion factors are individuals’ ability to convert resources into 
functionings (Kjellberg and Jansson 2020); they describe the empirical 
variability of constraining and enabling conditions for active agency 
(Hvinden and Halvorsen 2018). We use three main conversion factors in 
this article to analyse young adults’ service disengagement: personal, so
cial, and environmental. Personal conversion factors relate to young 
adults’ life situations, such as mental health or substance abuse issues af
fecting service access. Social conversion factors include norms, practices 
and power relations influencing interactions with service professionals. 
Environmental conversion factors refer to the institutional environment, 
like the availability and quality of young adults’ social services (Robeyns 
2005: 99; Hvinden and Halvorsen 2018).

Data and method

Our research question is: What factors cause vulnerable young people to 
disengage from welfare services? We approach the question from the 
perspective of young adult welfare service users. Although our 
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interviewees were social service users, we did not limit our analysis to 
social services but included themes related to healthcare and employ
ment services. This decision is justified from a social work perspective, 
as multi-professional cooperation is often needed to help young adults.

Our data consist of nine individual and six group interviews with a to
tal of twenty-four young adults, collected as part of the ‘Towards 
research-based inclusion in social work for young adults’ project. All 
interviewees had experience of Finnish social services. Young adults 
were reached through various well-being service counties across Finland 
and some NGOs providing services for them. We conducted semi- 
structured face-to-face interviews with service disengagement among the 
themes. The interview method (group or individual) depended on the 
interviewee’s preference. All interviews were recorded and transcribed, 
amounting to �88,000 words.

The interviews were analysed using inductive content analysis, includ
ing open coding, categorization and abstraction (Elo and Kyng€as 2008). 
We extracted 320 original expressions from the interview material where 
interviewees discussed their or their friends’ problems with service par
ticipation. These experiences increased young adults’ risk of disengaging 
from services and often led directly to service disengagement. At the 
coding stage, we reduced the original expressions (Miles and Huberman 
1994) to a few words capturing their essence. We then categorized these 
expressions into fourteen subthemes and finally three main themes. In 
the final stage of data analysis, we examined the results from the per
spective of Sen’s and Nussbaum’s capability approach. This theoretical 
perspective guided us to divide the categories into three main themes 
(Robeyns 2005: 99; Hvinden and Halvorsen 2018: 870): factors related to 
young people’s life situations (personal conversion factors), young peo
ple’s encounters with welfare services (social conversion factors), and 
service arrangements (environmental conversion factors). As these 
themes are often intertwined and overlapping, it is important to under
stand young adults’ experiences from both individual and social 
perspectives.

Our research project received ethical approval from University of 
Lapland, and all necessary permits and agreements from the participat
ing wellbeing services counties and NGOs were arranged. Throughout 
the research process, we followed the guidelines of the Finnish National 
Board on Research Integrity.

Young adults’ life situation (personal factors)

Young adults’ life situations encompass various personal factors imped
ing engagement with welfare services. We identified from the interviews 
four main themes related to service disengagement: impairments, lack of 
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motivation, social factors and being out of reach. The interviews indicate 
that problematic factors in young adults’ life situations often impede 
their ability to convert welfare service resources into purposeful action.

The first and most mentioned main theme was impairments, limiting 
young adults’ freedom for desired functioning. This includes reasons why 
young adults cannot use services even if they want to. We found that 
young adults’ service utilisation may be impeded by health issues, neuro
developmental conditions and exhaustion. Health issues include, for ex
ample, mental health problems and substance abuse. These have 
previously been linked to service disengagement (Padgett et al. 2008; 
Maeseele, De Bie, and Roose 2013; Smith et al. 2013). However, neuro
developmental conditions like ADHD or Asperger’s syndrome, which af
fect executive functioning and daily task completion, have not previously 
been associated with service disengagement in this way. Interviewees 
reported that they may have ‘problems using a calendar’, ‘understanding 
application forms’, or ‘concentrating’ during lengthy meetings, which can 
seriously complicate their service use. These were frequently accompa
nied mental and physical exhaustion: 

It takes considerably more resources for me to go to a formal meeting. 
I'm really tired when I get back to home. Then I need more sleep.

Exhaustion highlights how mentally and physically taxing it can be for 
young adults to visit welfare services. It also indicates that young adults’ 
functioning may be impaired by mental health issues, substance abuse, 
or neurodevelopmental conditions. These issues are closely linked to 
young adults’ overwhelming feelings of exhaustion, preventing them 
from using services. These impairments do not necessarily diminish their 
contribution to society; people with serious impairments can achieve a 
high level of functioning (Nussbaum 2006: 188). However, extra effort is 
needed from service providers to meet young adults’ special needs. This 
is often costly and difficult to implement due to neoliberal austerity 
measures. The neoliberal consumer-oriented idea of self-managing and 
responsible individuals (Clarke 2006: 435) is also confounded by young 
adults’ impairments; it significantly impairs their ability to be active in 
their own service utilization.

The second main theme was lack of motivation, situations where 
young adults prefer not to attend welfare services. In the neoliberal 
framework, this easily leads to moralizing and pathologizing interpreta
tions of young adult behaviour, ignoring the broader situational factors 
(Butler-Warke, Yuill, and Bolger 2020: 68). It disregards the fact that 
lack of motivation is often related to impairments; people tend to avoid 
what seems inaccessible (Nussbaum 2011: 54). Therefore, the expressions 
‘I can’t’ and ‘I don’t want to’ are closely related (Ylist€o 2023: 132). Lack 
of motivation includes young adults’ expressions such as ‘they don’t 
care’, ‘don’t want’, or ‘not interested in’ participating in services, without 
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specifying reasons. They are closely related to lack of insight or situa
tional awareness, which have a strong motivational dimension. One in
terviewee said: 

Some people don’t necessarily want to accept help, even if they need it, 
but they don’t know it themselves. Then at some point they probably 
realise that they should probably get a social worker, because it helps 
a lot.

Lack of insight or awareness has previously been connected to mental 
health patients’ motivational problems and service disengagement 
(Maeseele, De Bie, and Roose 2013; Smith et al. 2013; Robards et al. 
2018; Ylist€o et al. 2025). However, in young adults’ interview data, lack 
of awareness is not strictly connected to mental health problems but 
refers to a general understanding of their situation. The problem is that 
young adults do not necessarily perceive the benefits of service participa
tion, leading to low commitment. Another possible reason for low moti
vation is young adults’ desire for independence. Many interviewees 
mentioned this, which has also been connected to low motivation and 
service disengagement (Stanhope, Henwood, and Padgett 2009: 459). 
Our interviewees reported wanting to show other adults that ‘they can 
cope without help’, because they are of age.

The third main theme was social factors. We found that social support 
can help young adults engage with services, but may also replace serv
ices, leading to disengagement. This observation explains the contradic
tory results regarding the connection between social support and service 
disengagement (e.g. Mascayano et al. 2021), because both receiving and 
not receiving social support can cause service disengagement. One of the 
interviewees said ‘it helps if someone goes there with me for the first 
time’. Without that help, some young adults may be unable to leave their 
homes or meet case workers. Paradoxically, social support can also lead 
to service disengagement, because ‘their family helps them with all the 
problems’. This is problematic when the help young adults receive from 
social networks is inadequate. For example, young adults’ social net
works may perpetuate the problems if these consist mainly of drug 
addicts or encourage criminality. In these cases, social support does not 
come without obligations, possibly leading to further problems.

The young adults also mentioned trust issues hampering their partici
pation in services, saying, for example, that they ‘don’t believe that they 
would get help’ or they simply ‘don’t trust anybody and that is why they 
do not seek help’. The young adults also mentioned difficult life situa
tions consuming all their resources. For example, ‘death of a loved one’ 
could trigger a life crisis. Another example of a difficult life crisis is so
cial withdrawal (Wong 2012; Husu and V€alim€aki 2017). These interview
ees described periods when they ‘secluded’ themselves in their homes or 
summer cottages and avoided all social contacts. Social withdrawal was 
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also described by the young adults as problems to ‘going outside home’. 
Social withdrawal is connected to young adults’ experiences of society 
being demanding and unjust, usually accompanied by feelings of lack of 
control and inadequacy (Husu and V€alim€aki 2017). Prolonged lack of 
control and repeated unsuccessful attempts to regain control increase 
motivation to withdraw from such situations (Soral et al. 2024: 4). Some 
interviewees had apparently lifelong experience of this. This indicates 
that the interviewees’ capabilities are seriously weakened, partly due to 
personal factors such as impairments, but also that that society may fail 
to recognize their situation and provide help.

The fourth and last main theme is being out of reach, namely forget
ting appointments and losing contact. Forgetting appointments is among 
the most common reasons for non-attendance in psychiatric care 
(Killaspy et al. 2000: 162) and apparently also a common reason in other 
welfare services. Various reasons can cause forgetfulness, including lack 
of interest or cognitive problems. The young adults also mentioned hav
ing lost contact to case workers because they have ‘lost their phone’ or 
‘don’t read their emails’ or post. In that sense, they may be hard-to-reach 
clients. In the neoliberal framework, such situations are often interpreted 
as the client not requiring services, which further increases the risk of 
service disruption (Butler-Warke, Yuill, and Bolger 2020).

Encounters in welfare services (social factors)

Young adults’ encounters in welfare services involve various social fac
tors hampering engagement. We identified three main themes among 
these: client-professional interaction, perceptions of services, and service 
ambiguities. These factors can be seen as social conversion factors re
lated to practices possibly perceived as discriminatory or unfair 
(Hvinden and Halvorsen 2018) by young adults.

The first main theme, client-professional interaction, is a significant ex
planatory factor for service disengagement (O’Brien, Fahmy, and Singh 
2009; Stanhope, Henwood, and Padgett 2009; Smith et al. 2013; Robards 
et al. 2018). The theme comprised professionals’ attitudes, lack of mutual 
understanding, and negative emotions. Professionals’ attitudes were 
sometimes perceived as judgmental, and young adults felt ‘blamed’, 
‘pressured’, or ‘belittled’. Even if they were not directly blamed, they 
sensed that professionals perceived something was their fault. Such expe
riences reflect neoliberal over-individualistic and moralizing attitudes 
(Butler-Warke, Yuill, and Bolger 2020: 68) toward welfare dependency 
(Clarke 2006: 435). Guilt or being judged might then lead to a decision 
not to meet the professional again or to discontinue the service. 
Professionals’ non-judgmental attitudes can thus affect their clients’ 
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engagement, showing that professionals’ communication style has a ma
jor impact on (Robards et al. 2018: 376) young adults.

Young people also experienced lack of mutual understanding with the 
worker during encounters. Young adults’ encounters with professionals 
might suffer wrong chemistry, that is, not feeling at ease with the 
worker: ‘with everyone, our personalities have not matched’. The lack of 
mutual understanding affected on young adults’ service attendance. They 
mentioned, for example, ‘I found it really difficult to talk about personal 
matters’ which complicates the communication between young adults and 
welfare service professionals. Encounters might also lack opportunities 
to exert influence, which did not encourage participation or inclusion. 
These social conditions (Nussbaum 2011) may be seen to include a sense 
of powerlessness and social injustice (Sen 2011), that is, social conversion 
factors inhibiting the realization of one’s capabilities in welfare services. 
This is reflected in the following quote: 

I notice that in more official places I ultimately don’t have much power to 
make decisions, even though we talk about my affairs then it is the adult 
who dominates. And I just go along.

Young adults reported that being disregarded in encounters with profes
sionals caused confusion. Particularly when distressed, they could not re
spond to these situations, which they found unjust. Young adults also 
described encounters where professionals were not acting openly and 
transparently, which might lead to mistrust in young adults. Trust is es
sential in relationship-based work with clients (Smith et al. 2013), but 
can sometimes be difficult to attain and sustain. In describing lack of 
mutual understanding, young adults used expressions such as ‘not being 
listened to’ or their opinions were ‘ignored’ or ‘not taken seriously’. From 
the young adults’ perspective, this could relate to their right to say what 
services would work for them. Similar results have been reported in 
mental health services, where patients may also feel that not being lis
tened to by clinicians and a lack of active participation in decisions can 
lead to disengagement (O’Brien, Fahmy, and Singh 2009: 564). Even if 
able to participate in the service, a young adult might feel that the social 
conditions, i.e. the disappointing and discouraging encounters in the 
services, had created a barrier to doing so (Nussbaum 2011). We also 
found that young adults harbour a lot of negative feelings towards serv
ices. Seeking services can be frightening or cause anxiety: 

It is surely frightening the new environment, and then the new faces, and 
you have to talk to them, about why you have sought [the services].

Such an expression may be related to emotional obstacles to action (Ylist€o 
2023), meaning that negative emotions may form barriers to service partici
pation. Encounters blighted by negative emotions like fear or anxiety do 
not support young adults’ capabilities (Nussbaum 2000) for action.
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The second main theme was images of services. We found that nega
tive images of services might impede participation. Negative images were 
partly based on the participants’ observations of public services, and 
partly on their previous experiences of them. Some services sounded 
‘frightening’ or ‘uncomfortable’. Public images of services may affect 
their prejudice: 

Often you hear that there are social workers who first decide that they will 
take the child into care and such stories are really frequent.

Media have been shown to habitually report social work negatively; posi
tive accounts of social work and child protection are relatively rare 
(Warner 2015). As the previous quote illustrates, fear of child protection 
could lead to avoiding services in vulnerable situations where young 
adults could benefit from help. We also observed similar negative images 
regarding psychiatric services. Negative images of services were also as
sociated with stigma; needing help after reaching adulthood was deemed 
shameful or stigmatizing. Earlier research has shown that stigma affects 
how people seek help (Rost and Lund€alv 2022). Moreover, many partici
pants had previous experiences of services causing negative images. For 
example, interviewees had often been clients in child protection services 
when underaged. Negative initial encounters with social workers can 
have long-lasting impacts on young people’s images of services lasting 
into adulthood. These experiences might subsequently cause a high 
threshold for service engagement. For example, one of the interview
ees said: 

It really leaves a bad feeling for the rest of your life of those social 
services when the first one is just horrible.

The third main theme was service ambiguities, which can be further di
vided into two subthemes: sorting things out has not been successful and 
others have been unable to give advice. Services and help were available, 
but not knowing enough about them made it seeking support impossible. 
Many studies have also suggested that young adults’ lack of awareness 
of services (Robards et al. 2018: 376) limits their chances of benefitting 
from them. Young adults reported not receiving enough information 
about available services or sufficient guidance: ‘for example, when my 
mental health problems started, I was really poorly advised what benefits 
and services would be available’.

Young adults recognized that even professionals or other adults, such 
as parents, did not always know enough about the services. They some
times found it pure change whether a professional they encountered 
helped them to find the right service or not. For example, one inter
viewee recalled that it was a medical doctor, not a social services profes
sional, who suggested sheltered accommodation for him. This 
demonstrates how guidance could play a role as a conversion factor 
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(Hvinden and Halvorsen 2018), because these encounters influence how 
young adults interact with services and comprehend their service needs. 
The neoliberal service system may also inhibit young people’s access to 
information. People known to be desirable service users may be privi
leged in public services over those who lack the proper character or 
skills (Clarke 2006). Consequently, information about services may not 
be equally disseminated, but favor those likely to benefit significantly 
from the service in the eyes of service professionals.

Welfare service arrangements (environmental factors)

Our analysis revealed a connection between environmental factors and 
welfare service arrangements and young adult’s service disengagement. 
Two main themes emerged: disconnection between service provision and 
needs, and problems associated with service quality.

First, there may be a disconnect between service provision and young 
adults’ perceived needs. In our analysis, this main theme comprised mis
alignment and terms of services. Misalignment occurs when the service 
provision, anticipated benefit or perceived need for service do not meet 
as the young adult sees it. Hence young adults’ choices are limited. In 
other words, the capability, the actual conditions under which function
ing is chosen, are restricted (Nussbaum 2011: 21–4). Young adults may 
also feel that they neither need nor benefit from the service available. 
Young adults sometimes felt that they already had a similar service or 
perceived a mismatch between the need and the anticipated benefit. One 
participant reflected on how the service was ‘a rather boring place, with 
no activities, it is more like, have a coffee and talk to people’. Service 
availability was thus also confused with perceived service quality. The 
interviewees noted that services do not always benefit them. One young 
adult said: 

We haven’t focused too much on the things I might have needed help 
with. We’ve taken on things that might be easier to grasp rather than 
actually dealing with the things we’ve needed help with.

Dissatisfaction with services is reportedly one of the main reasons for 
dropping out (O’Brien, Fahmy, and Singh 2009; Smith et al. 2013). 
Neoliberal social service reforms may have amplified this problem, hav
ing led to an increased emphasis on a variety of administrative and orga
nizational objectives, such as monitoring clients, collecting information 
and bureaucratizing work (Rogowski 2015: 57–9; Murphy 2023). 
Consequently, the focus of the work may be skewed away from the 
young adult’s needs.

Young adults’ service disengagement was also related to reports of 
concerns, notifications to social services when someone is worried about 
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the well-being, health or safety of another person. In these cases, young 
adults reported ‘there was incorrect information in the concern reports’, 
hence they declined the services they were offered. This example does 
not necessarily mean that the information in the report about this con
cern was incorrect. Instead, it means that the young adults’ own interpre
tation of their situation differed significantly from that of the person 
making the report, leading to service disengagement.

Terms of services included locality, reasons related to personal finan
cial situation and denying access or turning away from welfare services. 
Locality determines service access. Small towns may lack suitable serv
ices, as stated by one participant: ‘when it is a small town, then there are 
not all the services’. In these situations, young adults may be offered al
ternative services, but these may not be appropriate. Some young adults 
explained that they were unable to pay service fees. They also men
tioned not having enough money for bus tickets or other means of trans
portation to participate in certain services. The neoliberal perception of 
welfare service clients as consumers (Clarke 2006) has caused an in
crease in such service costs. Even minor costs may be difficult for young 
adults living in poverty, causing service disengagement (Robards 
et al. 2018).

Young adults also had experiences of being denied or turned away 
from services. Many interviewees reported that their application for serv
ices ‘got rejected’. There are many eligibility criteria that young adults 
must meet and our interviewees mentioned that services might be dis
continued if they ‘do not obey all the rules’. Neoliberal austerity meas
ures have caused service prioritization and stricter eligibility criteria for 
access to many welfare services (Butler-Warke, Yuill, and Bolger 2020: 
65). There are therefore numerous financial, legal (Robards et al. 2018), 
or other rules and restrictions (Padgett et al. 2008; Stanhope, Henwood, 
and Padgett 2009) turning young adults away from services. These prob
lems may inhibit their willingness to apply for welfare services. In other 
words, they do not even want to try because of their pessimistic view of 
the situation.

The second main theme is associated with service quality: perceived 
lack of resources, service access difficulties, and problems associated 
with information on services. Waiting times were one manifestation of 
lack of resources, because these reflect the reality of overloaded welfare 
services. Young adults mentioned ‘services are full’, ‘long processing 
times’ and ‘long waiting periods’. Earlier studies report that lack of en
gagement may well be due to lack of availability (Fox et al. 2017) and 
waiting times (Robards et al. 2018). Sometimes the waiting periods 
lasted for weeks, which could be detrimental to service engagement. 
Young adults were acutely aware of the lack of resources in welfare 
services. One participant reflected: 
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I believe the workers might have been willing to help, but then the 
resources are lacking, there are just so many young people to help that the 
worker cannot do any more. And then some are inevitably excluded. And 
if you are not willing to get help initially, then it is very difficult to get 
help later because so many others are waiting for it.

Interviewees also mentioned that constant staff turnover affected service 
quality. Young adults constantly encounter new workers to get used to 
and work with: ‘The social worker was changing all the time. I had to get 
used to a new person all the time. I would like the person to stay’. 
Constant turnover prevents continuity in young adults’ services and has 
been connected to service disengagement (Smith et al. 2013: 772). 
Because of changing workers, young adults must ‘start all over again’, 
which may be frustrating. In addition to facing changing workers, young 
adults also found workers inaccessible when they needed help. This can 
be disappointing and explain why they subsequently stop responding to 
workers’ requests for contacts.

Complexity of the services inhibited young adults’ service access. One 
participant mentioned that applications for services are ‘difficult to com
plete’ and another that application procedures are ‘laborious’. Such form
filling has increased due to the neoliberal bureaucratisation of welfare 
services (Murphy 2023). Young adults also mentioned that gaining access 
to services entails demanding it. This could put young adults in a difficult 
situation because, due to power relations, it is hard for them to make 
any demands. One interviewee reflected on this: 

Yep, I have difficulties demanding services for myself. Especially in that kind 
of position, when you are the client, and then the other one, you feel like the 
other one is superior, then I have difficulties demanding anything. You think 
that the other one decides, and then it is difficult to demand or say anything.

Difficulties in quality also manifested in lack of access to information on 
welfare services. Young adults pointed out that it is difficult to get infor
mation, and some said there should be ‘more advertising’ about the serv
ices because, at the moment, the services are ‘hidden from young 
people’. This indicates that welfare services do not promote services in 
the same media which young adults use. Young adults also noted that 
welfare service professionals do not necessarily ‘inform each other’ about 
their services, complicating service guidance. These problems hamper 
young adults’ ability to navigate complex, fragmented bureaucratic ser
vice systems (Robards et al. 2018).

Discussion

It is widely known that welfare services tend to exclude those who do 
not show the required motivation (Phelan and Norris 2008), but it is 
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rarely considered why clients do not want to participate. As our results 
show, many factors inhibit young adults from seeking or accepting help 
(see also Maeseele, De Bie, and Roose 2013), so service disengagement 
should not be seen only as a result of free choice. More likely, it should 
be seen as a result of a lack of suitable opportunities for action, that is, 
capabilities. Young adults may lack capabilities to be engaged in welfare 
services. In order to promote young adults service engagement, we 
should first try to understand the reasons behind their service disengage
ment. In this article, we defined service disengagement as young adults’ 
refusal of help in welfare services and argued it has three manifestations: 
not applying, refusing to participate or dropping out from services (see 
also Ylist€o et al. 2025). In addition to earlier studies (e.g. O’Brien, 
Fahmy, and Singh 2009; Robards et al. 2018; Mascayano et al. 2021), our 
work may help to better understand what service disengagement means 
and its multifaceted and complex nature.

We have demonstrated how overlapping and intertwining reasons lead 
to young adults’ service disengagement. Our findings are supported by 
those of other studies (e.g. Padgett et al. 2008; O’Brien, Fahmy, and 
Singh 2009; Stanhope, Henwood, and Padgett 2009; Smith et al. 2013; 
Robards et al. 2018). We identified from the young adults’ interview 
data three factors potentially leading to service disengagement: young 
adults’ life situation (personal factors), encounters in welfare services 
(social factors) and welfare service arrangements (environmental fac
tors). Compared to our findings in another study of ours, it is apparent 
that young clients and professionals have quite similar views on the rea
sons for service disengagement (Ylist€o et al. 2025). These categorisations 
were inspired by Robeyns (2005: 99) work, which proved a useful theo
retical starting point for the study of service disengagement. It also 
shows that the capability approach provides a useful perspective for ser
vice disengagement research. From a capability approach perspective, 
the core problem is not the issues of young adults in need; the main 
problems are related to the way services are arranged.

We found that many neoliberal tendencies may increase the risk of 
young adults’ service disengagement. Neoliberalism is not the only cause 
of service disengagement, which is influenced by many personal and ser
vice encounter factors. Nevertheless, neoliberal reforms appear to in
crease young adults’ risks of service disengagement in a variety of ways. 
Neoliberalism has been reported to have increased service bureaucracy, 
client control, tightened eligibility criteria for access to welfare services, 
and increased expectations of self-managing and responsible individuals 
(Clarke 2006; Rogowski 2015: 57–9; Butler-Warke, Yuill, and Bolger 
2020; Murphy 2023). Neoliberal austerity measures have also led to cuts 
in service resources, hence welfare professionals are unable to spend suf
ficient time (Murphy 2023) with clients. All these neoliberal tendencies, 
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in our interpretation, exacerbate the risks of young adults’ service 
disengagement.

Earlier studies have concluded that service characteristics are more 
important than individual factors in relation to service attendance 
(O’Brien, Fahmy, and Singh 2009: 564). Our study supports this conclu
sion because hard-to-reach, inaccessible services may in fact have detri
mental effects on young adults’ engagement with services. This 
challenges individualistic and often moralizing neoliberal interpretations 
of service disengagement.

Conclusion

We studied factors leading to young adults’ service disengagement by 
analysing Finnish young adults’ interview data from the perspective of 
the capability approach. We conclude that service disengagement is re
lated to their life situation, encounters in welfare services, and service 
arrangements. These reasons often overlap and intertwine as the capabil
ity approach suggests. We found that while many neoliberal tendencies 
may cause young adults’ service disengagement, these are not the only 
reason; many personal and service encounter factors may cause similar 
outcomes. Young adults in vulnerable life situations usually have im
paired capabilities due to mental health problems, neurodevelopmental 
conditions or substance abuse. We also noticed many problematic fea
tures in their encounters with service professionals and service arrange
ments, which could discourage young adults from using welfare services. 
In other words, service disengagement is a multifaceted problem. The 
service sector often fails to offer vulnerable young adults proper oppor
tunities to benefit from the services they need.

Our research has some limitations. First, the young adults’ interview data 
do not allow us to assess the extent or prevalence of the phenomenon in 
welfare service settings in general. Therefore, we cannot determine the 
most salient service disengagement factors for young adults. Secondly, we 
assume that the consequences of service disengagement are not always the 
same. Nevertheless, in light of this study we cannot reliably assess the con
sequences of different service disengagement factors for the later life or 
well-being of young adults. A third limitation concerns the age group. We 
focused on young adults aged 18–29, but service disengagement also affects 
other age groups. Different age groups presumably have specific issues with 
service disengagement, but we can only provide results concerning young 
adults. Therefore, service disengagement involves issues related to its preva
lence, consequences and different age groups, which are important for fur
ther research.
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