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Abstract (wordcount: 409)
NEET status is commonly associated with limited social mobility, poverty, negative socioeconomic conditions, and prolonged exclusion from education and employment (Wrigley, 2017). This paper is part of a larger research project in which we developed and examined a tailored occupational training and guidance program (the AFT-program) aimed at young gamers outside work and education. Local welfare counsellors (NAV) requested support for what they perceived as an especially challenging target group. From a career guidance perspective, the project explored whether competencies developed through gaming can contribute to career competencies valued in working life, and how to effectively work with clients in this group (Snipstad, Bakke, Jynge & Vibeto, 2024). Grounded in career guidance theory emphasising meeting clients where they are, this paper asks: How do young gamers outside work and education understand themselves in relation to the demands and expectations of the labour market?
The AFT-program builds on a standard framework for work clearance benefit recipients, focusing on mapping, training, and work practice within a flexible structure that can be adapted to complex client needs (OsloEconomics, 2020). We developed the program as an action-research intervention (Brinkmann & Tanggaard, 2010; Johnson & Christensen, 2014), allowing for both tailored support and systematic research. Participants attended three days a week, engaging in individual and group guidance, joint discussions of employment-related topics, and gaming-based activities designed to foster social cohesion and career learning. Career guidance and employability training—such as skills mapping, interview preparation, and CV work—also took place in-game. Researchers conducted participatory observation and individual and group interviews over a nine-month period.
Observation and interview data were analysed using a collective thematic analysis approach (Eggebø, 2020), supported by abductive reasoning. Shakespeare’s (2014) relational model of exclusion guided the analysis, conceptualising exclusion as the interaction between intrinsic factors (e.g. psychological or biological conditions) and extrinsic factors (e.g. social barriers). In this study, “disability” refers to participants’ perceived inability to function in education or work.
Findings reveal substantial diversity in participants’ challenges, including autism, anxiety, depression, and experiences of psychosocial exclusion. Despite this variation, gaming consistently emerged as a source of mastery, learning, and social belonging. However, repeated failures in education and work, combined with stigma surrounding gaming, led participants to feel their skills—such as problem-solving, coordination, leadership, and systems understanding—were unrecognised by employers. From a career guidance perspective, this highlights the need for carefully designed interventions to support transitions into education or employment by addressing both individual needs and structural barriers.
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