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SOCIAL EXCLUSION  
OF YOUTH IN EUROPE:
Cumulative Disadvantage, Coping Strategies,  
Effective Policies and Transfer (EXCEPT)
An innovative EU-funded research project, which aims  
to develop effective and ground-breaking policy initiatives  
to help young people in Europe overcome labour market  
insecurities and related risks. 

INTRODUCTION

Setting the 
scene

Unemployment, job insecurities and difficulties in the education - work transi-
tions are among the basic problems of young people in Europe. The EU-wide 
spread of particularly vulnerable youth groups questions the social inclusive po-
tential of the European societies and implies future unfavourable consequences 
across Europe.
Since the 1990s different national and EU policies have been developed to 
tackle the youth unemployment and marginalization. Numerous interventions 
try to help improving the social situation of young people who face labour mar-
ket insecurities and also to involve youth own voice in this process. Despite the 
efforts, problems with youth employment, quality of jobs and social exclusion 
continue to inhabit the European social and economic space and pose serious 
challenges to public policies, affecting to a different degree all European coun-
tries.

Objectives of 
the research

The aim of this research project is to improve our understanding about the ca-
pability of existing youth employment policies to fight youth labour market and 
social exclusion problems and to propose policy recommendations for improve-
ments. To achieve this aim, the project implements comparative analysis and 
a summative evaluation of youth employment policies in EU and Ukraine, sup-
plemented by the framework of policy cycle. This approach allows identifying 
and outlining generic features of youth employment interventions; such as: their 
diffusion, good practices, effects of policies, etc.

The research provides new evidence on the effects of existing policies, sug-
gests opportunities for improvement of policy evaluation and emphasises the 
importance of a comprehensive assessment of impacts and outcomes (includ-
ing unintended ones). In the following brief, we present the results of our Eu-
ropean comparative analyses on the effects of youth employment policies and 
needs for improvements.
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SCIENTIFIC EVIDENCE AND ANALYSIS

Data and 
methods

The comparative analysis is based mainly on national reports from 28 Euro-
pean countries as well as on EU wide statistical data, results and secondary 
analyses of other studies in the field. National reports were written by national 
policy experts.

National reports were elaborated on the basis of a structured common tem-
plate, which main components include:

● A general overview and assessment of youth employment policies,

● Selection of concrete interventions, incl. good practices, and considering 
diffusion in EU;

● Assessment of the consistency of youth employment policies with other 
interconnected policies;

● Assessment of the overall effectiveness and outcomes.

In-depth analysis for nine selected countries across Europe, representing dif-
ferent welfare regimes, expanded and supplemented by data and results for 
other 19 EU countries, is provided.

Although the period covered by the study is 15 - 20 years, the focus is on the 
current situation.
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FINDINGS

There are common characteristics of the labour market policies target-
ed at young people in the countries involved in the study, forming a 
general pattern, which is quite distinct from the welfare concept and the 
concept of ‘good job’ is not incorporated.

Although in differing trajectories, the countries involved followed a general pat-
tern of a shift from passive to active labour market measures by restructuring of 
unemployment benefits, imposing penalties on refusal to accept a participation 
in a measure or particular job, as well as a wider reduction of other components 
of the social protection systems and austerity measures.

Success factors of youth employment interventions include: early in-
tervention; support rather than compulsion; individualized, tailored 
support; integrated approach; focus on human capital development & 
creation of better opportunities.

Good practices address the labour market risks faced by young people at the 
earliest possible stage; provide stimuli to use the proposed policy measures 
and are not based on coercion; consider the individual situation and provide 
combination of measures by focusing on human capital development instead 
on provision of whatever employment.

Specific feature of the existing youth employment policies is that most 
vulnerable young people are not prioritized.

Youth employment interventions work better for groups who are better off. They 
are not specifically designed to address most vulnerable groups and often leave 
them out.

Two stages of the policy cycle framework are in a process of improving: 
agenda-setting and policy implementation.

Youth unemployment is widely recognized as an important risk, and the vision 
that public policy interventions are needed is shared. In the stage of policy im-
plementation, there is a clear general trend in including different stakeholders 
in employment services’ delivery and improvements in the horizontal coordi-
nation between different, mainly social, institutions.
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Two stages of the policy cycle framework suffer serious deficiencies: pol-
icy formulation and policy implementation.

The policy formulation process is highly centralized. There is a significant 
mismatch between the aims of policy interventions and the drivers of young 
unemployment which is a sign that the underlying premise for the success of 
the measures is seriously weakened. Examples of successful engagement of 
stakeholders and the young people in the decision-making process are rare.

Problems linked to the evaluations’ quality and approaches are found to be 
more or less characteristic in different degree in all countries and special efforts 
are needed to improve quality of evaluations.

The degree of consistency between youth employment policies and oth-
er policies is inadequately low.

This applies above all to: the economic policies, the policies and institutional 
changes in the labour markets - mainly deregulations, the reduction of social 
protection, the weakening of trade union protection and workers' negotiating 
potential and other changes that are related to (or fail to overcome) effects 
such as worsening quality of jobs and employment, the increase in wage in-
equalities, etc.; the components of social policies that most directly influence 
the formation of human capital. If they fail to support the early phases of hu-
man capital formation and to alleviate negative impacts (such as the conver-
sion of income inequalities into educational inequalities) the later interventions 
cannot compensate for this failure.

Employment policies experienced significant innovation during the last 
decades – an “activation turn”. The effects of the innovation are contra-
dictory, and different components of employment measures exert differ-
ent impacts on employment, personal development and social inclusion 
of young people.

Large part of the observed effects suggest that when the general economic 
and social context and labour market situation are not favourable, youth em-
ployment measures have very limited chances to ensure real improvement of 
youth personal development, participation in employment and social integra-
tion. Even more, too strong activating impact contributes to poor labour market 
performance and influences human capital formation in unfavourable way. So-
cial rights and opportunities of choice also are limited. Additionally “stepping 
stones” and “shopping around” could become permanent characteristics of 
youth employment because of underemployment.
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Along with the increased employment rate, the study identifies a larg-
er complex of other effects of activation policies: distortion of labour 
market equilibrium by increasing the labour supply and changing the 
bargaining potential of both employed and unemployed.

When absorbing the excess labor supply, companies hire new workers mainly 
through nonstandard forms of employment and thus increasingly create `sec-
ondary` jobs (low quality jobs - low-skill, low-pay, part-time and other similar 
types of jobs). Underemployed not only occupy jobs of low quality but also 
pose a threat to those in full-time work who might be better placed to influence 
the wages in the economy, and as a consequence can generate stagnation or 
relative decrease of wages by increasing the propensity of workers to accept 
deterioration of other dimensions of job quality. The changes in the bargaining 
power of the actors in the labor market (mainly the increased vulnerability of 
the unemployed and the employed and the strengthened positions of the man-
agement of the companies) signal that the deregulation of the labor markets 
aimed at liberating the market forces from the regulatory restrictions have in 
fact strengthened the hierarchical structures in companies and thus eroded 
the market mechanism and to some extent replaced the market interactions 
between the participants with hierarchical ones. Young people are one of the 
groups most negatively affected by these changes.
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POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS

In the following section we focus on proposals for improvements linked to youth 
employment policies. Specifically, we propose several aspects that need ur-
gent political attention. Although the depth of the needed improvements in the 
different European countries is quite different, they are relevant in all of them 
and progress in these aspects could serve as a compass for assessing where 
national and EU policies in the field have reached.

Increase consistency between different policies:

Such changes require above all changes in the economic policies that shape 
the context and reduction in the strong activation impact of policy interventions 
by reconsidering social policies, especially those that are most closely related 
to human capital formation (the early phases of the process).

Improve labour market regulation by focusing on quality of jobs and 
bargaining power of different stakeholders

The results of the study outline clear need for reducing the intensity of coer-
cion into employment and for strengthening the stabilizing impact of passive 
measures. Deregulation which was announced as a means for increasing em-
ployment contributes to weak quantitative changes (increase) in employment 
but also contributes to the deterioration of the quality of jobs and employment. 
In addition, instead of "freeing" market forces from unnecessary restrictions, 
deregulation actually establishes imbalances in the negotiating power of mar-
ket participants and thus erodes the effect of the market mechanism as it is 
replaced by a hierarchical relationship between market actors.

The weaker social protection of young people entering the labor market reduc-
es the attractiveness of employment and the formal labor market, thus con-
tributing to the expansion of informal employment. It is therefore necessary 
to reconsider the legal solutions for social security of the employed, which 
are disadvantageous for young people, such as the more limited periods and 
rates of unemployment benefits, but also of the other types of benefits. Some 
of these unfavorable solutions have been introduced as "activating measures" 
but "activating measures" should be formed as incentives rather than as co-
ercion. The main incentive to integrate young people into the labor market 
should be the good quality of jobs and employment, not the coercion.
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Reconsider basic characteristics of policy formulation stage:

● Improve the credibility of identification of the causes of youth unemploy-
ment as a key prerequisite for improving the ‘policy formulation’ stage;

● Better target the impact (objectives) of the measures to the identified 
causes of the problem;

● Involve stakeholders and young people in the decision making.

Significantly improve the quality of policy evaluations

● Complement evaluation of effectiveness with periodic evaluations of the 
measures implemented in order to give a fuller picture of all the effects 
that the measures create.

● Significantly improve the quality of policy evaluations by:
a) better balancing of evaluations aimed at microeconomic effects with 
evaluations considering the macroeconomic effects;
b) more attention to evidence-based evaluations instead to policy-based 
ones;
c) better addressing the evaluation gaps;
d) better balancing of short term assessments of effectiveness with long 
term evaluations, including by historical comparisons.
d) Involve the target groups and their representatives (NGOs, Trade Un-
ions, etc.) in the evaluations of policy interventions. For more active en-
gagement of these participants, it is also possible to introduce practice to 
prepare their own views and suggestions for the Country Specific Rec-
ommendations and to submit them directly to the European Commission 
where their usefulness to be assessed and, where appropriate, taken into 
account.
e) Apply a "good practice" procedure to failures (“bad practice”).
f) Periodically provide independent assessments of the quality of policy 
research
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Critically assess policies and public investments in human capital for-
mation as they contribute to the ever-increasing need for youth employ-
ment interventions

When the set of policies influencing human capital formation fail to deal ad-
equately with the risks of this process, youth employment policies and youth 
employment measures are usually unable to overcome the negative effects of 
other policies. When such dissonances arise, youth employment measures 
cannot achieve significant positive effects. Youth employment policies be-
come mainly compensatory in relation to other policies and are reduced to a 
follow-up and often a delayed and ineffective impact on the consequences of 
risks that have not been neutralized during earlier phases of a life cycle.

RESULTS

The detailed findings from the EXCEPT project are available at:
http://www.except-project.eu/publications/

http://www.except-project.eu/publications/
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