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COVID-19 has put strains on all sectors of the economy, 
but while short-term work schemes and social safety 
nets have prevented crisis levels of unemployment 
throughout Europe,  the pandemic’s impacts have not 
been distributed evenly.

History has shown that in times of economic down-
turn, young people feel some of the worst impacts of 
the crisis. They are frequently the first to lose their jobs 
and remain unemployed for longer, which can have a 
long-term impact on their future.

The recent StartNet virtual conference discussed the 
European Commission’s recent policies to improve 
young people’s transition to work as well as best prac-
tices from practitioners involved in youth vocational 
training projects.
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Already precarious in many 
regions of Europe, youth 
unemployment has spiked 

dramatically with the onset of 
COVID-19, sparking fears of another 
lost generation. At a recent StartNet 
Conference in cooperation with 
the European Policy Centre and 
the Connecting Europe project, 
policymakers, practitioners, and 
other stakeholders called for greater 
cooperation on facilitating young 
people’s transition to work.

The International Monetary 
Fund has declared the coronavirus 
“a crisis like no other.” Seemingly 
overnight, lockdowns brought 
Europe’s economies to a standstill, and 
suddenly, many people’s sources of 
income became precarious.

Throughout the bloc, short-time 
work schemes and social safety 
nets prevented catastrophic levels 
of unemployment seen in previous 
crises. 

However, this has not meant 
that all groups are impacted equally. 
“Young people are much more affected 
by economic downturns than other 
age groups,” said the new StartNet 
Manual, a publication from a joint 
project of the Goethe-Institut and the 
Stiftung Mercator.  

According to Eurostat, since March, 
the EU’s overall seasonally adjusted 
unemployment rate increased by 0.9 
percentage points to 7.4% by August, 
but for those under 25, that number 

Continued on Page 5

The memory of 2008 is a cautionary tale when constructing programmes 
around youth employment during the coronavirus crisis. “Europe cannot 

afford a lost generation,” Goethe-Institut Secretary General Johannes 
Ebert warned. [Shutterstock | Rawpixel.com]
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rose by 2.7 percentage points in the 
same period, reaching 17.6%

These developments have 
many fearing for the long-term 
employment prospects of an 
entire generation. Johannes Ebert, 
secretary-general of the Goethe-
Institut, warned participants of the 
StartNet Conference that “Europe 
cannot afford a lost generation.” 

LEARNING THE LESSONS 
OF 2008

In particular, the comparisons 
to 2008 are front of mind for 
experts and policymakers. Many are 
concerned that this latest cohort of 
young people will be a “second lost 
generation,” experiencing the same 
pitfalls as their predecessors in 2008. 

For 2009, Eurostat puts 
unemployment for those under 
25 at an average of 20.6% for the 
year across the EU (in comparison 
to 9.2% for the total working-age 
population). In parts of Europe, this 
got as high as 50% during the crisis 
and the years following.

In his keynote address at the 
StartNet conference, Commissioner 
for Jobs and Social Rights Nicolas 
Schmit reflected on his time as 
Luxembourg’s labour minister 
during the 2008 crisis. “There was 
a feeling of ‘they rescued the banks, 
but no one rescued the young,’” he 
said. 

However, Schmit is more 
optimistic for today’s young people, 
“It is too early to talk about a lost 
generation, and we have to do 
everything possible to prevent that.” 

His optimism stems from moves 
at the European level.

In particular, he highlighted the 
Youth Employment Support package 
(YES), unveiled in July and on track 
to be adopted by the end of the year. 
The Commission is hoping that at 
least €22 billion will be invested into 
these youth employment measures, 
a figure that matches the entire 
spending in the 2014-2020 EU 
budget.

One hallmark of the legislation 
is the reinforced Youth Guarantee. 
Building off the member states’ 
promise that all young people will 
have some form of employment, 
traineeship or opportunity for further 
education, the changes expand the 
programme’s age eligibility from 25 
to 29 years-old and also aim to reach 
more vulnerable or disadvantaged 
groups of young people.  

The Youth Guarantee now also 
includes a specific digital skills 
component. All participants will 
have their skills assessed and be 
provided with opportunities to hone 
them. This is crucial in the quickly 
changing modern world, Schmit 
noted.

‘NO SINGLE SOLUTIONS’

Core to both the Commission’s 
reforms and the youth employment 
initiatives is reaching out to as broad 
a population as possible.

“Inclusion is key,” Schmit said. 
“Europe has to be excellent. We have 
to push for excellence, but we also 
have to be inclusive. We have to take 
as many people as possible along.” 

However, this is not a simple 
task. Unemployment rates are higher 
for more vulnerable populations, 
such as immigrants or the Roma. 
Additionally, reaching these groups 
with government programmes and 
interventions remains difficult.

Yet, many practitioners have had 
success in this area.

Gianpietro Losapio, director of 
the Consorzio NOVA, has a mantra 
when crafting projects to address 
issues around youth employment: 
“No single solutions.”

In the consortium’s work in 14 
schools in the Italian regions Puglia 
and Basilicata, projects continuously 
consult with both businesses and 
young people to develop diverse and 
multifaceted opportunities. 

These lessons are not confined to 
Italy or the consortium. Through its 
participation in the StartNet network, 
which includes 18 partners in 10 
European countries, practitioners 
share their experiences, advice, and 
best practices. 

Even though every partner has 
their own unique challenges, many 
aspects of their work are similar, 
according to Alice Barbieri, the 
project manager of Progettiamoci il 
futuro in Italy. “We have very similar 
problems at the moment. We have 
different contexts…but we faced the 
same issues during the lockdown and 
now.”

Continued from Page 4
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While impacting all parts of the economy, COVID-
19 has hit young people particularly hard. 
Commissioner Nicolas Schmit spoke with 

EURACTIV about the EU executive’s efforts to address 
these challenges and avert the prospect of another ‘lost 
generation.’

Nicolas Schmit is the European Commissioner for Jobs and 
Social Rights.

High levels of youth unemployment could lead to more people 
taking on underpaying jobs with no benefits or internships 
just to have some type of employment. How does the 
Commission intend to address this problem?

For now, what we are seeing is that people in precarious 
and temporary contracts are the first ones to lose their jobs. 
As businesses start hiring again, we may be confronted with 
the problem of low-quality jobs as well. The Commission is 
determined to stop this from happening.

Continued on Page 7

Commissioner Nicolas Schmit wants to ensure that the COVID-19 crisis 
doesn’t lead to more low-paying jobs without benefits. [EPA-EFE | Karin 

Wesslen]

Commissioner Schmit:  
EU must stop rise of low-quality jobs 

in wake of pandemic
B y  S a r a h  L a w t o n  |  E U R A C T I V. c o m
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We have already put forward 
several initiatives that aim to support 
workers – and employers – to face the 
challenges ahead.

In July, we presented the Youth 
Employment Support (YES) package, 
which aims to give young people all 
possible opportunities to thrive by 
reinforcing the already successful 
Youth Guarantee. We are also 
renewing the European Alliance 
for Apprenticeships that has so far 
brought over 900,000 apprenticeship 
opportunities.

Later this month, the Commission 
will adopt a proposal for fair 
minimum wages. In-work poverty 
is a major problem in the EU. People 
earning the minimum wage should be 
able to afford a decent living, and that 
is our objective with this framework. 
If we invest in people, we will also see 
a rise in productivity. So it’s not only 
a social issue, but it makes economic 
sense.

We are also working to address 
precarious employment. Two years 
from now, EU law will give completely 
new rights to the most precarious 
workers. On-demand workers will, 
for instance, have the right to know 
within which time slots they can be 
called to work, and have a right to 
compensation if an employer cancels 
a work assignment on short notice.  

The Commission’s changes in the 
reinforced Youth Guarantee have been 
well-received, but there have been some 
concerns about a lack of awareness, 
which could lead to only the privileged 
and well-informed having access to it. 

How is the Commission working to 
raise awareness of the programme? 

I agree that we need to do more to 
communicate about the opportunities 
available under the Youth Guarantee. 
This is something that we are doing 
at EU-level, but of course, the most 
effective outreach is done at national 
and local level. In the reinforced 
Youth Guarantee, outreach is the first 
action. This is particularly important 
because it addresses the difficulties 
of vulnerable groups among young 
people.

One issue is that the Youth 
Guarantee is an EU policy framework, 
and the national schemes under it can 
have another name. So we recommend 
using a recognisable visual style in 
national communications. 

We also suggest countries use 
modern, youth-friendly and local 
information channels – such as social 
media – and involve young people 
and local youth organisations in 
the planning and delivery of Youth 
Guarantee schemes.

A popular addition to the reinforced 
Youth Guarantee is extending 
eligibility from 25 to 29 years old. 
However, how is the EU helping 
those who have aged out of the Youth 
Guarantee but are still young in their 
careers and have faced two major 
economic crises with 2008 and now 
the pandemic?

We have indeed extended the age 
bracket of the Youth Guarantee. This 
is crucial as during the economic 
downturn caused by the COVID-19 
pandemic, a bigger share of 25 to 29 

year-olds will fall into unemployment 
and require support. The Youth 
Guarantee must be our net to catch 
the more vulnerable young people.

However, the Youth Guarantee is 
just the tip of the iceberg. There are 
many activation schemes in member 
states which don’t have an age limit. 
The support does not end at 30! 
The European SURE instrument is 
helping member states keep people 
in jobs, and is very relevant for junior 
professionals who might be laid off 
more quickly.

People who are reorienting their 
careers, by choice or by necessity, 
will also benefit from our new Skills 
Agenda, which provides information 
on which skills are in demand and 
helps people build their skills. It 
also launches a Pact for Skills which 
takes real action to upskill and reskill 
by setting up partnerships between 
companies, social partners, and other 
actors. 

The Commission’s proposal also 
discusses addressing gender 
disparities in employment. It has a 
particular focus on communications 
to combat gender stereotyping to 
empower women to expand their 
career and education choices. Do you 
also intend to extend the scope of the 
causes of gender disparities to address 
ingrained structural issues, such as 
“boy clubs” in workplaces or a lack of 
affordable childcare?

Many structural challenges 
are holding women back in the 
labour market, and it is important 
we address those urgently. This is 
why under the reinforced Youth 

Continued on Page 8

Continued from Page 6
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Guarantee we recommend to address 
gender stereotyping in educational 
and career choices. Young women and 
men should be encouraged to consider 
a wider choice of education paths and 
occupations.

In March, the Commission adopted 
a robust and ambitious Gender 
Equality Strategy. This strategy is even 
more relevant today in the context 
of the COVID-19 crisis. Addressing 
gender inequalities and stereotypes 
in the labour market and in care are 
important priorities set out in the 
Strategy.

Women are still more likely to 
take up caring responsibilities than 
men and having a child translates 
into lower employment rates for 
women and not for men. The EU 
Work-Life Balance Directive provides 
for rights on paternity leave, parental 

leave, carers’ leave and flexible 
work. The Commission calls upon 
the EU countries to go beyond these 
minimum standards.

Similarly, the proposal also highlights 
that it will combat discrimination 
against disadvantaged groups like 
racial and ethnic minorities or those 
with disabilities. Does this include 
addressing structural concerns such as 
inequitable outcomes in education?

Discrimination against racial and 
ethnic minorities is not acceptable, 
and we have to do our utmost to combat 
it on many different levels. One good 
way to do it is by guaranteeing equal 
access to quality education for all. 
There have been many education and 
training reforms in recent years. 

All people with disabilities have 
the right to inclusive education, and 

COVID-19 has particularly affected 
learners with disabilities. The 
Commission is taking action through 
the current and future Disability 
Strategy to support member states 
in providing inclusive and accessible 
education and training.

EU law prohibits discrimination 
in employment and occupation on 
the grounds of disability and age. 
Legislation on accessibility was also 
put in place recently to make many 
everyday products and services 
accessible to people with disabilities.

Continued from Page 7



[Goethe-Institut]

At the beginning of the year, 
when the revision of the EU 
Youth Guarantee was being 

prepared, unemployment rates had 
been slowly but steadily decreasing 
for years. The policy instrument 
that would provide offers to young 
people who are not in education, 
employment or training had to be 
updated, improved, but there was 

little momentum and less political 
interest.

By Jan Wilker and Gesa Spätling 
on behalf of the StartNet Project at the 
Goethe-Institut Brüssel.

Even if the EU-average of youth 
unemployment was still twice as high 
than general unemployment, the 

phenomena seemed to have developed 
into a rather regional issue, with 
Southern European areas at rates still 
above 40% and more long-term youth 
unemployment, but these regions and 
these young people were much less 
audible.

Then the COVID-19 
pandemic stroke. Young 

Young people’s transition to work –  
a world full of options,  
but few opportunities?

P R O M O T E D  C O N T E N T

DISCLAIMER: All opinions in this column reflect the views of the author(s), not of EURACTIV Media network.

B y  G e s a  S p ä t l i n g  a n d  J a n  W i l k e r  |  G o e t h e - I n s t i t u t  B r ü s s e l

Continued on Page 10
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people’s education was interrupted. 
A predominantly young workforce 
with precarious work contracts in 
the service sector was quickly laid 
off and youth unemployment rates 
quickly started to ramp up as during 
the previous crisis. Are we heading 
towards another lost generation? Will 
we have many more young people in 
Europe, who cannot start their careers, 
their autonomous lives, who risk to 
loose trust in themselves, in society 
and politics?

Europe cannot afford another 
lost generation with fatal long-term 
consequences, exclusion, poverty 
and conflict. And we can prevent it, if 
we mobilise the necessary resources 
and knowledge available. Finally, 
the reinforced Youth Guarantee 
presented on the 1st of July comes at a 
key moment for Europe and its young 
people.

In 2014, when the EU Youth 
Guarantee was first launched, its 
implementation across member states 
of the EU varied a lot, quality offers 
were rare and most deprived young 
people had not been reached. Since 
then, significant improvements have 
been made. Today, in the context of 

the COVID-19 pandemic, we have new 
enormous challenges for our education 
systems and labour markets, but also 
a unique opportunity for structural 
changes between these two worlds and 
positive long-lasting effects.

The increasing discrepancy 
between education and working 
life is often too much of a hurdle, in 
particular for disadvantaged young 
people. They easily drop out or get 
lost in a world full of options, but rare 
in real opportunities. How can we 
bridge this gap? How can we secure 
young people’s transition to work? 
Considering also other pressing 
societal issues such as climate change, 
how can we support an inclusive and 
green recovery in Europe, fuelled by an 
adequately skilled young workforce?

Bridging the gap between education 
and work is extremely difficult, 
as it involves various sectors and 
stakeholders. Schools, universities, 
employers, public employment 
services, trade unions, the social sector 
and young people themselves – they 
all have to be engaged and need to 
cooperate. Together they can create a 
comprehensive support system that 
guides and empowers young people 
on their educational and vocational 

pathway. This cooperation needs to 
happen from the local to the European 
level, in the political and practical 
sphere.

Such is the experience of the 
StartNet project, which operates at 
these cross-roads. Firstly, a multi-
stakeholder network in Southern Italy 
co-creates and implements activities 
for young people’s school-to-work 
transition. Secondly, a European 
network exchanges good-practices 
among 17 partners from 12 countries, 
builds partnerships and connects 
policy to practice. StartNet does not 
aim to be another flagship project 
to instruct others, contributing to a 
further fragmented landscape. On 
the contrary, it aims to empower and 
connect existing initiatives locally and 
across Europe.

Experience taught us, that 
cooperation between schools and 
employers, continuous career 
guidance, internships, apprenticeships 
and vocational education are extremely 
beneficial to young people, who will 
study more purposefully and who will 
be better prepared for their future. 
Such cross-sectoral education and 
training shall empower, provide life 
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skills, encourage entrepreneurship, 
creativity and active citizenship. As 
a result, it will enable young people 
to face the challenges of today and 
tomorrow on the labour market and 
in life.

So how do we get it right and use 
the momentum of the reinforced 
Youth Guarantee to respond to this 
unprecedented shock of COVID-19 
for our economies and education 
systems?

The proposed policies are going 
in the right direction. They aim 
to be more inclusive by targeting 
specifically both long-term and short-
term unemployed of a broader age 
group, and reinforce career guidance, 
vocational education and training. 
However, they need to be underpinned 
by the necessary funding to have 
a transformative impact. The 22 
billion Euro claimed by the European 
Commission are a minimum that will 
not permit to reach all young people in 
need it and the amount is well below 
the long-term cost to our societies 
and economies, if we do not manage 
to respond adequately. The ESF+ 
foresees only limited earmarking and 
both the EU and its member states 

need to make investment in youth a 
priority in their respective budgets 
and recovery plans.

Moreover, member states need to 
embrace the structural change of these 
processes during the implementation. 
All sectors need to be involved to 
jointly create the strategies, the offers 
and tailored activities that will best 
support young people in their specific 
context. As StartNet describes in its 
recently produced manual, multi-
stakeholder networks are not easy 
to set up, but permit a sustainable 
collective impact.

The StartNet-Conference on 30 
September, which builds on 3 years of 
experience, is a contribution towards 
this cross-sectoral cooperation. 
It gathers policy-makers and 
practitioners from the regional 
to the European level. It aims to 
spread innovative practices and 
ambitious policies for young people’s 
#TransitionToWork. It is also a call to 
join forces, because we cannot afford 
to wait any longer. Europe cannot 
afford another lost generation, it 
needs to act now.

StartNet is a project of the Goethe-
Institut and Stiftung Mercator.
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V I D E O S

How to support young people’s transition to work during and beyond the pandemic?

The recent StartNet virtual conference discussed the European Commission’s recent policies to 
improve young people’s transition to work with European Commissioner Nicolas Schmitt as well 
as best practices from practitioners involved in youth vocational training projects.

A bridge to jobs
G o e t h e - I n s t i t u t  B r ü s s e l  |  v i d e o  b y  M a r l e n e  S t o c k e r

Video: https://eurac.tv/ 9ROJ
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