EUROPEAN

POLICYBRIEF

Overall Project Overview

Jacqueline O’Reilly
29th February 2016

INTRODUCTION
This Policy Brief summarises the STYLE research project and some of our recent findings and policy
implications. The project examines the obstacles and opportunities affecting youth employment in Europe.
This involves 25 research partners, an international advisory network and local advisory boards of
employers, unions, policy makers and NGOS from over 20 European countries. The aim of this project is to
provide a comprehensive understanding of the causes of very high unemployment among young people
and to assess the effectiveness of labour market policies designed to mitigate this phenomenon. This aim
will be achieved through 10 objectives organised around 12 research, dissemination and management work
packages (www.style-research.eu/project).
The central concept informing this project is based on a policy performance and learning approach
to the problems of overcoming youth unemployment for different groups of young people. Using a
comparative framework, that is sensitive to the impact of historical and regional legacies, our analysis
enables us to both identify where policies are working and why. It illuminates when and how labour market
analysis informs policy formulation, implementation and evaluation.

EVIDENCE AND ANALYSIS
Flexible labour markets and youth transitions
Youth employment is characterized by high shares of ‘flexible’ employment: over 42% of those under 25
years in the EU were on temporary contracts, compared with 10% of those aged 25 to 64 (Hadjivassiliou et
al. 2015: 31). Youth in Mediterranean countries have experienced some of the greatest difficulties in
finding paid work; but these experiences varied significantly between these countries. Berloffa et al. (2015)
found that more than 50% of young people in Portugal and Spain had a speedy trajectory into employment
compared to only around 35% in Italy and Greece. Those young people that found themselves continuously
out of work were around 40% in Greece and in Italy, and only about 20% in Portugal and Spain. (Berloffa et
al. 2015: 16).
The progressive polarization and hollowing out of the labour market have resulted in fewer jobs for
the low- and mid-qualified. The reduction of intermediate-level jobs results in fewer opportunities for
progression beyond entry-level jobs. Changing employers’ expectations that young people should be “jobready” has emphasized the need for education systems to teach “employability” skills. In attempts to
obtain these skills, we have witnessed an expansion of internships (Lain et al., 2014), many of which are
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unpaid or very poorly paid. Some employers have been criticized for using these to avoid employing young
people with properly paid probation periods. New forms of labour market flexibility, alongside the
expansion and reforms to education, are reshaping the characteristics of the youth labour market and the
kinds of transitions new generations of youth across Europe are able to make (O’Reilly et al. 2015).
Mismatch of skills and education
While educational reform aims to address problems from the past, such as low levels of educational
attainment, these changes can also create new sets of problems in terms of how educational and structural
reforms are synchronised to absorb this better educated labour force. McGuiness et al. (2015) argue that
overeducation can be a result of an over supply of graduates relative to the capacity of the economy to
absorb these; it can be an imbalance in educational attainment and the skills required by employers; or it
can be due to ‘asymmetric information …. or variations in individual preferences related to either job
mobility or work-life balance.’ (p8). They argue: ‘greater attention should be given to the capacity of the
labour market to absorb any given increase in educational supply, taking specific account of both the level
and composition of current and future labour demand.’ (McGuiness et al. 2015: 34)
Self-employment
Overall, self-employment as a proportion of all employment in Europe has tended to fall. Nevertheless, it
still remains an important component of the economic structure in a number of southern and some eastern
European countries due to the prominence of agricultural, service-based and informal work in these
countries. The rise in self-employment over the last ten years, according to Ortlieb and Weiss (2015), was
attributable to an increase of women becoming self-employed, as well as a growth in freelancers and parttime self-employment; there have also been relatively few people starting a business on a full-time basis.
The relatively high levels of self-employment in southern countries have been seen as indicative of
a more entrepreneurial culture (OECD 2014). However, González-Menendez and Cueto (2015), in their
analysis of business start ups for young people in Spain, suggest that these relatively high rates may be
attributable not only to more limited opportunities in the formal labour market, but to employers’
preferences for independent contractors, thereby avoiding additional labour costs and social security
contributions associated with having direct employees.
Young people tend to have a much lower take up of self-employment compared to the national
average and older age groups. The conditions associated with self-employment, in terms of lower income
and longer working hours, tend to be inferior to those in dependent employment. Nevertheless, there have
been considerable attempts to promote this form of employment through various policy initiatives, and
especially those supported by the European Union (see Sheehan and McNamara (2015: 27-37) for a fuller
discusion of these initiatives). However, unemployed youth seem to be less likely to take up policies to
promote self-employment. But, according to Ortlieb and Weiss’ (2015:5) analysis for Germany, innovative
start-ups in high-tech and knowledge-intensive industries have a larger employment growth effect and a
better survival rate than those in other sectors. As McGuiness et al. (2015) argue it is the absorption
capacity of the economy as well as the skills of young people that affect who gets a job; while Berloffa et al.
(2015) point out that the difficulties Mediterranean youth face vary between countries in their ability to
find stable employment trajectories.

POLICY IMPLICATIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS
Eichhorst et al. (2015) in their comparative European review of youth-related active labour market policies
focusing on education to employment transitions, especially for disadvantaged youth, found these tended
to be complex, decentralized and fragmented, where they existed. González-Menéndez et al. (in
Petmesidou and González-Menéndez 2015:26-7) focusing on the Spainish case were critical of a number of
features associated with the administrative structures that they see as part of the problem in creating
barriers to innovative policy making. Some of these problems include the: “limited availability of funds for
policies outside the script provided by the national government; lack of co-ordination between the
education system and the employment policy system; and a political, not linked to results, competition
between different levels of government for decision-making capacity. Thus, for instance, administrative
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ritualism and competition among levels of governance explains the failure of the policy information systems
currently used to reach the young as to the Youth Guarantee.” In addition they also mention the low level of
business sector engagement and the structure of micro-firms in the Spanish economy “often run by persons
with low educational level themselves… with less capacity to obtain the institutional and financial support
available for training, [and where] training is often seen simply as a too costly activity.”
Commenting on the Greek situation Petmesidou and Polyziodis (in Petmesidou and GonzálezMenéndez 2015:22) argue that despite a range of policy initiatives ‘there were no signs of a transition to an
economy with innovation potential that could provide an increasing number of jobs for meeting labour
supply.’ They argue that the polarisation of the employment structure with a decline of ‘middle-rung jobs’
and a splintering of pathways between those in professional, technical and managerial jobs alongside those
in more elementary jobs such as construction, market sales and tourism, have left a significant gap in the
labour market. This is a trend observed across a number of highly developed economies, but it is a trend
exacerbated by the consequences of the recent economic crisis. They go on to argue for the Greek case:
“Even if the attractiveness of vocational training increases, it is highly likely that there will be any significant
return on such a human capital investment for the country, given the draws on Greece’s skilled labour by
North European countries via immigration. In a nutshell, despite enhanced flexibility, sub-minimum wages
for youth, and active measures, youth unemployment remains high.” Petmesidou and Polyziodis (in
Petmesidou and González-Menéndez 2015:25). Their analysis illustrates how even within Europe patterns
of migration as a response to high levels of youth unemployment and its consequences on patterns of skill
formation require policy makers to think in terms beyond the realms of how production, education and
skills are organised within their nation state.

RESEARCH PARAMETERS
The project involves a wide range of different methodological approaches that include secondary analysis
of large-scale data sets such as the EU-SILC, EU-LFS and the World Values Survey; in-depth qualitative
interviews with policy makers and young people; experimental trust games; and co-produced learning
resources are used across a range of work packages. The ten project objectives are:
1. To achieve a critical mass of resources collaborating with stakeholders (WP2). Reports on Local Advisory
Boards (LABs) in 19 countries are available at: www.style-research.eu/publications/lab- reports.
2. To provide a critical evaluation of the performance of countries and regions (WP3).
3. To assess the prospects for policy transfer mechanisms (WP4).
4. To provide a critical review of the mismatch in supply and demand (WP5).
5. To examine the consequences of labour mobility and migration for young people within the EU (WP6).
6. To analyse business start-ups and self-employment for young people (WP7). .
7. To examine the cultural context of family organisation and pathways to enhancing independence (WP8).
8. To map out the voices of vulnerable young people by identifying their values and aspirations (WP9).
9. To analyse the nature and mechanisms of flexicurity regimes on youth unemployment (WP10).
10. To ensure the efficient management and communication of research (WP1).
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