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Today in Europe there are more than 14 million people below 30 
years old who are Not in Employment, Education or Training (NEETs). 
NEETs cost society millions of euros every year through tax losses, 
inactivity and the costs of measures targeted at NEETs. It is estimated 
that in 2011, the cost of youth unemployment was the equivalent 
of 1.21% of GDP, i.e. an annual loss of €153 billion for the EU . Howe-
ver, the situation also costs the individual, as young people remain 
continuously at risk of further exclusion and other social and financial 
difficulties in their lives.

This document brings together a background paper on early school 
leaving and a case study by our Member Volunteering Matters from 
the United Kingdom. Volunteering Matters has founded in 2009 the 
‘Grandmentors Programme’ with the aim to mobilise older volunteers 
age 50+ to use their lifetime of skills and experience to support NEET 
young people (age 16-24) who also lack positive adult role models.
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and Training - VET) can be one of the solutions that 
ease the transition from education to the labour 
market. However, it is not the only policy measure 
that can be taken. A combination of measures re-
lated to education, employment and facilitating the 
transition from school to work is needed. 

The European Union calls on member states to take 
urgent steps to combat youth unemployment and 
effectively and successfully (re)integrate NEETs into 
the labour market, education or training systems 
and society generally. EU-initiated actions such as 
the Youth Guarantee and the Youth Employment 
Initiative are currently underway in all EU countries. 
However, further engagement and investments in 
lifelong learning and employability are needed to 
ensure that young Europeans can be empowered 
to participate in society and find new employment 
opportunities.

POLICY OVERVIEW

In recent years, European Institutions have been ac-
tively engaged in developing policy strategies and 
measures to promote the employability of young 
people. At the EU level, NEETs are considered to be a 
priority issue in terms of youth unemployment. 

1. Strategy at EU level
In 2013, the Council adopted Conclusions on enhan-
cing the social inclusion of young people Not in Em-
ployment, Education or Training (NEETs), calling on 
Member States to “establish, implement and further 
develop, where appropriate, national, regional and/
or local strategies or programmes, such as the Youth 
Guarantee Implementation Plans, for enhancing the 
social inclusion of NEETs. The strategies should be 
evidence-based, built on cross-sectoral cooperation 
and include all relevant stakeholders”3. The conclu-
3 Council Conclusions on enhancing the social inclusion of 
young people not in employment, education or training, 2013

INTRODUCTION 

Today in Europe there are more than 14 million 
people below 30 years old who are Not in Employ-
ment, Education or Training (NEETs). NEETs cost 
society millions of euros every year through tax 
losses, inactivity and the costs of measures targeted 
at NEETs. It is estimated that in 2011, the cost of 
youth unemployment was the equivalent of 1.21% 
of GDP, i.e. an annual loss of €153 billion for the EU1. 
However, the situation also costs the individual, as 
young people remain continuously at risk of further 
exclusion and other social and financial difficulties 
in their lives. 

Moreover, around 13.5% of men and women aged 
between 18 and 24 leave school with, at the most, 
lower secondary education2. For this group, labour 
market opportunities are limited, while current 
indications point towards an increase in demand for 
a higher skilled workforce in the near future. Low 
educational attainment is a factor that increases 
young people’s risk of becoming NEETs. The com-
mon challenge for Europe is providing ways back to 
employment, education or training for these young 
people.

The situation is more complicated than simply 
providing new opportunities for participating in 
formal education. To truly impact the numbers, new 
methods and procedures must be added and imple-
mented. Participation in lifelong learning (education 
and training, or continuous Vocational Education 
1 The European Foundation for the Improvement Working 
and Living Conditions (2012) NEETs – young people
not in employment, education or training: Characteristics, costs and 
policy responses in Europe
2 Eurostat http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/statistics_ex-
plained/index.php/School_enrolment_and_early_leavers_from_edu-
cation_and_training#Youth_education_attainment_level_and_ear-
ly_leavers_from_education_and_training
7 Eurostat – Labour Force Survey http://europa.eu/rapid/press-re-
lease_IP-13-324_en.htm

http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/statistics_explained/index.php/School_enrolment_and_early_leavers_from_education_and_training#Youth_education_attainment_level_and_early_leavers_from_education_and_training 7 Eurostat - Labour Force Survey http://europa.eu
http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/statistics_explained/index.php/School_enrolment_and_early_leavers_from_education_and_training#Youth_education_attainment_level_and_early_leavers_from_education_and_training 7 Eurostat - Labour Force Survey http://europa.eu
http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/statistics_explained/index.php/School_enrolment_and_early_leavers_from_education_and_training#Youth_education_attainment_level_and_early_leavers_from_education_and_training 7 Eurostat - Labour Force Survey http://europa.eu
http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/statistics_explained/index.php/School_enrolment_and_early_leavers_from_education_and_training#Youth_education_attainment_level_and_early_leavers_from_education_and_training 7 Eurostat - Labour Force Survey http://europa.eu
http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/statistics_explained/index.php/School_enrolment_and_early_leavers_from_education_and_training#Youth_education_attainment_level_and_early_leavers_from_education_and_training 7 Eurostat - Labour Force Survey http://europa.eu
http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/statistics_explained/index.php/School_enrolment_and_early_leavers_from_education_and_training#Youth_education_attainment_level_and_early_leavers_from_education_and_training 7 Eurostat - Labour Force Survey http://europa.eu


Early school leaving (drop outs and NEETs)

Case Studies | 6

Following these recommendations, the EU has 
made progress in reaching its target of reducing 
school dropout rates to below 10%. However some 
member states have noted an increase in the nu-
mber of early school leavers despite their current 
policy measures.

2. EU-level measures 
In the context of the Europe 2020 strategic 
framework, the European Commission has deve-
loped Youth on the Move – a package of policy 
initiatives aiming to help young people gain access 
to training or the labour market, in line with the 
wider EU goal of a 75% employment rate for the 
working-age population (20-64 years). The measures 
under these initiatives focus on three areas:
1. Making education and training more relevant to 

young people’s needs.
2. Encouraging more young people to take advan-

tage of EU grants to study or train in another 
country.

3. Encouraging EU member states to take mea-
sures simplifying the transition from education 
to work.

In 2012, the European Commission introduced the 
Youth Employment Package, calling for coherent 
action to facilitate school-to-work-transitions for 
young people. The Youth Employment Package 
put forward a Recommendation to establish a 
Youth Guarantee initiative. This would ensure that 
all young people under 25 would be guaranteed 
one of the following - a quality job offer, further 
education, or an apprenticeship or a traineeship 
within four months of leaving formal education or 
becoming unemployed. Member states agreed to 
introduce national youth guarantee schemes and 
concrete measures to support the creation of jobs 
for young people, strengthening education systems 

sion is a further step to addressing the problem 
of NEETs in a more systematic way, by including 
a series of policy measures covering prevention, 
education, training and non-formal learning, volun-
tary activities, and the transition from education to 
employment. 

EU policies for NEETs put a special emphasis on 
education and training as a way to reduce youth 
unemployment. Considering that lower educa-
tion levels increase the risk of becoming a NEET, 
measures tackling early school leaving are one of 
the EU’s education and training policy priorities. 
The Europe 2020 strategy set a headline target of 
reducing the school drop-out rates to below 10% 
(‘Early School Leaving’ refers to young people aged 
between 18 and 24, who have attained no higher 
than lower secondary education, and who are not 
currently receiving any education or training). EU 
member states have agreed to commit themselves 
to improving the performance of young people who 
are at high risk of early school leaving and have low 
basic skills, by means of early detection across the 
education system and the provision of individual 
support.

In 2011 the European Council adopted the Re-
commendation on policies to reduce early school 
leaving, emphasising the need for effective policies 
based on national circumstances, and compre-
hensive strategies to address the problem. The 
Council Recommendation suggests that strategies 
to combat early leaving should include three types 
of measures: prevention measures, intervention 
measures and compensation measures. Moreover, 
member states should ensure that those strategies 
address both general education and VET (vocational 
education and training), and the challenges specific 
to both4.
4 Council Conclusions on enhancing the social inclusion of 
young people not in employment, education or training, 2013
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The European Commission is currently concentra-
ting on the Implementation of the Youth Guarantee 
schemes. Following the June 2013 Commission 
Communication Call to Action on Youth Unem-
ployment, all member states submitted their Youth 
Guarantee Implementation Plans (YGIPs) by spring 
2014 with a view to implementing them as soon as 
possible. Member states have different approaches 
for implementing the plans and different ways of 
tackling unemployment in general. For many coun-
tries, the implementation of the Youth Guarantee 
will require structural reforms of education and 
employment systems.

In parallel with the Youth Guarantee, the European 
Commission has developed a number of EU-level 
tools to help member states, such as the European 
Alliance for Apprenticeships, EURES and EU Skills Pa-
norama. The European Alliance for Apprenticeships 
(EAfA) launched in 2013 is a multi-stakeholder 
platform aiming to strengthen the supply, quality 
and image of apprenticeships, and it also includes 
initiatives to improve the mobility of apprentices 
in Europe. Apprenticeships and work experience 
placements are regarded as a way of developing the 
skills that young people need to enter the labour 
market. The EAfA brings together public authorities, 
businesses, social partners, VET providers, youth 
representatives, and other key actors in VET. 

There are three strands of action:
• Reform of apprenticeship systems
• Promoting the benefits of apprenticeships
• Smart use of funding and resources

The EURES is a portal that gives access to job vacan-
cies in other EU countries. It aims to facilitate labour 
mobility for young people in Europe. Similarly, the 
programme “Your first EURES job” aims to provide 

and building up training systems based on dual 
education. 

The Recommendation provided the following policy 
guidelines for implementing Youth Guarantee 
schemes: 
•  Build up partnership-based approaches;
• Early intervention by employment services and 

other partners supporting young people;
• Supportive measures for labour market integra-

tion;
• Make full use of EU funds;
•  Assess and continuously improve the Youth 

Guarantee schemes
• Implement the schemes rapidly5.

It is accepted that the Council Recommendations 
are guidelines. The design and the concrete im-
plementation of the Youth Guarantee should be 
adjusted according to the regional and local charac-
teristics of the labour market and the nature of the 
target group.

The EU supports member states in implementing 
national Youth Guarantee schemes through the 
Youth Employment Initiative (YEI). The YEI provides 
financial means for countries wishing to implement 
measures from the youth employment guarantee 
recommendations. The budget of YEI is allocated to 
member states which have regions with particular-
ly high youth unemployment rates (25%). The YEI 
typically supports the provision of apprenticeships, 
traineeships, job placements and further education 
leading to a qualification. The EU has allocated €6 
billion from the EU budget for the initiative. Howe-
ver, in order to make Youth Guarantee a reality, 
member states have committed themselves to prio-
ritising youth employment in their national budgets 
and providing additional funding.
5 Council Recommendation of 22 April 2013 on establishing 
a Youth Guarantee, (2013/C 120/01)
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nal schemes, but pointed out that implementation 
remains a great challenge. Three risks to the imple-
mentation of the Youth Guarantee were identified in 
the report:
1. The adequacy of total funding - there is insuf-

ficient infor¬mation on the potential cost of 
imple-menting a Youth Guarantee scheme in 
the EU member states, raising a risk that that to-
tal funding may not be adequate to implement 
the Youth Guarantee scheme.

2. The definition of a “good quality offer” – there 
is a risk that companies could take advantage 
of the Youth Guarantee scheme to use young 
people as a cheap labour, pointing to the need 
for a set of ‘quality attributes’ in a job offer.

3. The results of the Youth Guarantee need moni-
toring and report back. The Commission should 
set up a comprehensive monitoring system for 
the Youth Guarantee Scheme, covering both 
structural reforms and measures targeting 
individuals7.

Education is a core component of the fightback 
against youth unemployment. Effective vocational 
education and training systems, in particular those 
that have a strong work-based learning component, 
facilitate the transition of young people from educa-
tion to work. Therefore, it is important to strengthen 
the VET systems, and to provide opportunities for 
quality traineeships and apprenticeships for young 
people in line with their studies. Moreover, it is 
necessary to recognise the added value of non-for-
mal and informal learning for developing the skills 
needed to bridge the gap between labour market 
needs and educational qualifications. 

All in all, it is important to take steps to reduce early 
school leaving and lower the risk of young people 
becoming NEETs. Luxembourg’s Presidency (second 
7 European Court of Auditors, Special Report “EU Youth 
Guarantee: first steps taken but implementation risks ahead”, 2015

job placements for young people in other Member 
states. It provides information, a job search function, 
recruitment and job placement support as well as 
financing language courses or other training needs 
and travel expenses for young job applicants.

The EU Skills Panorama is an EU-wide tool of gathe-
ring information on skills needs, forecasting and 
developments in the labour market.

FUTURE CHALLENGES

Youth employment is an urgent policy goal for 
many EU member states. Despite the current mea-
sures to improve the situation of NEETs, little real 
progress has been achieved so far. Youth unem-
ployment within the EU is still at alarming¬ly high 
levels, while the gap between the coun¬tries with 
the highest and the lowest unemployment rates for 
young people remains extremely high. The main 
challenges include investment, institutional capa-
city and the sustainability of the measures taken.

According to the latest statistics, more than 5 million 
young people aged 15-24 are unemployed in the EU 
today. It is a particular matter for concern that more 
than 33% of NEETs had been unemployed for more 
than a year, and out of those in employment, 42.7% 
of youth employees were on temporary contracts 
compared to 13.8% of the overall working age po-
pulation6. These numbers demonstrate that young 
people are at a greater risk of becoming and staying 
unemployed for the long term. There is a strong 
need for sustainable policies and actions.

In spring 2015, the European Court of Auditors pu-
blished a report on the Youth Guarantee – the main 
EU initiative for tackling youth unemployment. It 
highlighted the progress made in developing natio-
6 European Commission “Addressing youth employment in 
the EU”, 2015
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an income is severely undermined for various 
(structural) reasons and it is exacerbated by 
further austerity-driven cutbacks in education. 
It is therefore essential to create a labour market 
and lifelong learning opportunities for youth 
using the Youth Guarantee schemes, as well as 
accompanying programmes for young migrants 
and refugees. 

4. Adapt the Youth Guarantee schemes to local 
realities. Policy and practice need to be adap-
ted to suit the local context when designing 
reforms. Implementing a new model that has 
been successful in another region requires 
specific educational infrastructure that many 
countries simply do not possess, such as com-
panies competent and willing to educate, or a 
cultural context that promotes a new model or 
promotes the concept of vocational training. 

5. Use social clauses in public procurement as a 
strategic tool to support social inclusion. Requi-
ring contractors to deliver social requirements 
means that vulnerable groups such as NEETs or 
young people with low qualifications can profit 
from the training and work integration mea-
sures provided by the contracting authority.

6. Secure and increase the funding of the Youth 
Guarantee.  Even though 1 billion euro has been 
made available in April 2015 in addition to the 6 
billion euro allocated for the programme for the 
period 2014-2020 in 2012, the budget is well 
below the 21 billion euro per year required for 
an effective Youth Guarantee according to the 
International Labour Organisation. 

7. Promote and strengthen measures, such as 
loans or lower interest rates that create jobs and 
training places; or support the development of 
dual education systems in Southern Europe.

8. Measures are needed that create and provide 
real jobs, further to the initiatives aimed at 
developing young people’s skills and com-

semester 2015) brought the topic of early school 
leaving as one of the priorities on its agenda. In July 
2015, it organised a symposium on school drop-
outs, which was the basis for the conclusions that 
were submitted for the approval of the ministers 
during the Education Council in November 2015. 
It is hope this action will renew momentum on the 
subject at national and European levels.

RECOMMENDATIONS

Although structural youth unemployment has 
existed throughout the past decades, the numbers 
reached during the peak of the economic crisis 
threaten the future of an entire generation. In 2014, 
there were 13.7 million NEETs. Therefore, focused 
actions at local and regional level are of the utmost 
importance for tackling the problem and giving 
young people a new perspective. 

1. Define broader, concrete policy measures at the 
national and European level to support NEETs 
at the grass-root level.  In the context of offering 
education and training pathways for better skills 
development and the transition from education 
to quality employment, intervention and pre-
vention should play an essential role of building 
learning societies. 

2. Create tailored and meaningful actions for 
NEETs, including empowering young people 
who are outside formal structures, and offer 
opportunities for meaningful learning and 
quality employment with realistic prospects for 
the future. Furthermore, full potential should be 
unleashed from Erasmus+ among professionals 
and apprentices and they should be encou-
raged to make use of the programme. 

3. Support NEETs in search of decent work and 
further learning opportunities. The transition 
from attending school to working and earning 
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Young people not in employment, education 
or training: Characteristics, costs and policy 
responses in Europe.

petences. This should facilitate the transition 
to currently existing jobs, such as the Youth 
Guarantee. In this context, it is particularly 
important that young people are being offered 
decent work opportunities (apprenticeship 
incentives, work experience and work-based 
learning) as well as educational guidance and 
counselling (further education, professional 
education). 
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http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/statistics_explained/index.php/School_enrolment_and_early_leavers_from_education_and_training#Youth_education_attainment_level_and_early_leavers_from_education_and_training 
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CASE STUDY BY VOLUNTEERING MATTERS

GRANDMENTORS

The Grandmentors Programme was founded in 2009, and has been developed by Volunteering Matters (formerly 
CSV). Its aim is to mobilise older volunteers age 50+ to use their lifetime of skills and experience to support NEET 
young people (age 16-24) who also lack positive adult role models. Grandmentors work closely with their mentees 
to help improve their confidence, and their social and independent living skills which underpin the goal of moving 
and sustaining young people from NEET to EET.
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34% of care leavers are NEET (Not in Employment, 
Education or Training) at age 19, compared to 18.2% 
of the general youth population.

In 2011, only 14.6% of children who had been 
looked after for at least a year achieved five good 
GCSEs including English and maths, compared to 
58.1% for non-looked after children.

29% of boys and 44% of girls in Young Offender 
Institutions have previously been ‘looked after’ by 
a local authority. Of the adult prison population, 
24% have spent some time in care, whilst around a 
quarter of those sleeping rough have a background 
in care.

Care leavers are more than four times more likely to 
commit suicide in adulthood.

What are the specific innovative elements in your 
project/service?
The project is unique in that project staff are em-
bedded and physically located within local autho-
rity ‘leaving care’ teams. This ensures the best access 
to and communication with leaving care team staff 
(social workers and young person’s advisers) who 
make the referrals to the project. This close working 
relationship means that individuals’ cases can be 
discussed comprehensively to try to ensure the 
best outcomes for the mentee. The young person 
is also involved in discussions so that objectives 
are aligned with all involved. The Grandmentors 
Programme is also integrated within the young per-
son’s pathway plan so that all young people within 
the leaving care system are given the opportunity to 
access the project and its services.  

The Grandmentors themselves are unpaid, older 
volunteers recruited from all walks of life with a 
variety of backgrounds, acting in a non-professional 
capacity. This is communicated to the young person 
and helps develop a level of trust that they may not 
have with statutory services. The mentors are given 

SHORT SUMMARY OF THE ORGANISATION

 Volunteering Matters, formerly known as CSV, is 
a national charity leading the UK volunteering in 
policy and practice.

We know that people are experiencing social isola-
tion and huge inequalities in their communities. We 
also know that by investing in people through vo-
lunteering we can reduce inequalities and isolation 
to build stronger, more inclusive communities.

By focussing on the needs of 4 groups of people - 
disabled people, older people, young people and 
families - we inspire our committed and ambitious 
volunteers to power change in their communities. 
We do this by delivering targeted, innovative and 
professional programmes nationwide.

Our vision is of a society where everyone can par-
ticipate to build strong and inclusive communities. 
Our mission is to enable people to take an active 
role in their communities.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE PROJECT

What are the local conditions? 

“What I’ve heard from different police officers when 
I’ve been arrested, it’s like, ‘you’re a kid in care, you’re 

never [going to] get out of this way of life. 
You’re in care, kids in care are always on drugs, kids 
in care always make themselves unsafe, kids in care 

always self-harm’. 
So they sort of put a title on kids in care like they’re 

something bad.”

16 year old girl with a conviction

10,000 young people leave care each year. Nearly 
a quarter of girls leaving care become teenage 
mothers (three times the national average). Care 
leavers are four times more likely to have a mental 
health disorder.
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disadvantage to those who do have that support. 
This transitional stage of a young person’s life can 
be extremely stressful, especially when coming from 
a traumatic background, and if they do not receive 
adequate support in helping them to form and 
achieve their goals, outcomes can be dismal. Young 
people leaving care only see their social worker or 
YPA (Young Person Advisor) perhaps once a month, 
sometimes less. A Grandmentor sees a young per-
son once a week for an average period of 6 months 
to 1 year and is a constant support in their life when 
often there is little other help available.   

Outcomes 
• 67% of mentees not in education, employment 

or training (NEET) have taken and maintained 
employment whilst supported by a volunteer 
mentor

• 80% of mentees feel less stressed since being 
matched with a volunteer mentor

• 70% of mentees feel more confident about 
doing new things

• 60% of mentees feel more confident about 
meeting new people 

• 80% of volunteer mentors feel more positive 
about life

Quotes from Mentee:

“When I met Tess I was at a low level, support from 
Tess changed everything. It’s changed my life in a 

way I did not expect”

“I was so lonely in the UK, and to find someone I 
feel comfortable with and can ask advice has been 
amazing. The feeling of belonging was lost for me 

and now I have found it again thanks to Tess.”

Can this project be transferred to a larger context?
The project is designed and implemented in a way 
that it can easily be replicated throughout the UK 
and internationally. This has been achieved through 
developing a robust operations manual. The manual 
includes all relevant forms and documentation as 

extensive initial training and ongoing training to 
ensure that they are prepared and comfortable to 
deal with mentoring young people leaving care.
Another innovative element to the project is the 
intergenerational aspect. Grandmentors are aged 
50+. This works particularly well with young people 
leaving care as they may not have had non-profes-
sional adult support whilst growing up. It should 
also be highlighted that having generational gaps 
can also make young people feel more comfortable 
discussing certain topics that they may not feel 
comfortable discussing with their peers or younger 
mentors. Finally, the intergenerational aspect also 
brings together two demographics that would not 
typically interact; this allows for growth and lear-
ning bilaterally benefiting both mentor and mentee.

What are the key characteristics of the project/ser-
vice?

Target groups/users
The project primarily works with young people 
leaving the care system. This involves working with 
those with mental health issues, young offenders, 
those with learning difficulties, young parents and 
more generally those that are NEET.

The project also sometimes works with young 
people that have been referred by educational ins-
titutions. In this case it may be for any of the above 
reasons or because that young person is at risk of 
being NEET, taking a preventative rather than an 
interventionist approach. 

Principles
Improve young people’s confidence, and social and 
independent living skills which underpin the goal 
of moving and sustaining young people from NEET 
to EET

Drivers
This project was born from the acknowledgement 
that young people who do not have the tradi-
tional support of a family when moving towards 
adulthood and independent living are at a distinct 
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well as comprehensive training material.

Volunteering Matters feels strongly that every local 
authority within the UK should have a Grandmen-
tors Programme and is currently in the process of 
expanding this project across the UK.

There is no reason why such a project could not be 
rolled out internationally as long as the countries 
involved have a leaving care system and the project 
is adapted to fit national realities. The project has 
also been featured in La Ligue de l’enseignement’s 
annual publication ‘Les Idées en Mouvement.’

Written by Zoe Kirby, Volunteering Matters
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