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KEY FINDINGS 
• The YEI funds measures to integrate young people aged 16-25/29, who are currently 

not in employment, education or training (NEET) into employment, education or 
training. Most Member States offer a ‘menu of support’, i.e. three or more types 
of measures funded by the YEI, with the most frequent being work-experience 
and qualification type activities. No measures to prevent young people from 
becoming NEET are implemented under the YEI. 

• Take-up of the YEI has been slow in the early phases of implementation, but 
has now picked up. According to information submitted through the Annual 
Implementation reports 501,000 young people had taken part in the YEI by the end 
of 2015. Currently, there is no reliable data on outputs of the YEI in 2016. 
According to latest European Commission information, 1.4 million young people had 
benefitted from the YEI by July 2016, yet the actual number is likely to be lower. 

• Evidence from 2015 suggests that Member States are generally successful in 
engaging young people overall, with measures heavily oversubscribed in some 
countries. National evaluations also pointed to difficulties in engaging vulnerable 
young people in some Member States. In the first phase of implementation, the YEI 
most frequently reached the younger age cohort of 15-24 year olds (77%), young 
men (51%), those with at least upper secondary qualifications (75%) and the 
unemployed (77%) rather than the inactive according to a survey of Managing 
Authorities in late 2015. 

• The timing and shortened time-frame for the implementation of the YEI is a 
challenge for successful delivery. Member States are likely to benefit from an 
extension of the implementation period of the YEI beyond 2018. 

• The YEI is a funding stream, not a programme or specific measure. This implies that 
the success of the YEI is dependent on the quality of services provided 
through the YEI in the Member States.  

• The YEI is perceived as bureaucratic and administratively burdensome by 
providers, even compared to standard ESF provision. Many front-line delivery 
organisations are struggling to provide evidence on eligibility of young people for the 
measure for example. 

1. INTRODUCTION 
This briefing note summarises evidence on the implementation of the Youth Employment 
Initiative (YEI) across the EU. This comprises information on the design and set-up of the YEI, 
key findings from the implementation including the types of measures implemented, outputs 
and outcomes achieved to date, strengths and weaknesses of the instrument and 
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recommendations deriving from these. The document is primarily based on the European 
Commission  commissioned report ‘First results of the Youth Employment Initiative’2, the 
European Commission’s communication and accompanying staff working documents on the 
Youth Guarantee and Youth Employment Initiative3, and the wider body of research on the 
YEI implementation. It should be noted that the information provided relates to the 
implementation of the YEI up to late 2015/mid 2016, which is the latest data 
available. Data on the implementation up to the end of 2016 should become available 
through the Structured Data and Annual Implementation reports to be submitted to the 
European Commission by the Managing Authorities in May 2017. This note is presented in the 
context of a workshop of the European Parliament’s Employment and Social Affairs Committee 
on the 23rd of March 2017. 

2. DESIGN OF THE YOUTH EMPLOYMENT INITIATIVE 
 
The YEI provides targeted funding of EUR 6.4 billion to support young people into employment 
(including self-employment), education or training. It aims to support the implementation of 
the Youth Guarantee. Eligible for measures funded through the YEI are young people 
aged 16-25/294, who are not in employment, education or training (‘NEET’) and 
reside in those regions of the European Union, which faced particular youth employment 
challenges. Regions in 20 Member States are eligible of funding, based on having displayed a 
youth unemployment rate above 25% in 2012 or where the youth unemployment rate was 
more than 20% but increased more than 30% in 20125. Not eligible for funding under this 
rule were Austria, Denmark, Estonia, Finland, Germany, Luxembourg, Malta and the 
Netherlands. The YEI does not fund preventative actions for the ‘pre-NEET’ target 
group. 

YEI funding is channelled through the structures of the European Social Fund (ESF) 
and is embedded in the ESF programming period 2014-2020. The EUR 6.4 billion YEI funding 
encompasses EUR 3.2 billion of a YEI specific budget line and EUR 3.2 billion matched funding 
from national ESF allocations. The YEI specific budget line requires no national co-financing, 
while the ESF part is co-financed, with just under EUR 1.1 billion. National allocations are 
based on the ‘need’ for the YEI at Member State level, as measured by the number of 
unemployed young people in 2012. As such, Spain is the largest recipient of the YEI specific 
allocation with EUR 943.5 million and Slovenia is the smallest with EUR 9.2 million. The YEI 
funding is additional to investments under the ESF and aims to complement – not substitute 
– ESF and national provision for young people6.  

Although programmed under the ESF, several YEI specific rules apply which are to 
ensure that the youth employment problem is urgently addressed: i) Member States 
were able to invest YEI funding before the Operational Programmes (OP) were formally 
adopted, i.e. from 1st of September 2013 onwards, ii.) Funding was to be committed within 
the first two years of implementation, iii.) the implementation of the YEI was to end by the 
end of 2018.  

However, the speed of implementation remained behind expectations, with Managing 
Authorities citing administrative capacity constraints, delays in the adoption of Operational 
Programmes and set-up of structures and procedures as reasons for the delays. As highlighted 
by a European Parliament commissioned in-depth assessment of the YEI, most delays 
were due to procedural not financial nature, hence the limited impact of the increased 
pre-financing7. According to European Commission information, over EUR 4 billion had been 
committed by mid-2016. 
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3. IMPLEMENTATION  
 
Most Member States offer a ‘menu of support’, i.e. three or more types of measures 
funded by the YEI. Their overall objective is the integration of young people into employment, 
education or training. According to a survey of Managing Authorities conducted in late 2015, 
the most frequently implemented measures are work-experience and qualification 
type activities, such as the provision of first job experience (implemented in 81% of cases 
where implementation had started in late 2015), traineeships and apprenticeships (71%) and 
high quality VET courses (65%). Other measures implemented include job and training 
mobility measures (59%), start-up support for young entrepreneurs (53%), wage and 
recruitment subsidies (47%) and second chance programmes for early school leavers (44%). 
Exceptionally France allocated 60% of the national YEI funding towards job search and 
counselling measures (‘accompagnement’) 8.  

To provide young people with the right type of support, all Member States develop individual 
action plans for the young person. However, Member States have different 
understandings of what constitutes an individualised plan, ranging from an initial 
needs assessment to a step-by-step integration plan of consecutive actions. It is not clear 
how tailored these plans are in practice and several Member States offer different 
standardised ‘packages’ of services rather than individualised pathways. 

In line with the eligibility criteria for participation, no measures to prevent young people 
from becoming NEET are implemented under the YEI. Only young people who are not in 
education, employment or training are eligible for a measure funded under the YEI. This met 
criticism in some countries. In England, for example, young people could not be supported 
during apprenticeships through the YEI, as they were considered to be in employment when 
having signed an apprenticeship contract. ESF funding can be used for pre-NEET activity. 

While some activities supported by the YEI are new and innovative, many Member States 
used the fund to scale up existing activities, for example ‘Emplois d’avenir’  in France, 
‘Youthreach’, ‘Tus’, ‘Momentum’ and ‘Jobsplus’ in Ireland. This is not least due to the fact that 
the short time-frame of implementation favoured experienced and larger providers in many 
cases, to limit the time needed to set-up operations. In the vast majority of Member States 
(91%) public employment services (PES) are involved in delivering the YEI, alongside other 
public bodies and less frequently NGOs, training providers, social partners and private 
employers. 

4. OUTPUTS AND OUTCOMES 
 
Data on outputs and outcomes of the YEI relate to the implementation up to late 
2015/mid 2016, which is the latest data available. Information on the delivery of the YEI 
up to the end of 2016 will be submitted by the Managing Authorities through the Structured 
Data and Annual Implementation reports in May 2017. The monitoring of the YEI is embedded 
in the ESF procedures, yet requires monitoring against a YEI specific set of immediate and 
longer-term results indicators. The quality of the offers achieved is to be discussed in the 
Annual Implementation Reports. Further information on the effectiveness, efficiency and 
impact of the YEI is provided through two evaluations due at the end of 2015 and at the end 
of 2018.  

From the information available, it shows that while take-up of the YEI developed slowly 
in its early phases of implementation it has now picked up substantially. In November 
2015, Managing Authorities reported that close to 320,000 young people had participated in 
the YEI, although data was not available for all Member States9. By the end of 2015, 501,000 
participants had taken part in the YEI according to information submitted through the Annual 
Implementation Reports10.  
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Currently, there is no reliable data on outputs of the YEI in 2016. According to latest 
European Commission information, 1.4 million young people had benefitted from 
the YEI by July 201611, which is likely to be an overestimate. It includes substantial 
shares of young people in Italy and Spain who have registered for the YEI/Youth Guarantee, 
but are not yet engaged in a measure. In the case of Italy, 640,000 young people were 
profiled and waitlisted in March 2016, but only 227,775 interventions had been supported by 
the YEI. As one individual is able to take part in more than one intervention, it is likely that 
much less than 227,775 young people have benefitted from the YEI in Italy to date. In the 
case of Spain, more than 275,000 young people had registered with the Youth Guarantee 
system, with no information available on how many of these young people have already been 
engaged in a measure12. 

Due to the fact that Member States are eligible for YEI funding at a regional level, it is difficult 
to assess the extent to which the YEI has addressed the NEET challenge in a specific 
Member State to date. As an approximation, it is possible to compare Eurostat data on the 
number of NEETs by Member State in 201513 with the number of young people who have 
participated in the YEI to date. Disregarding Italy and Spain, for which the actual number of 
participants is difficult to determine as outlined above, Latvia has engaged the largest share 
of its NEET population to date (20.2%). This is followed by Ireland (18.8%), Portugal (18.6%), 
France (18%), Belgium (17.1%) and Hungary (15.8%). At the other end of the spectrum, 
only 0.4% of all NEET in the relevant age group have been engaged in the YEI in the Czech 
Republic, followed by Lithuania (2.1%), Slovakia (2.9%) and Croatia (3.6%). No data on 
engagement of young people is available for Romania and the UK, due to delays in 
implementation. No comprehensive information is currently available on take-up by regions.  

Evidence from 2015 suggests that Member States are generally successful in 
engaging young people overall, with measures heavily oversubscribed in some countries, 
e.g. in Greece (‘Voucher schemes for first work experience’) and in Italy, where large shares 
of young people eligible for the YEI are waitlisted. However, national evaluations submitted 
by the end of 2015 also pointed to difficulties in engaging vulnerable young people in 
some Member States (e.g. in Croatia, Spain and Poland) 14. 

This is reflected in the results of the survey of Managing Authorities conducted in late 2015. 
In the first phase of implementation, the YEI most frequently reached the younger age 
cohort of 15-24 year olds (77%), young men (51%), those with at least upper 
secondary qualifications (75%) and the unemployed (77%) rather than the 
inactive.15 Since then, many Member States have taken action to focus on more specific and 
harder to reach target groups. 

Data on outputs/results of the YEI refers to the implementation up to the end of 2015. At this 
point 203,000 of young people had completed a YEI intervention (40.5% of all 
beneficiaries), of which 80,250 had been long-term unemployed. Of these 82,000 had 
received an offer of employment, education or training upon leaving (39.5% of all 
completers) and 109,000 were in education, employment or training following a YEI 
intervention (53.7% of all completers). More information should become available 
through the Annual Implementation Reports in May 2017.16 There is little evidence if the YEI 
provides a good quality offer beyond the extent to which it leads to the desired integration 
into employment, education or training. This is not least due to the fact that there is little 
consensus amongst Member States of what constitutes a good quality offer, with some 
Member States considering the speed of making an offer the key quality criterion, others the 
satisfaction of YEI participants, and yet others the sustainability of the offer (e.g. transition 
into permanent rather than temporary contracts) 17. 
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Example – youth employment and the YEI in Slovenia 

Slovenia experienced a sharp increase in youth unemployment rates for those aged 15-29 
years of age in the context of the economic crisis, when the rate rose from 8.3% in 2008 to 
a high of 19.0% in 2013. In the past years, the youth unemployment rate has somewhat 
recovered, but stays with 16.2% in 2016 above the pre-crisis level.18 Further, NEET rates 
have been recovering much slower. In 2015, the NEET rate in the same age group was 
12.3%, well above the 7.5% in 2008.19 Further research is needed to explore the discrepancy 
between both indicators, which may stem from increased discouragement of young people 
to join the labour market and therefore a transition into inactivity. 

Nonetheless, there is a perceived improvement of the youth labour market situation in 
Slovenia, which may be attributed to the economic recovery of the Slovenian economy since 
2014, changes to labour market regulations and employment interventions such as the 
Youth Guarantee and measures funded by YEI.20 Only the cohesion region Vzhodna Slovenija 
(Eastern Slovenia) was eligible for EUR 9.2 million of YEI specific allocation, with the total 
value of the YEI programme being EUR 20.7 million including ESF match and national co-
financing. This is a relatively small funding stream compared to EUR 100 million spent on 
wider active labour market policy under the ‘Plan for the Implementation of Active 
Employment Policy’ in 2016 alone.21  

The funding is used to implement ‘The first challenge’ (Prvi Izziv), a programme of 
subsidised employment for first-time job seekers below the age of 30 which are 
registered as unemployed. It was planned that the programme would reach 2,859 
participants and latest data shows that 1,897 young people have been supported through 
the measure by end of June 2016, while 28 have already completed the measure, only 4 of 
which had found access to employment, education or training after the measure.22 The low 
number of completers may be explained by the fact that young people participate for a 
duration of 15 months in the programme. 

Given the relatively small allocation of YEI funding, the number of young people reached 
through the YEI is marginal compared to the overall number of close to 41,000 NEETs in 
the relevant age group in Slovenia.  

 

5. STRENGTHS AND WEAKNESSES  
The YEI has a number of key strengths: 

• It makes large amounts of additional funding available for youth employment 
measures which may otherwise not have been funded through national or other 
resources. It therewith ensures that youth employment is a common policy 
priority amongst Member States. 

• Funding can be used with relative flexibility for activities which directly address 
young people in line with the national, regional and local needs. In many cases local 
and specialised providers are used to ensure access to relevant target groups. 

• The YEI supports the introduction of the Youth Guarantee in some countries and 
also facilitates the shift from supply driven delivery of active labour market policies 
to individualised assistance for young people in some Member States. 

• Despite the administrative burden, the YEI is often perceived positively at the local 
level. 
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However, a number of weaknesses and implementation challenges remain: 

• The timing and shortened time-frame for the implementation constitutes a 
challenge for successful delivery. Many Managing Authorities were unable to start 
YEI operations in 2013, as they were in the process of finalising the previous ESF 
funding period and preparing for the 2014-2020 funding period. This led to delays in 
setting up YEI activities and launching public procurement procedures. Further, lack 
of capacity of delivery organisations, infrastructure and in some cases lack of demand 
imply that spending the allocated funds in the remaining time frame (by the end of 
2018) will be a challenge in some cases.  

• The YEI is a funding stream, not a programme or specific measure. This implies that 
the success of the YEI is dependent on the quality of services provided 
through the YEI in the Member States. This has been a challenge in some Member 
States in particular in the area of VET provision, as for example pointed out in the 
national evaluations for Greece and Latvia. Further, this has been an issue where there 
is insufficient experience of working with young people and monitoring and evaluation 
of some delivery bodies, in particular PES. As pointed out by the national evaluations 
for Cyprus and Italy, the slow modernisation of PES in these countries constitutes a 
challenge for the YEI.  

• Member States continue to have difficulties with the identification of inactive or 
administratively excluded NEETs. Data presented above shows that YEI funded 
measures have initially focused on those easier to reach. Several Member States have 
increased their efforts to engage those harder to reach under the YEI.  

• The YEI is perceived as bureaucratic and administratively burdensome by 
providers, even compared to standard ESF provision. Many front-line delivery 
organisations are struggling to provide evidence on eligibility of young people for 
the measure for example. 

• Finally, it is important to point out that the allocations for the YEI were inflexibly based 
on 2012 youth unemployment rates at NUTS2 level. The youth labour market has 
changed significantly in many regions since 2012, including lower numbers of inactive 
and unemployed young people, and some areas may find it difficult to absorb the 
funding available.  

6. RECOMMENDATIONS  
Based on the implementation challenges outlined above, one key policy recommendation 
emerges for the ongoing YEI implementation: Member States are likely to benefit from 
an extension of the implementation period of the YEI beyond 2018, as the start of the 
operations was significantly delayed in many countries and many will find it difficult to spend 
their allocation in the remaining time frame. Last year, MEPs voted overwhelmingly for a 
report on the 2017 budget which called on the European Commission to provide an additional 
EUR 500 million for the YEI. While this will help to support the YEI beyond 2018, it will 
be important to understand how eligibility for this additional funding will be 
determined. If further funding will go to regions who are already receiving YEI funding, it 
must be ensured that there is a need for additional funding and that additional funding can 
be absorbed. It should also be considered to extend the funding to other regions, based on 
newest data on the NEET and youth employment situation and regional need. 

When setting up similar funds in the future, it will be crucial to take into account the learning 
from the YEI in particular on the implementation challenges. This includes that timing and 
time-frame for funds channelled through the ESF structures must take into account the 
ESF time-table and fit into the schedule for existing activities in order to be 
implemented swiftly and effectively. This includes the compatibility with ESF monitoring 
systems, as projects at local level are often funded using a range of funding sources making 
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it impractical to implement different monitoring systems for different funding sources (as has 
been the case with the YEI). 

The lack of capacity by some delivery organisations to deliver high quality services to 
participants illustrates that a funding stream such as the YEI needs to be accompanied by 
further funding and activities for capacity building of labour market institutions, for 
example through the ESF. It will be crucial to drive forward the modernisation of public 
employment services.  

As highlighted throughout this paper, data on beneficiaries, outputs and results of the YEI are 
sparse and often inconsistent. It will be important to take into account learning from the YEI 
to set up less administratively burdensome and more up to date monitoring systems 
in the future. This should include further capacity building of Managing Authorities and local 
providers. 

Future research on the YEI could focus on: i.) The impact of the YEI, including the 
comparison of the outcomes/ results achieved with a counterfactual, ii.) Replacement effects 
and additionality of the YEI, iii.) A process evaluation of the implementation of the YEI 
including what worked for different target groups, iv.) An analysis of the sustainability of 
outcomes including reflections on the influence of the economic context on these, v.) An 
analysis of the take-up and impact of the YEI at regional level, vi.) A selection and meta-
analysis of good practices with regards to value-for money and engagement with 
disadvantaged target groups. 
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