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In the last two years, graduates’ labour market outcomes have 
been affected by the Covid-19 pandemic in different ways, 
from changes in employment opportunities to limited in-per-
son learning. The impact of the health crisis in this context 
remains understudied. In this report, we suggest effective 
solutions to improve university graduates’ position, since they 
represent the future labour market.

Firstly, the report provides an overview of the Italian and EU’s 
labour markets and how these have been impacted by Cov-
id-19, through a comparison of the post-2020 data with the 
pre- pandemic situation and by looking at different graduates’ 
categories. In this first part, we identify several problematic 
aspects in relation to young graduates. This category, which 
is considered amongst the most vulnerable ones, has been 
severely affected during the crisis. Data on the Italian labour 
market show worse labour market outcomes on average when 
compared with other EU countries.

Secondly, the study discusses the role played by a number EU 
and Italian institutions in tackling the crisis and attempts to 
evaluate and enrich the existing debate with concrete policy 
recommendations.

To have a better understanding of the young graduate’s situa-
tion in the Italian labour market, the study proposes a survey 
among the members of the 89 Initiative university network in 
their shift from education to work. This is intended to highlight 
specific aspects of these transitions when discussing policy 
recommendations and the institutional response. By consid-
ering the general overview provided by current trends and the 
results of the survey, we identified various key elements that 
should be addressed through a range of policies. Our main 
findings suggest policymakers should tackle aspects related to 
the mental health of young graduates, the role of universities 
and employment centres in the transition from education to 
work, and which tools could be used to improve job search and 
labour market outcomes.

EXECUTIVE 
SUMMARY
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The Covid-19 pandemic represented not only a health and 
sanitary crisis globally, but it has also caused social and eco-
nomic costs for the global economy, including labour market 
outcomes. Many of these costs were the results of voluntary 
and involuntary social-distancing measures adopted to prevent 
the spread of the virus (Mishra et al., 2020: 2). Yet, given the 
unique characteristics of the Covid-19 pandemic and its cohort 
effects on recent and current graduates, a revision of the tradi-
tional set of policy tools seems necessary, particularly to avoid 
those generations attending a degree during the pandemic 
might be at a disadvantage when entering the labour market. 
Understanding the long-term labour market consequences of 
the pandemic, especially for younger cohorts, it becomes cru-
cial to identify and design targeted policy interventions at both 
the national and EU level.

The pandemic is different from previous economic crises such 
as the 2008 Great Recession. The crisis caused by Covid-19 
took place in a period of relatively stable financial and labour 
markets, as the global economy was recovering under the 
impulse of buoyant monetary and fiscal policies (Konle-Seidl 
and Picarella, 2021: 8). The Covid-19 pandemic has exacerbat-
ed income and spatial inequalities with an impact on students’ 
performance and employment prospects. The absence of 
digital learning skills across many parts of Europe just before 
the pandemic hit dramatically affected the potential of Euro-
pean graduates. Equally, the lack of broadband availability in 
some regions might have created spatial and income divides in 
university achievements with potential labour market impacts 
for those graduates.

The policies implemented to counter the spread of the virus 
caused ‘business closures, redundancies and increasing rates 
of job insecurity, informality and long-term unemployment’ 
(Barford et al., 2021: 7). The highly sectoral nature of the crisis 
has meant that some workers were impacted more than 
others, while some of them benefited more quickly from the 
recovery (OECD, 2021a). In the second quarter of 2020, total 
hours worked fell by over 15% across the OECD, while hours 
worked by the youth fell by more than 26% (OECD, 2021a). This 
was because the younger segments of the population were 
mainly employed in hard-hit sectors and with precarious con-
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tracts (OECD, 2021a). Young people that were about to enter 
the labour market after graduation have struggled to find em-
ployment due to limited vacancies (OECD, 2021a). In fact, ‘the 
limits on job search created by the pandemic pushed many 
of those who would, in normal times, have been classified as 
unemployed, into the inactive – or marginally attached – popu-
lation’ (OECD, 2021a).

In addition to this, job search activity during the Covid-19 
appears to have declined: this is driven by several factors, such 
as the fear of infection, limited employment services, relaxed 
conditionality for benefit receipt, large numbers on temporary 
layoff, and school closures, which limited the availability of 
many parents to undertake or search for work (OECD, 2021a). 
The youth that is now leaving education to enter the labour 
market is particularly exposed to unemployment in the short-
term, and present greater risks of scarring through a long 
spell of unemployment or inactivity. This seems to be the case 
especially for the lower skilled youth or those graduating from 
fields characterised by relatively low entry pay (OECD, 2021a).

The pandemic has exacerbated the existing challenges for 
youth unemployment and has had an impact on some youth 
segments more than others, such as women (Barford et al., 
2021: 7). It is now well established that females, graduates, 
and the youth from marginalised backgrounds were the most 
affected in terms of youth unemployment, notably through 
poor educational outcomes and poor mental health (Barford et 
al., 2021).

The concept of ‘Covid-19’ or ‘lockdown’ generation has been 
often cited to describe the long- term scarring effects on the 
youth in terms of job opportunities and mental health conse-
quences (Barford et al., 2021: 7). The pandemic disrupted the 
educational paths of the youth across Europe, left them jobless 
and made it more difficult to integrate into the labour market 
(UNICEF and ETF, 2020).

Therefore, governments, policymakers and international or-
ganisations must now rethink policies aimed at ‘offsetting the 
economic and social shock of the pandemic on young people’ 
(Barford et al., 2021: 7). It is time for European governments to 
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acknowledge the critical role that education plays in training 
young people for jobs and entrepreneurship for the future. 
Upskilling the current workforce is only the start, and there is a 
dire need to guarantee that the next generation of EU citizens 
will have the necessary skills to recoup from these lost years.
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1. PURPOSE OF THE STUDY

This work investigates the impact of the Covid-19 
pandemic on the graduate students in terms of the 
consequences of the pandemic on their academic, 
learning and working opportunities, mental health, 
financial conditions, and mobility. Furthermore, 
the paper explores and discusses the policies and 
initiatives undertaken at the European and Italian 
levels to mitigate the effects of the pandemic. The 
main research question of the report addresses the 
role these institutions play in helping young gradua-
tes cope with the consequences of the pandemic 
and asks whether they are doing enough to ensure a 
smoother transition from education to work.

The main hypothesis of this work is that the Covid-19 
pandemic contributed to worsen job prospects 
of graduate students mainly because of poorer 
networking during lockdowns and reduced quality 
of internships or, in some cases, scanter training op-
portunities. Therefore, if graduates had little oppor-
tunity to gain working experience during the pande-
mic through internships, traineeships, and mobility 
exchange programs, their future job prospects 
might be impacted negatively when compared to 
the outcome of those who graduated during a time 
of relatively stable and well-functioning job markets. 
Such deficiencies might aggravate the skill- misma-
tch issue, by obstructing the youth in identifying the 
most appropriate jobs for their backgrounds and 
ambitions, thus risking pushing many young gradua-
tes to accept jobs not in line with their ambitions or 
below their reservation wage.

The pandemic exposed university students to a 
higher risk of unemployment scarring: the youth is 
often employed in temporary contracts to have a 
small financial income while studying. The pande-
mic contributed to the closure of most economic 
activities and reduced mobility, meaning that young 
students and graduates might have lost their jobs 
and, therefore, were left with little or no financial in-
come. In the short and long term, this could have led 
to a further economic dependence on their family or 

their caregivers. In fact, in some cases, some young 
people did not have any other chance but to return 
to their parents’ houses because of the financial 
inability to pay their own house rental.

One key element of the response to the pandemic 
to ensure continuity of teaching and learning has 
been the implementation of online lecturing. While 
the effect of remote learning is difficult to quantify, 
preliminary evidence suggests this could have led to 
worsen the academic outcomes for young gradua-
tes, which would have an impact in their professio-
nal lives in terms of poorer knowledge of the field of 
their specialisation in the long term (Konle-Seidl and 
Picarella, 2021).

In addition to this, academic research shows that, in 
most of the cases, the mental health of the students 
and graduates has been negatively impacted be-
cause of the lockdowns and the time spent at home 
(Konle-Seidl and Picarella, 2021). Since the pandemic 
hit, stress, anxiety, and depression have been on the 
rise, especially among vulnerable groups such as the 
youth. If psychological support is not provided on 
time or it is not accessible, the youth could experien-
ce long-term negative outcomes both in their per-
sonal and professional lives in the aftermath of the 
pandemic.

Under a welfare perspective, graduate labour 
market entries might have worsened during the 
pandemic because of a general lack of health and 
social benefits during the crisis’ peak, with an incre-
ased risk of scarring effects in the long run. Policies 
described in the National Recovery and Resilience 
Plan (NRRP) seem to remain vague in addressing the 
structural issues affecting graduate labour market 
entries, since they do not take into consideration 
the more permanent scarring effects of the pande-
mic. During the emergency period, the government 
issued several passive labour market policies, such 
as unemployment benefits, addressed to workers. 
Youth unemployment was already growing from 
2018, and it has remained higher than the rates of 
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the pre-Great Recession period.

These conditions have put graduates in a situation 
of absolute disadvantage compared to other seg-
ments of the population since most of them were 
not employed at the time. The consequence is that 
graduates, already in a precarious situation since 
2007, were not the direct beneficiaries of these me-
asures. Furthermore, Passive Labour Market Policies 
(PLMPs) and Active Labour Market Policies (ALMPs) 
are still not targeted towards graduates, excluding 
them from a strong social protection regime and 
perpetuating the dualization phenomenon which 
characterises the Italian labour market (Konle-Seidl 
and Picarella, 2021).
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2. ITALY AND THE EU BEFORE  
THE PANDEMIC: A LABOUR MARKET 
PERSPECTIVE

The Covid-19 pandemic has undoubtedly reshaped 
economies and societies. To understand the proces-
ses that occurred in the European Union and in Italy, 
it is necessary to analyse the structural issues of 
the labour market both at the national and supra-
national level before the pandemic. This report will 
initially adopt an historical approach by taking into 
consideration the Italian welfare state and how its 
structure changed because of the process of ‘Euro-
peanization’. This section will then analyse the social 
dimension of the European Union, its evolution, and 
the capacity to influence the welfare structures of its 
Member States.

According to the existing literature, the Italian eco-
nomy is categorised as a ‘South-European’ model of 
welfare state, similar to the Spanish one. Both these 
countries are difficult to classify as pure market eco-
nomies, and they do not fit in the three regimes typi-
cally identified by Esping-Andersen (1990). However, 
they can be defined as ‘mixed-market economies’, 
since the ‘South-European model’, or ‘Mediterranean 
regime’, is a mixed model of the three traditional 
principles: healthcare and education follow a so-
cial-democratic regime, social assistance and care 
follow liberal principles, while income maintenance 
follows a conservative approach (Guillén and Pavoli-
ni, 2017).

Historically, the Mediterranean regime reached 
weak political achievements in fighting poverty 
and promoting social assistance, at least up to the 
1980s. Social policy was made by fragmented and 
categorical additions, underdeveloped cash benefits 
and services. Consequently, poverty levels traditio-
nally remained very high. As pointed out by Ferrera 
(2010), three factors can explain the phenomenon 
of weak social protection: the role of the family, the 
underground economy, and the weak administrative 
capacities. In particular, the Italian family is descri-
bed as a ‘social shock absorber’, or ‘welfare broker’: 
this means that mostly the family, rather than welfa-
re policies, normally provides a peculiar social pro-

tection in the form of economic assistance in case 
of job loss, unemployment, childcare, elderly care, 
etc. The assistance that comes from family members 
is still stronger than in any other regions in Europe, 
and it historically played a blocking role for social 
assistance and other policies by keeping demand for 
family-oriented benefits low.

Meanwhile, the European Union started to grow 
as an important actor both on the international 
and domestic stages, together with its social policy 
integration. The first evolution came in 1957 with 
the creation of the European Social Fund through 
the Treaty of Rome. Moreover, since 1958, there has 
been a constant increase of social provisions. The 
European social policy has evolved mainly through 
three channels: regulations in the field of labour 
law, working conditions and anti-discrimination 
policies; redistribution (European Social Fund) and 
the initiation of public debates on Europe's social 
dimension in the 1990s; mutual surveillance among 
national policymakers (Falkner, 2010). The EU’s social 
dimension developed strongly throughout the years, 
influencing its Member States, now part of an inte-
gration process that included free movement and 
coordination rules, but also a complex set of reforms 
changing their welfare regime. This was especially 
true for southern-European countries that since the 
1990s have gone through a process of financial and 
institutional restructuring to meet the European 
Monetary Union standards.

As mentioned by Guillén and Pavolini (2017), the 
enthusiasm for the process of integration has been 
strong in Italy and other southern-European coun-
tries, supporting a recalibration of their policies and 
finances, at least until the Great Recession which 
started in 2007. In fact, to face the economic crisis, 
Italy has applied several fiscal consolidation mea-
sures and cuts in social protection, interventionism 
in the macroeconomic sphere and limited welfare 
chauvinism (Guillén and Pavolini, 2017). The changes 
in social policies came from the urgency of reform 
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and external conditionality, especially pressures 
from other European countries and the European 
Commission, creating more disillusionment regar-
ding the European project.

There have been cuts in social policies, but their im-
pact has been less severe than in other fields, such 
as employment protection. Access to institutions 
such as unemployment benefits was not restricted. 
However, the reduced generosity in the labour mar-
ket and the expansion of protection to previously 
unprotected groups provoked a labour market dua-
lization, undermining security both in employment 
and unemployment.

In the decade that followed the Great Recession, 
Italy pursued its interventionism in social policy, 
increasing its percentage of GDP in social spending 
by four points from 2007 to 2019 (OECD, 2022). 
Nevertheless, poverty has continued to grow, even 
if at a different speed depending on the age group, 
and dualization persisted, in particular, the cleava-
ge between young and older workers (LIS, 2022). 
Respectively, these are the outsiders and insiders 
of the Italian labour market, typical of a predomi-
nantly manufacturing economy: the former group is 
particularly affected by the proliferation of atypical 
contracts, while the latter falls into a more stable 
social protection regime. This is also reflected in the 
composition of the population in poverty. Before 
2007, poor people were mainly pensioners, while 
after the financial crisis, they are more likely to come 
from younger age groups and to be unemployed or 
low paid. This phenomenon can be explained by a 
concentration of social spending in pensions rather 
than unemployment benefits for younger workers 
or the development of active labour market policies 
that could contribute to enhancing the situation of 
young labour market entries.

Thus, the increase in social spending for the younger 
segments of the population can be regarded as one 
step among many to overcome the consequences of 
economic crises. However, the response to the Great 

Recession in Italy shows that re-targeting social be-
nefits is the most important part of the government 
policies which are currently missing. This, in conjun-
ction with the level of poverty which characterises 
younger groups shows that these benefits should 
be accompanied by active labour market policies for 
better inclusion.

The Italian youth unemployment rate (Figure 1) is 
emblematic of the precarious situation in which 
graduate labour market entrants found themselves 
at the outbreak of the global pandemic. Since 2008, 
the Great Recession began to show its effects, with 
unemployment increasing significantly until 2014. 
During the recovery of the Italian labour market that 
ended in 2019, the youth unemployment rate went 
back to the level of 2011, but without ever managing 
to move back to pre-Great Recession levels. The 
combination of these elements created a systematic 
precariousness for young people who were about to 
enter the Italian labour market, excluding them from 
a strong social protection regime.

One of the main concerns of Italian employers is the 
high costs of labour in Italy. To sustain the welfare 
system and to provide pensions, a percentage of 
contributions is deducted from employees’ salaries. 
Across the past ten years, Italian policymakers have 
tried to boost employment by reducing the costs of 
labour, i.e., decreasing or exempting the contribu-
tions payment (Table 2). These measures referred 
mainly to young workers, who struggle more to 
obtain an indeterminate contract. Addressing young 
workers in particular, Italy had the chance to launch 
new projects addressing issues such as self-employ-
ment or the high numbers of NEETs (Not in Employ-
ment, Education, or Training) within the context of 
the Youth Guarantee.

High levels of unemployment have been a concern 
for the European Union as well. Indeed, in 2013, the 
European Council sent a Recommendation to invite 
the Member States to provide youth with a job offer 
or an educational opportunity within four months 
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from the beginning of the unemployment period. 
Once again, the main measures implemented refer-
red to contributions’ exemption or reduction 
(Table 2).

The so-called ‘brain drain’ of Italian young professio-
nals and talents has been also a wide phenomenon 
ongoing for several years. Italy has been witnessing 
the migration of qualified human capital due to poor 
investment in education and technological innova-
tion, bureaucracy, high unemployment rates and few 
incentives to hire fresh graduates with full time con-
tracts. Besides the migration abroad, inter-regional 
migration from southern to northern Italian regions 
represents an additional problem contributing to the 
slowdown of the national economy through higher 
regional disparities (Tosi et al., 2019). In Italy, ‘stu-
dent mobility is especially motivated by the concen-
tration of high-quality universities in the North’, in 
addition to a higher demand of qualified labour in 
the northern regions (Tosi et al., 2019). Therefore, 
there should be greater efforts to ensure that young 
professionals find better opportunities in the coun-

try and spatial inequality should be addressed ‘by 
incentivizing internal mobility towards the regions of 
departure in particular’ (Tosi et al., 2019).

2.1 The Great Recession vs Covid-19

The response of the European Union on the eco-
nomy and labour market can be used as an example 
to discuss the nature of the Covid-19 crisis, compa-
red to the Great Recession of 2007. While, during 
the financial crisis, the EU became a symbol of fiscal 
rigour and austerity for many countries, the recent 
pandemic brought into question and redefined 
certain normative aspects of the EU particularly in 
terms of welfare solidarity and the use of fiscal poli-
cy. During the first year of the pandemic, the Com-
mission suspended the European fiscal rules to let 
the Member States deal with the effects of the crisis 
on the economy and labour market.

The crisis facilitated political agreement on seve-
ral issues previously thought almost impossible to 
reach, at least in the near future, namely issuance of 
European public debt (EU bonds) to fund the reco-
very phase through programmes such as tempo-
rary Support to mitigate Unemployment Risks in an 
Emergency (SURE) and Next-Generation-EU (NGEU), 
that provide loans and grants to Member states.

Differently from the Great Recession, the Covid-19 
crisis has been perceived in a completely different 
way, described as a common, symmetric shock, whi-
ch made ‘natural to try to cooperate to cope with the 
debt it causes and to share part of its risks’ (Bruni, 
2021). Furthermore, as pointed out by Moreira and 
Hick (2020), the effects of the pandemic were more 
severe and affected more sectors compared to the 
Great Recession. The scale of the crisis and the per-
ception of a common shock created an international 
pressure that eased the creation of common tools 
acting on the different sectors of the economies, and 
on the labour market itself.

Figure 1. Youth unemployment rate by age group 
(15-24 years old), % of the labour force, 2005
- 2021, Italy and OECD countries.

Source: OECD Database.
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As for the labour market, after the financial crisis of 
2007, national governments rarely applied extensive 
unemployment benefits and social spending measu-
res in a bid to reduce public deficit and debt. Howe-
ver, the pandemic period saw large-scale benefits 
for workers, mainly in the form of unemployment 
protection schemes with universalistic characteri-
stics. This was due to the very specific nature of the 
pandemic, which required limited social contact and 
thus absenteeism. These policies were new in some 
countries, such as the UK, while in other countries, 
such as Italy, they represented an expansion of pre-
vious schemes (Moreira and Hick, 2020).

Nevertheless, the pandemic exacerbated the issues 
already present due to the Great Recession long-
term effects (Table 1). Governments had to apply 
emergency measures, namely PLMPs, providing cash 
benefits to workers and other categories, such as  
the self-employed. It can be argued that these kinds 
of benefits represent a more immediate solution 
compared to ALMPs, as they offer protection to 
workers in general. In fact, passive labour market 
policies aim at deregulating the labour market 
making it more flexible and helping people moving 
into the job market (Hayward, 2010). Furthermore, 
such policy interventions enable employers to offer 
younger workers lower wages and weaker employ-
ment contracts (Hayward, 2010). The ALMPs, instead, 
have other benefits in the medium and long term: 
these kinds of policies can be a powerful tool to 
build a strong social protection regime for categories 
at risk, such as those concentrated on labour mar-
ket entries. However, in order to be effective, these 
social policies must have as objectives a high level of 
employment, labour market success through skills 
development, and appropriate jobs placement, pro-
moting job quality (Kenworthy, 2010). This was not 
the case for Italy on the verge of the 2020 pandemic.

As illustrated in Table 1, there were many structu-
ral issues in the Italian labour market before the 
Covid-19 outbreak. Firstly, it was characterised by a 

general vulnerability and a lack of competitiveness 
caused by deep-rooted issues, such as a strong pre-
sence of the underground economy, as well as the 
spreading of part-time contracts and low-paid work 
that generated a growth of in-work poverty. Thus, 
poverty increased for younger workers and sharply 
decreased for older workers and pensioners (LIS, 
2022). These elements, combined with a misplaced 
social spending in pensions and benefits for older 
workers, caused further divisions in the labour mar-
ket (OECD, 2022).

Secondly, Table 2 illustrates specific disadvanta-
ges for graduate labour market entries before the 
pandemic, describing a weak social protection 
regime, especially with respect to other segments 
of the population. Other than involuntary part-time 
and low-paid jobs, graduates were more subject to 
unpaid work, to a higher unemployment level and 
to a long period of school-to-work transition. These 
conditions, combined, resulted in a higher share of 
the population living in a condition of greater expo-
sure to the structural weaknesses characterising the 
Italian labour market.
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Table 1. Structural issues of the Italian labour market system before the Covid-19 outbreak.

Source: Own creation, based on the literature mentioned above and the CEPS RRRP n.07 (2022).
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Table 2. Pre-pandemic measures implemented by Italy. 
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3.1 Focus on the EU 

The youth seem to have been particularly affected 
by the Covid-19 pandemic particularly when it comes 
to education, unemployment and mental health. As 
far as unemployment is concerned, at the onset of 
the pandemic, unemployment among 15-24 years 
old in the OECD countries surged from 11.5% in 
February 2020, to 19% in just two months until April 
(OECD, 2021a). Figure 2 shows that at the European 
level the unemployment has risen from March until 
July 2020, without going beyond 20% level on aver-
age.

Moreover, a strong difference between Germany 
and Italy can be noticed. For the former, the trend 
was stably low over the years, while for the latter 
the unemployment level surged in April 2020, going 
beyond the 30% level. This increase must be high-
lighted because of its magnitude and the vulnerabili-
ty of the portion of the population which it refers to. 
The strong increase in youth unemployment is likely 
driven by two factors: job loss and people leaving ed-
ucation into a labour market with limited vacancies 
(OECD, 2021a).

Figure 2. Youth unemployment rate by age group 
(15-24 years old), % of the labour force, November 
2019 - December 2020. 

 

 
 
Source: OECD Database.

Young people have always been more likely to work 
in ‘sectors most affected by the pandemic such as 
retail, hospitality and tourism’ which have been hit 
hard by the pandemic (Konle-Seidl and Picarella, 
2021: 8). According to the EU Labour Force Sur-
vey, the youth are also concentrated in low-paying 
occupations, which were characterised by net job 
destruction (OECD, 2021a). In addition, almost 77% 
of the world’s young workers were in informal jobs, 
compared with around 60% of adult workers (aged 
25 and above). This means that youth had lower 
levels of social protection (Milotay, 2020).

In addition, young people struggled to compete in a 
labour market with limited vacancies and with lack 
of firm-specific skills. That is the main reason for the 
sensitivity of the youth labour market to economic 
cycles. During the pandemic, apprenticeships and 
work-based learning opportunities have been cut 
or conducted at distance, nullifying partially these 
initiatives. The Covid-19 can have a negative impact 
upon the career prospects particularly in fields 
where post-schooling human capital accumulation is 
important (OECD, 2021a).

This situation leads to a long period of unemploy-
ment and inactivity. Indeed, an important feature 
of the Covid-19 crisis across all age groups is that 
unemployment rates describe only a slight propor-
tion of the overall job loss (Konle-Seidl and Picarella, 
2021: 8). In fact, job losses translated mainly into 
inactivity rather than unemployment. It has been 
observed that, across Europe, the increase in un-
employment has been less severe as compared to 
the 2007-08 financial crisis (Konle-Seidl and Picarel-
la, 2021: 8). The youth’s long-lasting inactivity can 
weigh upon their future earnings’ prospects, both for 
those who are unemployed and upon job mobility, 
for those who found a lower level of employment 
(OECD, 2021a).

At the end of 2019, on average across OECD coun-
tries, just one out of ten young people aged between 
15 and 29 were Not in Employment, Education or 

3. THE STATE OF EUROPEAN AND ITA-
LIAN LABOUR MARKETS AFTER THE 
PANDEMIC
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Training (NEET) (OECD, 2021a). During the pandemic, 
the rate swelled across the OECD, which is unsurpris-
ing given the restrictions, but what is more worrying 
are the scarring effects of this inactivity. Moreover, in 
recent years, young people with a medium to higher 
level of education have accounted for a growing pro-
portion of the NEET (OECD, 2021a). Youth unemploy-
ment rate in April 2020 rose by 0.8%. This increase 
includes NEETs, and it was four times greater than 
for the rest of the workforce (Milotay, 2020). 
 
3.2 Focus on Italy

As discussed previously, the Covid-19 pandemic has 
exacerbated inequalities, critical issues, and tensions 
in the Italian economic system (Angeli, 2020). Howev-
er, while much of these trends could be traced back 
to global or anyway EU trends, the extent of this 
specific decline and any necessary measures to be 
implemented must be analysed in depth to provide 
adequate solutions.

ISTAT data from 2021 shows how the decline in the 
employment rate following the pandemic period 
was more pronounced for young people between 15 
and 34 years of age, with a peak of -3.84% between 
2019 and 2020 compared to -2.75% and -0.65% for 
the 35-64 age group, respectively without and with a 
degree.

From this last point, another fundamental element 
in the Italian employment system is clear, namely 
the rewarding role of the degree. However, despite 
the employment premium due to education, in Italy 
the employment rate remains lower than the Euro-
pean average even among graduates: 80.8% be-
tween 25 and 64 years old against 85.5% of average 
in the EU27, as well as among high school gradu-
ates: 70.5% against the European average of 75.7% 
(OECD, 2021).

The age group between 15 and 34 years old, which 
is highly vulnerable in the economic sense, faces the 
worst consequences of a systemic crisis. However, 

holding a degree has been identified as a strong 
instrument to cushion the impacts of the crisis. The 
data mentioned above show that the trend is grow-
ing both at the level of degree (the higher it is, the 
greater the employment premium will be) and over 
time. In this regard, it is interesting to note that, 
since 2008, the employment advantage of a degree 
over a diploma has grown and that the employment 
rate for those with an upper secondary qualification 
is 18.8 points higher than that of those with a lower 
secondary qualification (70.5% and 51.7%). More-
over, the rate among those with a tertiary qualifica-
tion is 10.3 points higher than the one observed for 
graduates (80.8% and 70.5%) (ISTAT, 2021).

Table 3. The employment returns of education in 
Italy: key figures. Years 2008, 2014, 2018, 2019 and 
2020. Percentage values.

Source: ISTAT (2021).

Focusing again on the Italian context, there are three 
peculiar elements to be highlighted to understand 
the structure and dynamism of the crisis that young 
people are facing because of the ongoing pandemic. 
The OECD data for 2021 show that Italy has one of 
the lowest percentages (0.6%) of young people with 
a degree expectation before the age of thirty, putting 
Italy in the 22nd position out of the 27 European 
countries.

Secondly, in Italy, the average age of those obtain-
ing a degree for the first time is relatively low: 24.4 
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years, which is the 20th lowest across Europe. To 
conclude, an interesting element is the focus on 
gender analysis, which sees the proportion of female 
graduates from postgraduate programmes among 
the smallest in the panorama of OECD countries: 
39.3%, which is 33rd out of 39 states analysed.

The gender issue is not limited to this point. The 
ISTAT indicators on the employment returns of edu-
cation show that a higher level of education reduc-
es the ‘gender employment rate gap’, i.e., the gap 
between male and female employment rates (ISTAT, 
2021). According to the data shown, the gap in the 
Italian employment gender rate is 32.1 percentage 
points among those with a secondary school certifi-
cate, while it falls drastically to 20.2% for high school 
graduates and further decreases among university 
graduates, reaching a minimum of 9.3 percentage 
points (ISTAT, 2021). Thus, there are two main as-
pects on which it is necessary to work: the rewarding 
role of the educational qualification and a gender 
equality that has still to be achieved. Both aspects 
have shown how the consequences of the pandemic 
on different groups of people differed according to 
their level of education and gender.

The effects of the pandemic on employment returns 
in Italy are in line with those of the EU27, although 
a slight negative rate compared to the European 
average is evident. In addition, the pandemic effects 
have shown harsher consequences especially among 
women graduates, with a negative trend of 2.1% 
(Anderton et al., 2020).

The pandemic has exacerbated the systemic 
skills-mismatch among young people in the Italian 
labour market (Aina et al., 2021). In conclusion, it 
is interesting to address a further problem related 
to Italy, an element that already before the pan-
demic crisis represented an indifferent scourge in 
the youth labour market, namely that of NEETs. 
According to the ‘Plan for the emersion and orien-
tation of young inactive people’ carried out by the 
Italian Ministry of Youth Policy in collaboration with 

the Italian Ministry of Labour (2022), there are more 
than 3 million young people NEETs in the 15-34 age 
group, out of which 1.7 million are women only. 
From Figure 3, which shows the trend in the level 
of male NEETs in Europe from 2015 to 2021, Italy 
currently ranks second in terms of the percentage of 
young NEETs behind Spain which holds the lead with 
26.75% (OECD, 2022).

Figures 3 and 4 highlight that, in 2015, the percent-
age trend of NEETs in Italy was the highest among 
the 28 countries in the European Union, and then 
began a downward trend until 2020 (22.00%), with 
slight upward deviations, but still downward. The 
post-Covid-19 effect was catastrophic for the cate-
gory of young people examined. In fact, the graph 
shows a percentage increase between 2020 and 
2021, bringing the trend back up and reaching the 
percentage of 24.42, making Italy the second country 
in the EU27 for the number of NEETs.

As shown in Figure 4, the trend for the sample of fe-
male NEETs aged 15-29 turns out to be the same as 
for men, but presents an even more dramatic pan-
demic effect, with a percentage increase of 2.65% 
from 2020 to 2021 compared to an increase of 2.42% 
for the same category for men (OECD, 2022). 
 
Figure 3. Percentage of male NEET from 2015 to 
2021 in Italy. 

Source: OECD Database (2022).
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Figure 4. Percentage of female NEET from 2015 to 
2021 in Italy.

Source: OECD Database (2022).

The gap percentage difference between male and 
female NEETs for Italy is the highest in the European 
Union (OECD, 2022). Therefore, the consequences 
of the Covid-19 on the youth labour market are 
evident, and even more evident is the dimension 
of a picture that shows no sign of improvement, as 
demonstrated by the percentage of NEETs that is still 
on the rise.

In Italy, the proportion of NEET shows large regional 
differences (ISTAT, 2019). Therefore, it is also worth 
investigating the phenomenon at the geographic 
level. Comparing Figures 5 and 6, which show the 
proportion of NEET at the provincial level in Italy in 
the second quarter of 2019 and the second quarter 
of 2020, it is found that, respectively, (and consistent 
with other studies by Ripamonti and Barberis, 2021), 
the southern provinces register the highest propor-
tion of NEET, especially in the regions of Campania, 
Sicily, and Apulia. In addition, from the second quar-
ter of 2019 to the second quarter of 2020, the num-
bers of NEET increased its share in all Italian macro 
regions, especially in the southern provinces, islands, 
and north- western provinces (Aina et al., 2021) 

Figure 5. Share of NEET by province level for the 2nd 
quarter of 2019. 

Source: Aina et al., (2021). 

 
Figure 6. Share of NEET by province level for the 2nd 
quarter of 2020. 

Source: Aina et al., (2021). 
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4.1 Commonalities among policies implemented 
by EU Member States

This section provides an overview of the legal and 
policy solutions adopted by the Union and its Mem-
ber States.

As a first point, through the Joint Employment Report 
2021, providing for an annual overview of the key 
employment and social developments in the EU and 
in Member States’ reform actions, some common 
tendencies of how the Member States reacted to this 
shock in their national legal orders could be identi-
fied (European Commission, 2021).

In particular, the most popular solution among the 
policy responses underlined in the report concerns 
the extensive implementation and/or strengthening 
of short-time work schemes or other job preserva-
tion schemes by Member States, aimed at limiting 
job losses, avoiding the dispersion of human capital 
at firm level, and sustaining aggregate demand in a 
phase of substantial economic slump. This extended 
use of short-time work schemes helped mitigate the 
consequences of the shock to the labour market. 
The features of such instruments include that they 
are public programmes addressed at limiting exces-
sive job losses during crises. In fact, their use has 
reached unprecedented levels during the Covid-19: 
in the short term, they can be beneficial to address 
the immediate consequences of an economic crisis, 
while, in the long term, they could hinder structural 
changes (Konle-Seidl and Picarella, 2021).

Concerning the measures addressed particularly 
to the youth, some categories of policies adopted 
among the States can be identified. Such measures, 
even when not directly addressed to the youth, 
could be beneficial for them (Konle-Seidl and Picarel-
la, 2021). The most popular examples among those 
policies include emergency and temporary income 
support; job retention schemes aimed at protecting 
jobs; hiring subsidies for employers to recruit young 
people; the strengthening of work-based learning 

opportunities and fundings for the establishment 
of mental health services (Konle-Seidl and Picarel-
la, 2021). For example, regarding the work-based 
learning opportunities, training bonuses have helped 
maintain or increase the number of apprenticeships 
in France, while they showed to be less successful in 
countries with already well-developed apprentice-
ship schemes such as Germany (Konle-Seidl and Pi-
carella, 2021). Yet, the expansion of apprenticeships 
has shown to have limited effects on youth employ-
ment if not supported by an increase in the reten-
tion of apprentices in their training firm (Konle-Seidl 
and Picarella, 2021). Another aspect for which some 
countries adopted measures is that of housing chal-
lenges, particularly regarding the youth. Only France, 
the Netherlands, and Portugal adopted emergency 
housing policies targeted directly to young people. 
On the other hand, in Italy, people under 35 years 
old were given the chance to get a mortgage without 
having to pay in advance the down payment for the 
house price (Konle-Seidl and Picarella, 2021: 41).

4.2 Policies at the EU level

The European Union has launched a large recov-
ery plan to respond to the Covid-19 crisis. The EU’s 
long-term budget, together with the NGEU, will in 
fact constitute the ‘largest stimulus package ever 
financed in Europe’ (European Commission, 2020).

Concerning the EU policies to face the Covid-19 
crisis, one first positive element to be considered is 
that all EU countries adopted the Recommendation 
of the European Council on a reinforced Youth Guar-
antee (European Commission, n.d.). The reinforced 
Youth Guarantee is part of the European Youth 
Employment Support package and is based on the 
Youth Guarantee of 2013 (European Commission, 
2020). The reinforced Youth Guarantee extends the 
age limit of young people from 25 to 29 years and 
requires targeted and individualised approaches for 
vulnerable groups (European Commission, 2020). 
However, notwithstanding the success of the Youth 
Guarantee, before the pandemic, in 2016, Eurofound 

4. WHAT IS THE ROLE OF LEGAL AND 
POLICY INSTITUTIONS?
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had already highlighted that a variety of subjects 
belonging to vulnerable groups have been unable to 
benefit from it (Eurofond, 2016). This is since most 
of the Member States focused their interventions 
on job-ready young people and not on that portion 
of the youth that needed the assistance the most. 
Therefore, one relevant issue lies in the identifica-
tion of the most vulnerable groups of young people 
(Konle-Seidl and Picarella, 2021: 44).

However, some countries followed the recommen-
dations of the EU on the reinforced Youth Guar-
antee and implemented several activities in this 
matter. For example, in July 2020, France launched 
a plan to ensure hiring subsidies for people under 
26 years old and training targeting disadvantaged 
young people (Konle-Seidl and Picarella, 2021: 46). In 
2021, Finland invested in its youth centres aiming at 
providing short-term psychotherapy for the youth. 
Luxembourg is currently working on its national plan 
which aims at increasing the outreach to vulnerable 
groups (Konle-Seidl and Picarella, 2021: 46). More-
over, in June 2021, Spain released the reinforced 
Youth Guarantee which was developed together 
with “regions, trade unions, business organisations 
and youth stakeholders” to increase the outreach to 
the most vulnerable NEETs and offer a personalised 
approach to better understand the needs and chal-
lenges of young people (Konle-Seidl and Picarella, 
2021: 46-47).

As previously mentioned, the Union also supports 
target actions and structural reforms in youth em-
ployment, education, and training through a range 
of different funding instruments. Some examples 
include NGEU, the long-term budget (also known as 
Multiannual Financial Framework - MFF), the Europe-
an Social Fund Plus, the Recovery and Resilience Fa-
cility (RRF), and the SURE. Two of these instruments 
will be considered, i.e., the NGEU and SURE.

Firstly, the NGEU represents the EU’s landmark 

instrument for recovery from the Covid-19 crisis. 
To benefit from the RRF, the centrepiece of NGEU, 
providing for grants and loans up to a total of €723.8 
billion (in current prices), the Member states must 
submit their national recovery and resilience plans 
describing the reforms and public investment proj-
ects that they plan to implement with EU’s financial 
support (Darvas et al., 2022). As described by the 
European Central Bank, the NGEU is ‘cornerstone of 
Europe’s common policy response to the economic 
challenges raised by the Covid-19 and an EU-wide 
investment and reform programme, and the recov-
ery and resilience plans (RRPs) of euro area coun-
tries are built on more than six hundreds structural 
reforms (ECB Economic Bulletin, 2022).

These reforms are related to macro-policy areas 
such as the public sector (e.g.: fiscal governance, 
administration, and health care), and the green/dig-
ital framework. The 22% of investments are made 
in ‘labour market, education, and social policies’, 
composed of measures related to ALMPs and the 
enhancement of digital skills. A breakdown of RRP 
reforms can be seen in Figure 7. 
 
Figure 7. Breakdown of RRP reforms in euro area 
countries by policy area (percentage of total). 

 
Source: ECB staff (2022).

Secondly, through the SURE, Member States were 
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offered unprecedented financial support to mitigate 
the impact of the crisis and enhance recovery. It pro-
vides additional financial support to Member States 
in the form of loans up to €100 billion. It is thought 
to help Member States address sudden increases 
in public expenditure and preserve employment: 
through these resources, they can decide to acti-
vate short-time work schemes to assist businesses 
experiencing difficulties and which are forced to 
temporarily reduce their activities (CESI, 2022). Such 
promotion of short-time work schemes was inspired 
by the German experience named ‘KurzArbeit’, which 
was encouraged by German trade unions as they 
make ‘an important contribution to the social secu-
rity and the income of employees and thus contrib-
utes significantly to the maintenance of economic 
demand overall’ (CESI, 2022).

Among the numerous EU responses, in March 2021, 
the Commission adopted Recommendation 2021/42 
on an Effective Active Support of Employment (EASE) 
following the Covid-19 crisis (Commission Recom-
mendation (EU) 2021/402). In its preamble, title 6, it 
underlines that ‘a strategic approach at the EU and 
national levels is required to gradually transition 
between the emergency measures, taken in the 
context of the pandemic, and those necessary to 
ease the process of labour and capital reallocation 
in the recovery’ (Commission Recommendation (EU) 
2021/402). Thus, the Commission highlights the im-
portance of a ‘coherent set of active labour market 
policies’, which it refers to EASE in the support of 
labour market transitions during a recovery (Com-
mission Recommendation (EU) 2021/402).

Also, the quality of traineeships has been a focus of 
EU measures due to their importance in the context 
of school-work transition: after a set of stakehold-
ers voiced concerns about their quality in particular 
related to learning quality, poor working conditions, 
the lack of social security and remuneration, the 
Commission’s most recent step has been that of 
launching a study to provide an overview over remu-

neration policies for open-market traineeships (i.e. 
traineeships outside of formal curricular or supervi-
sion by a third entity) in the EU (European Commis-
sion, 2021). In reaction to such quality concerns, in 
2014, the Council had already adopted Recommen-
dation on a Quality Framework for Traineeships (QFT) 
(Council Recommendation 2014/C 88/01), on train-
eeships outside formal education: it recommends 
21 principles providing guidelines on how to ensure 
high quality leaning content and fair working condi-
tions. Moreover, the Recommendation underlines 
the relevance of transparency as regards to compen-
sation, social security coverage and hiring chances.

The Commission is evaluating whether and how the 
aims of such Recommendation were reached, evalu-
ation which will be finalised in 2022. Moreover, train-
eeships are one of the main topics dealt with under 
the reinforced Youth Guarantee. Notwithstanding 
the EU efforts to improve the quality of traineeships, 
the European Parliament has recently expressed its 
concerns on the matter in its Recommendation on 
Empowering European Youth: post-pandemic em-
ployment and social recovery (European Parliament 
2021/2952 (RSP)). It stated that the European Cen-
tre for the Development of Vocational Training has 
concluded that not all apprenticeships and training 
opportunities are high-quality.

Moreover, the Parliament expressed concerns on 
the quality of offers available under the reinforced 
Youth Guarantee, stressing that ‘traineeships and 
jobs opportunities provided under new and existing 
programmes and initiatives must be paid and limited 
in length and number, so that young people are not 
trapped in never-ending repeated traineeships and 
exploited as cheap or even free labour without social 
protection and pension rights’ (European Parliament 
2021/2952 (RSP)).

All in all, the Union has launched a variety of initia-
tives, programmes and fundings to address, directly 
and indirectly, the challenges faced by the young 
people entering the labour market after the pan-
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demic. The Member States have been reactive in im-
plementing them. However, in this recovery phase, 
the challenge will be that of monitoring whether 
such policies are beneficial to the youth and, if they 
are not, it will be crucial implement further actions 
to help those in vulnerable conditions and the young 
labour market entries in general (Konle-Seidl and 
Picarella, 2021: 53).

4.3 Policies at the Italian level

As to the solutions implemented by Italy, the gov-
ernment has enacted a wide set of emergency 
legislative interventions related mainly to emergency 
income, extraordinary parental leave, ban on redun-
dancies for economic reasons, income integration 
treatments, and exemption from payment of contri-
butions (Camera dei Deputati, 2022). Some of them 
are illustrated in Table 3. Those general labour law 
reforms could be relevant for the youth even if they 
don’t directly address them.

Regarding the measures specifically addressed to 
the youth, the study Politiche attive e incentivi all’occu-
pazione provides an overview on the most relevant 
and recent policies implemented by Italy (Camera 
dei Deputati, 2022). Over the last years, employment 
– especially among the young people – has been 
encouraged in general both through the provision 
of a tax relief for new recruitments (most recently 
by structural measures included in the 2018 Bud-
get Law), and the implementation of the European 
Youth Guarantee Programme.

Concerning the latter, studies show that its imple-
mentation was not enough to recover from the 
Italian disadvantage towards the rest of Europe 
and, moreover, that still nowadays such a program 
demonstrates not to be adequately known by its 
recipients. Among those who benefited from the 
program, only half of them provided a positive evalu-
ation in terms of improvement in skills and knowl-
edge of the labour market (CNEL, 2021: 87).

In the context of NGEU, the most relevant instru-
ment implemented by the Italian government to 
recover from the crisis is the NRRP. The plan is a 
package of investments and reforms structured in 
6 missions. It allocates €191.5 billion divided among 
them as follows: €40.32 billion in ‘Digitalisation, 
innovation, competition and culture’; €59.47 billion 
in ‘Green revolution and ecological transition’; €25.40 
billion in ‘Infrastructures for a sustainable mobility’; 
€30.88 billion in ‘Education and research’; €19.81 
billion in ‘Inclusion and cohesion’; €15.63 billion in 
‘Health’ (Ministry of Economic Development, n.d.).

In general, the plan defines its priorities as strategic 
and transversal, in the sense that all its missions 
include measures which might, directly or indirectly, 
favour the achievement of equal generational, gen-
der and territorial opportunities. There is not indeed 
a specific mission dedicated to the youth, rather var-
ious measures belonging to different missions which 
could potentially impact the younger generations.

It is possible to find ALMPs mainly in the shape of 
training policies, and as part of the “Social and ter-
ritorial cohesion” pillar, that represents the 11% of 
total investments (€4.4 billion), as reconstructed by 
CEPS (2022) analysing the Italian recovery and resil-
ience plan. More precisely, in its paper, the CEPS re-
constructs the investments in the Italian RRP (CEPS, 
2022). Italy intervened in the labour market area 
through two measures: the National Programme 
for an Employability Guarantee (GOL) regarding 
services, and the National New Skills Plan (PNNC) 
that is more oriented on strengthening vocational 
training and upskilling the beneficiaries of unem-
ployment benefits (CEPS, 2022). The peculiarity of 
the former measure, that is of particular interest for 
this research, is that it integrates initiatives for young 
people and NEETs.

As regards the education and skills area, the Italian 
government will act through two other measures: a 
reform of technical and vocational schools that aims 
at aligning technical and professional institutes with 
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the Italian industry, emphasising the digital innova-
tion aspect. The second measure is the Reform of 
the Higher Technical Institutes system, which wants 
to enhance ITS (Istituti Tecnici Superiori1), consolidat-
ing its presence in the education system and inte-
grating it into the business and university system. 
This would happen through an integration of ITS 
courses and the university’s professional degrees, in 
an extension of the so- called “Emilia Romagna mod-
el”, characterised by a strong relationship between 
education and businesses.

In March 2022, the Italian government published a 
document on the youth condition in Italy and the po-
tential contribution of the RRP in this context (Min-
istry of Economics and Finance, 2022). It provides 
an ex-ante qualitative evaluation of such impact. In 
particular, it refers to the different above-mentioned 
missions in their power to potentially impact the 
youth. As to such impact, the most significant ones 
are expected to be those concerning ‘Education and 
research’, ‘Cohesion and inclusion’ and eventually 
the one involving ‘Digitalization, innovation, compe-
tition, culture and tourism’. The remaining ones, i.e., 
green revolution and ecological transition, infrastruc-
tures for sustainable mobility and health will guar-
antee a liveable environment for the youth. Never-
theless, due to the transverse nature of the Plan and 
of its missions, the possibility to analyse specifically 
the financial instruments addressed to the youth is 
limited.

The Plan is evaluated on 7 indicators concerning the 
youth’s situation: early exit from the education and 
training system; non-adequate numeric skill; NEETs; 
existence of degrading elements in the living area; 
young people still living with their parents; youth 

1  “The Higher Technical Institutes are Italy’s initial ex-
periment of vocational tertiary education provision in line with a 
system established and consolidated for some years, also in other 
European countries. The higher technical institutes are top-class 
centres highly specialised in technology, in connection with the 
production industry” Source: [Indire. High Technical Institute (ITS)]

employment rate; young people participating in the 
social life (Ministry of Economics and Finance, 2022). 
The measures to cope with these issues are numer-
ous, ranging from active labour policies to invest-
ments in the education system. The enforcement of 
some of those measures in the Italian legal order is 
described in table 3.

Some relevant examples include, under the indicator 
early exit from the education and training system, the 
reduction of territorial gaps currently existing in 1st 
and 2nd cycles of the secondary school. The plan 
does so by implementing mentoring, counselling, 
and professional orientation programmes. More-
over, it aims at reducing the educational poverty 
existing in the ‘Mezzogiorno’ area to sustain the 
third sector through socio-educational interventions. 
As to non-adequate numeric skills, the Plan’s aim is 
to improve the level of acquisition of basic skills. 
One significant consequence of this improvement 
is the increase of the possibility of social mobility. 
Concretely, the aim would be pursued through the 
enhancement of scientific skills through investments 
in activities, methodologies, and scientific, digital and 
innovation contents, by also foreseeing the activa-
tion of STEM orientation projects in at least eight 
thousand schools. This would be substantiated by 
the creation of a permanent system for the develop-
ment of digital didactics and skills of the school staff.

Another relevant indicator concerns the NEETs, 
for which the Plan targets an immediate action to 
decrease the number of inactive young people. It 
will do so mainly by implementing active orientation 
in the school-university transition and by support-
ing the development of Higher Technical Institutes 
(Istituti Tecnici Superiori). Concerning the direct and 
indirect measures on the youth employment indicator, 
the missions ‘Education and research’ and ‘Inclusion 
and cohesion’ will be the most impacting ones.

As for the first mission, the main efforts will be 
devoted to financing the projects of young research-
ers or start-ups. On the other hand, the focus of the 
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second mission will be increasing the universal civil 
service for the young people aged between 18 and 
28 and encouraging the dual system, which consti-
tutes a bridge between education and the labour 
market by using a learning on-the-job approach. In 
addition to this, the mission ‘Inclusion and cohesion’ 
contributes to the increase of youth employment by 
implementing active labour and training policies and 
the reinforcement of the employment centres. Other 
examples include, under the indicator of direct and 
indirect measures on the young people still living with 
their parents, the increase in the housing scholar-
ships for out-of-town students and the scholarships 
for the access to university.

A further opportunity for independence involves the 
public residential accommodations. As to direct and 
indirect measures on the presence of degrading ele-
ments in residence, the Plan focuses on interventions 
of urban regeneration to support the youth inclusion 
and recovery of social degradation. It aims at realis-
ing new public residential structures and the renew-
al of existing public building areas. Eventually, as to 
direct and indirect measures on the youth participating 
into the social and territorial life, the Plan focuses on 
the formal incorporation of the Universal Civil Ser-
vice in the active labour policies to allow volunteers 
to gain knowledge and skills, and to spread the value 
of the active citizenship as an instrument of social 
inclusion and cohesion.

As already mentioned, youth and labour represent 
a transversal component of the Plan: this means 
that no mission is directly addressed to either of 
them, but the relative measures in place are allo-
cated among the various pillars of the plan. Against 
this background, a study attempted to evaluate the 
number of resources devoted to the youth under 
35 years old, which amount to around €8 billion. In 
the same study, a comparison was posed with other 
Member States’ national Plans. Italy proved to be 
one of the less virtuous EU Member States, with an 
impact of the resources in such areas on the overall 

NGEU budget of 7.28% (Figure 8). A comparison was 
made with Spain - showing similar youth unemploy-
ment rates - where the expenditure foreseen in the 
same context amounts to almost 12%. Germany, 
with a youth unemployment rate which is 5 times 
lower than Italy, devoted more resources to the 
issue (Osservatorio Politiche Giovanili, 2022).

Figure 8. Impact (%) of interventions on the youth 
on the total resources programmed by the national 
RRP.

Source: Osservatorio politiche giovanili (2021).

All in all, the national PRR, including the GOL and 
the PNNC, consist of a project setting ambitious 
aims, such as the enhancement of the professional 
education, the reduction of the skills mismatches 
among others. Yet, some studies recall that, as it 
had happened for the Youth Guarantee, which also 
laid down ambitious objectives, the actual results 
will depend on the effective and real enforcement of 
the projects. In this regard, one key challenge will be 
the attainment of homogenous results across Italy 
(CNEL, 2021: 88).

As it had already been underlined in the Youth Guar-
antee country by country - Italy (European Commis-
sion - Employment Social Affairs and Inclusion, Octo-
ber 2020), Italy is advancing in the implementation of 
the Youth Guarantee scheme. Yet, the Italian levels 
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of youth unemployment and NEETs are among the 
worst in the EU. This is even exacerbated by the gap 
between northern and southern regions. In general, 
the report focused its conclusions on the challeng-
es deriving from the high complexity of the system 
and the consequent difficulty in managing the wide 
number of projects on local and regional level. In 
this regard, the conclusions underlined the key role 
of PES: these should be strengthened through an 
effective national strategy.

According to Nicolas Schmit, the European Commis-
sioner for Jobs and Social Rights, Italy is experiencing 
a ‘critical situation’. He underlined that education 
is not working in its functions as a social elevator, 
because of the limited usefulness of many diplomas 
and because it excludes part of the youth. In this 
context, he recalled the key role of a suitable educa-
tion since its earliest years in the process of redefini-
tion of the social contract (Romano, 2022).

In parallel to the implementation of the EU’s re-
sources, as highlighted in the Table 3, Italy adopted 
some legislative measures which are relevant for the 
study. One relevant instance concerns Legislative 
Decree 18/2020, Art. 46, through which, from March 
17, 2020, the Italian Government has suspended 
all the proceedings for collective dismissals and 
individual layoffs based on economic or productive 
reasons. The objectives of this law have constituted 
a source of debate at national level, especially due 
to its co-existence with layoff (payroll subsidies) 
measures. In Europe, Italy has been the only State 
implementing both measures at the same time. Both 
the Bank of Italy and the European Commission un-
derlined the risks of an extensive use of suspension 
of redundancies, since it could obstruct the natural 
adjustment of the labour force to the new reality, 
thus delaying the entrance of youth labour and the 
reintegration of the unemployed.

The compromise to cope with these concerns has 
been the gradual removal of the suspension starting 
from the end of June 2020 (Il Foglio, 2022). In gen-

eral, the report by the National Agency for Active 
Labour Policies (ANPAL), published in January 2022, 
describes a growing labour market following the 
difficulties of 2020 (ANPAL, 2022). What has been 
described as ‘rebound dynamism’ (dinamicità di rim-
balzo) was encouraged especially by the fixed-term 
contracts, which have been the most used con-
tracts - if compared to indefinite and apprenticeship 
contracts.

This large use was boosted by the amendments on 
fixed-term contracts introduced by Decreto Dig-
nità, which loosened the modalities through which 
employers can make use of such contracts, thus 
providing a higher level of flexibility to the labour 
market (ANPAL, 2022). Against this background, one 
challenge for the post-crisis phase will be that of 
converting such fixed-term contracts into indefinite 
contracts (Il Foglio, 2022).

In its post-Covid-19 relaunch, Italy will face several 
challenges to improve its labour market conditions, 
especially for what concerns the youth. Surely, the 
EU’s action will be essential in the identification of 
the matters and in the support of national responses 
to the crisis. Various questions will characterise this 
recovery phase, ranging from general labour issues 
such as the establishment of an inclusive and uni-
versal social security system, which needs to be built 
on the already-existing legislative framework which 
demonstrated to be often inadequate and cumber-
some or the assurance of a minimum income to 
fight against poverty, or even the balancing of the 
flexibility of the market encouraged through fixed-
term contracts’ reforms and the regulation of dis-
missals; these will be accompanied by more targeted 
challenges regarding the youth, such as the great 
amount of NEETs or the high rates of skill-mismatch-
es characterising the youth Italian labour market 
(Questione Giustizia, 2020). 
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Table 3. Post-pandemic legislative measures in Italy.
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In this section, we discuss some of the channels that 
link the labour market and the young unemployed. 
First, we will focus on Public Employment Services 
(PES), school-labour programmes, awareness of job 
opportunities and platforms.

There are stark differences in the organisational 
set-up of ALMPs’ implementation. On the one hand, 
greater autonomy of PES can facilitate fast changes 
in operating models. This can lead to more respon-
siveness to local labour market needs. On the other 
hand, it might be difficult to change the contractual 
terms because of sudden changes in needs. In Italy, 
there are sub- national PES with a national coordi-
nating agency and employment services that are 
partially or fully contracted out. The flexibility of PES 
depends on the level of regulations needed: the 
higher it is, the longer the process. In Italy, some, 
or all conditions of specific ALMPs are adopted by 
the parliament and the conditions are set in three 
or more types of regulation. In most OECD and EU 
countries, budgets for ALMPs are not automatically 
adjusted according to the situations and amending 
budgets follow fixed procedures. In Italy, the ex-
penditures on ALMPs measures are 8% of GDP per 
capita and the expenditures on placement and relat-
ed services is zero. In general, those are cost-effec-
tive as the relative cost is lower compared to other 
ALMPs (OECD, 2021b).

The most important features highlighted by coun-
tries to enable them to develop their responses to 
Covid-19 were stakeholder engagement, organisa-
tional set-up of the ALMPs system, resources for 
ALMPs and preparedness for a crisis that imposed 
remote working arrangements. In Italy, it has been 
established a governance model and stakeholders’ 
roles which has resulted in facilitating the country to 
coordinate the responses to Covid-19 crisis (OECD, 
2021b).

Young unemployed people use the PES much less 
than other age groups and this gap has increased 
over time. For instance, in Europe and Turkey, only 

34% of the unemployed aged 15-24 years contacted 
the PES to find work in 2020 (OECD, 2021b). It may 
be useful to understand the reason why young peo-
ple are reluctant to use these services. Discovering 
it could help to design more accurate policies and 
make PES more suitable for youth needs.

Among those who do not get in contact with PES 
there are also the most vulnerable groups of the 
labour market, such as NEETs. This is the case when 
they are not entitled to income support, or they may 
lack trust in public authorities, or they are not aware 
of the support they can receive (OECD, 2021a). As it 
has been discussed in the previous section of this 
report, NEETs represent a persistent concern for 
Italy. In the past 20 years Italy has always been in 
the top 2 countries for the highest % NEETs (Figure 
9). Therefore, it may be important to identify those 
who have dropped out of the education system and 
ensure that they are not further marginalised. 
 
Figure 9. Percentage of NEET from 1998 to 2020. 
 

 
Source: OECD Database.

To reach out to the people who are not utilising PES, 
cooperation with other providers of public services 
and NGOs can be effective. Moreover, administrative 
and survey data can better identify the needs and 

5. POLICY QUESTIONS
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the socio-economic background of the jobseekers, 
boosting the detection of opportunities that suit 
them (OECD, 2021b). The success of these public ser-
vices is largely determined by co-operation practices 
and data exchange (OECD, 2021b).

Moreover, the pandemic may negatively influence 
the present (and maybe also foresee) financial 
situation of young unemployed people and some-
times, also their mental health. These are common 
labour market obstacles for jobseekers (OECD, 
2021b). Therefore, if the hypotheses above are true, 
it may be the case for PES to divert more resources 
to counselling and mental health services (OECD, 
2021b). They could help both employers and job-
seekers to address these challenges (OECD, 2021b). 
As stated in Table 2 in section 2 Italy has deployed 
huge resources in strengthening the Employment 
Centres, but further measures for young unem-
ployed people can be implemented in this sphere.

The second channel to analyse is the school-labour 
programme. The youth may struggle to find a job po-
sition because of the lack of orientation and impov-
erishment in these work- programmes. This leads 
to vacancies for which the young generation often 
lack specific competences that are required on the 
job market. Thus, it could be interesting to under-
stand how improving vocational orientation both in 
schools and universities can positively change this 
situation. It may be the case to further strengthen 
the link among educational institutions and firms, by 
improving vocational training. It may be important to 
understand if the promotion and the monitoring of 
projects and partnerships among educational insti-
tutions, both high schools and universities, can solve 
the skills mismatch problem.

The quality of internships, both in high schools and 
universities, is pivotal for the effectiveness of these 
programs. It may be useful to have an organisation 
focused on the monitoring of the internships’ qual-
ity to take accurate corrective actions. For instance, 
until 2019 in Italy, there was a national observatory 

to monitor the internships of high-school students 
and collect data about them. In addition, there is 
still Alma Diploma, an association that offers high 
schools’ evaluation tools, which administers surveys 
about the school-labour programmes. These two or-
ganisations together could give a clear picture about 
internships in schools (but if extended also in univer-
sities), to better detect and tackle difficulties.

In this context, universities could step in and cover 
the role of a mediator between the graduates and 
the job market in their transition from academic 
to professional careers. Thus, the university could 
facilitate the matching of labour supply and demand 
at the local level. Furthermore, the university could 
promote the identification of new professions and 
expanding sectors, so that students are aware of the 
skills most requested on the job market.

Among all the measures, Italy developed the so-
called platform “Giovani2030”2, where youth can find 
projects, work and job training opportunities. The 
main problem is that often it is taken for granted 
that young people can easily have access to Internet 
connection or own a computer. Indeed, in Italy, 4.4% 
of families without minors and not only older mem-
bers do not have any internet connection or person-
al computer (ISTAT, 2021: 205). Thus, policymakers 
must also include actions to help this part of the 
population to cope with these structural problems. 
In fact, if these problems could be addressed, they 
may result in more opportunities for the youth. 

Overall, another problem is the spread of informa-
tion about activities, projects, and various measures 
implemented at national and European levels. The 
platform “Giovani2030” or invitations to tender could 
be better communicated among the population. For 
instance, social media could be a useful tool to raise 
awareness of these opportunities and orientation 
activities in high schools or universities. Moreover, 
these digital tools could help the youth in provid-

2  https://giovani2030.it/
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ing guidelines on how to write a CV or take a job 
interview. It could be interesting to understand the 
effects of making the younger generations aware of 
the measures implemented for them. If this increas-
es their confidence in public institutions, they may 
avoid leaning on the underground economy.

In conclusion, we wonder if the not-paid internships 
or apprenticeships discourage young graduates 
from entering the labour market. Holding a Bache-
lor or master’s degree and having their efforts not 
rewarded may affect their attitudes towards work. 
Instead, giving them a reimbursement of expenses 
or a minimum payment can make them feel reward-
ed and boost their effort into work. Eventually, both 
firms and workers could gain by this policy. 
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The academic literature for this report includes data 
from primary and secondary sources. The latter 
includes academic papers, reports, policy proposals, 
survey data from international organisations, think-
tank reports and government statistics. Primary data 
are gathered through a survey which was designed 
specifically for the research question of this paper. 
Therefore, the survey represents an opportunity to 
extrapolate the latest data based on a sample of 
interviewees from the wider 89 Initiative network.

First, the survey explores the socio-economic back-
ground of the respondent, such as age, nationality, 
gender, financial situation, country of residence 
and field of study. Next, the questionnaire is divid-
ed in two sections: before and after the Covid-19 
outbreak. These sections include specific questions 
regarding the challenges faced before and after the 
pandemic outbreak in terms of education, intern-
ship and/or job opportunities, financial condition, 
predicted time length of the job search, expected 
salary, quality of internships, mobility opportunities, 
willingness to change city and/or country and mental 
health condition.

The targeted respondents include students from the 
Universities of Bologna and Turin, with which the 89 
Initiative has partnerships. The sample size is 141 re-
spondents: 83 females, 55 males, 2 preferred not to 
specify. All responses are anonymous, and the data 
are analysed in aggregate form.

Regarding the collection of respondents’ data, a 
questionnaire administered to a range of subjects 
based on different relationship networks was imple-
mented. First, the authors of the paper shared the 
questionnaire with the network of acquaintances, 
listed as a suitable category for the required data 
analysis. Second, the questionnaire was disseminat-
ed to the international network of the 89 Initiative 
think tank, so that a European look at the analysis as 
proposed by the research topic itself could be given. 
The number of the data collected is limited, which 
makes one question about the way the question-

naire itself was administered and the size of the 
network.

Certainly, the informal administration way does not 
guarantee a high level of respondents, as opposed 
to official channels that stand better for a higher lev-
el of appeal. Surely, the knowledge network is highly 
subjective and does not act as a guarantor that it 
can have a high number of respondents for the 
proposed analysis. Third, the 89 Initiative network 
is relatively limited and recent; chapters are spread 
across several European countries but the num-
ber of people working in them or directly involved 
in think tank activities is still limited. However, the 
responses are diverse and cover different categories 
of people interested in the research question as well 
as internationality. In a nutshell, the different chan-
nel methodologies used were not sufficient to cover 
a large and comprehensive sample of responses. 
This element highlights the importance of research 
instruments in the administration of questionnaires 
and research questions.

6. THE 89 INITIATIVE SURVEY
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The sample size of the questionnaire is 141 respon-
dents: 83 females, 56 males, 2 preferred not to 
specify (Figure 10). 
 
Figure 10. Sample size of the questionnaire.

 
Source: Authors’ elaborations.

There are 35 females in the age group 18-23, 40 
females in the age group 24-26, seven females in the 
age group 26-30, and one female in the age group 
30-35 (Figure 11). 
 
Figure 11. Number of females. 

Source: Authors’ elaborations.

There are 56 male respondents. In the age group 
18-23, there are 24 respondents, in the age group 
24-26, there are 24 respondents, in the age group 
26-30 there are eight males, and no respondents in 
the age group 30-35 (Figure 12). 
 
Figure 12. Number of males.

 

 
Source: Authors’ elaborations. 

Currently, respondents reside in different EU coun-
tries: 13 from Belgium, two from France, one from 
Germany, one from Hungary, 112 from Italy, two 
from Luxembourg, six from the Netherlands, one 
from Norway, one from Sweden, and one from the 
United Kingdom (Figure 13). 
 
Figure 13. Current country of residence of respon-
dents.

7. MAIN FINDINGS

Source: Authors’ elaborations.
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As for the educational level, 38 respondents pos-
sess a bachelor’s degree, 99 respondents possess a 
Master’s degree, while one respondent is currently 
enrolled in a Bachelor’s and two respondents are 
currently enrolled in a Master’s (Figure 14). 

 
Figure 14. Educational level of respondents. 

 
Source: Authors’ elaborations.

When it comes to the average family income, 16 
females do not know their family income, four 
females state that their family income is less than 
€12.000 per year, 23 females answered that their 
family income is between €12.000 and €30.000 per 
year, 14 females answered that their family income 
is between €30.000 and €50.000 per year, 19 fe-
males answered that their family income is between 
€50.000 and €80.000 per year, while six females 
state that their family income is more than €80.000 
per year (Figure 15). 
 

Figure 15. Average family income of female respon-
dents. 

 
Source: Authors’ elaborations.

As for male respondents, 10 males do not know 
their family income, five males state that their family 
income is less than €12.000 per year, 14 males an-
swered that their family income is between €12.000 
and €30.000 per year, 11 males answered that their 
family income is between €30.000 and €50.000 per 
year, six males answered that their family income 
is between €50.000 and €80.000 per year, while six 
males state that their family income is more than 
€80.000 per year (Figure 16).

Overall, nearly half of respondents (50,9%) stated 
that the pandemic negatively affected their financial 
situation. In addition, 51,8% think that they will have 
to rely on their family or others for financial support 
in the future. This suggests that the pandemic low-
ered the earnings’ prospects of young people. 

37



Figure 16. Average family income of male respon-
dents. 

 
Source: Authors’ elaborations.

When it comes to the field of study of respondents, 
one female comes from Engineering and Technol-
ogy, 24 females come from Humanities, five from 
Natural Sciences, 13 from Professions & Applied 
Sciences, and 40 from Social Sciences (Figure 17). 
 
Figure 17. Field of study of female respondents. 
 

Source: Authors’ elaborations.

As for males, one female comes from Formal Scienc-
es, two males come from Social Sciences & Manage-
ment, 12 males come from Humanities, five from 
Natural Sciences, seven from Professions & Applied 
Sciences, and 28 from Social Sciences (Figure 18). 
 
Figure 18. Field of study of male respondents.

 

Source: Authors’ elaborations.

Before the Covid-19 outbreak (February 2020), 15 
respondents were employed, 114 in education, three 
were not looking for a job or were receiving benefits, 
one was self-employed, and four were unemployed 
(Figure 19)

Figure 19. Situation before February 2020. 
 
 

 
Source: Authors’ elaborations.
 

38



After the Covid-19 outbreak, 12 respondents were 
unemployed, 82 in education, one was not look-
ing for a job or were receiving benefits, four were 
self-employed, and 38 were employed (Figure 20). 
 
Figure 20. Current situation (after the pandemic 
outbreak).

Source: Authors’ elaborations. 

Before February 2020, 63 respondents considered 
the possibility of working in a field different from the 
one of their studies, while 65 respondents rejected 
this possibility. After the pandemic outbreak, 78 
respondents would accept a job which is not in line 
with their expectations/educational background, 
while 62 of them would not consider this option. 
This shows that after the pandemic outbreak, people 
became more flexible and adaptive, due to the un-
certain economic condition caused by the Covid-19.

The respondents identified as the main obsta-
cles in the job market the lack of work experience 
(72,3%), the lack of connections (44,6%), the lack 
of jobs (36,6%) and discrimination (10,7%). In addi-
tion, 32,1% think that the government is not doing 
enough to create good job positions.

To help youth to loosen these barriers most of the 
respondents would address universities (71,4%). 
Employment centres are the least preferred institu-
tion, with only 44,6% respondents, after community 

(61,6%), family and friends (68,8%). 
 
Figure 21. Expected Months of Job Search before the 
pandemic outbreak (Age group).

Source: Authors’ elaborations.

 
Figure 22. Expected Months of Job Search after the 
pandemic outbreak (Age group).

 
 
Source: Authors’ elaborations.
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As regards the situation of young people before 
and after the pandemic, Figures 21 and 22 show 
the evolution of the job search situation. The youth 
has been divided into four age groups: 18-23; 24-26; 
26-30; 30-35. The respondents were asked how long 
they expected their job search would last.

Before the outbreak of the pandemic, the number 
of months was higher for the 18-23 age group, while 
it was lower for the 30-35 one. All the respondents 
expected their job search to last no more than 2.5 
months (the level touched by the first age group).

After the pandemic, the situation changed, with an 
increase in the expectations for all age groups. They 
went near the three-months job search threshold, 
exceeding the 2.5 months level that represented the 
worst-case scenario of the pre-pandemic period. The 
major increase can be seen in the 30-35 age group, 
tripled from before February 2020 and surpassing 
the before-the-pandemic expectations of the 18-23 
group.

Figure 23. Expected Months of Job Search before the 
pandemic outbreak (field of study).

Notes: Formal Sciences (Mathematics, Statistics, Computer sciences, Systems sciences); 
Humanities (Linguistics, Philosophy, Arts, Literature, Law, Religion, History); Natural 
Sciences (Chemistry, Biology, Physics, Space sciences); Applied Sciences (Agriculture, 
Architecture, Business, Education, Engineering & Technology, Environmental studies, 
Consumer sciences, Media studies, Journalism, Medicine, Social work); Social Sciences 
(Political Science, Economics, Sociology, Psychology, Geography, Anthropology).

Source: Authors’ elaborations.

Figure 24. Expected Months of Job Search after the 
pandemic outbreak (Field of study).

Notes: Formal Sciences (Mathematics, Statistics, Computer sciences, Systems sciences); 
Humanities (Linguistics, Philosophy, Arts, Literature, Law, Religion, History); Natural 
Sciences (Chemistry, Biology, Physics, Space sciences); Applied Sciences (Agriculture, 
Architecture, Business, Education, Engineering & Technology, Environmental studies, 
Consumer sciences, Media studies, Journalism, Medicine, Social work); Social Sciences 
(Political Science, Economics, Sociology, Psychology, Geography, Anthropology).
 
Source: Authors’ elaborations. 

The job search has been analysed also from a field 
of study perspective (Figure 23 and 24). Formal 
sciences did not see an increase in the months 
expected for the job search, whereas there has been 
an increase for all the other fields of study. Respon-
dents belonging to the natural sciences, humanities 
and applied sciences field saw their levels increase 
near the three-months-threshold, as well as the 
social sciences level increased, surpassing the 2.5 
months expectations.
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Figure 25. Expected Months of Job Search before the 
pandemic outbreak (Regions).

Notes: North (Emilia-Romagna, Friuli-Venezia Giulia, Liguria, Lombardia, Piemonte, Tren-
tino-Alto Adige, Valle d’Aosta, Veneto); Center (Lazio, Marche, Toscana, Umbria); South 
(Campania, Puglia, Sicilia). 

Source: Authors’ elaborations.

Figure 26. Expected Months of Job Search after the 
pandemic outbreak (Regions).

Notes: North (Emilia-Romagna, Friuli-Venezia Giulia, Liguria, Lombardia, Piemonte, Tren-
tino-Alto Adige, Valle d’Aosta, Veneto); Center (Lazio, Marche, Toscana, Umbria); South 
(Campania, Puglia, Sicilia).

Source: Authors’ elaborations. 

Data on the job search under a regional perspective 
show that the differences in the expected length of 
job search have reduced after the pandemic. Figure 
23 shows that the mean of months of job search in 
the centre of Italy was slightly higher with respect 
to the mean in the north and in the south of the 
country. After the pandemic outbreak the expected 
length of job search is close to three months in the 
whole peninsula.

The respondents were also asked which is (was) the 
lowest yearly wage they are (were) willing to accept 
(i.e. their reservation wage). As we can see by the pie 
chart (Figure 25), before the pandemic nearly half of 
the respondents would accept a yearly wage from 
€12.000 to €21.000 per year. The rest of them would 
accept a higher yearly wage (23,2%) or a lower one 
(25,9%). After the pandemic the distribution slightly 
changed, with a decrease in those who would accept 
the lowest yearly wages (10,7% decrease respect to 
the period before the pandemic outbreak) and an 
increase in those who would ask for a yearly wage 
between €30.000-40.000 per year.
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Figure 27. Reservation wage before the pandemic 
(on the left) and after the pandemic (on the right).

Source: Authors’ elaborations. 

The distribution of the yearly reservation wage 
among group gender is the same before and after 
the pandemic outbreak, therefore we reported only 
the results after the pandemic. We were interest-
ed in how the reservation wage distribution differs 
between female and male. In this case we decided 
to look at the monthly wage distribution. Looking at 
Figure 26 we can see that 60% of females would ac-
cept at least a monthly wage between €1.000-1.750. 
While 40% of males tend to accept the same yearly 
wage, 30% of them are willing to accept a monthly 
wage between €1.750-2.500 (Figure 27).

Figure 28. Lowest monthly wage distribution for 
female respondents. 

 
Source: Authors’ elaborations.

Figure 29. Lowest monthly wage distribution for 
male respondents.

 

Source: Authors’ elaborations.
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Before February 2020, 45 respondents stated that 
they suffered stress, depression, or anxiety and 14 
of them talked to a psychologist, 45 respondents 
did not suffer from anything, while 50 respondents 
answered that sometimes they suffered stress, 
depression, or anxiety. On the other hand, after the 
Covid-19 outbreak, 99 respondents thought that 
the pandemic has negatively affected their mental 
health (stress, anxiety, depression) and 34 of them 
talked to a psychologist, while 41 respondents did 
not think so. It can be noticed that after the pandem-
ic, more people contacted a professional doctor to 
take care of their mental health, reflecting potentially 
a higher availability of mental health service during 
the pandemic made available by governments or 
a higher risk of anxiety and/or depression. Analys-
ing the results, Figure 28 shows that most of those, 
whose mental health were negatively affected by the 
pandemic, fall in the age group between 24-26. This 
could be since these people are going to face the 
job market soon during one of the worst economic 
crises of the last century. 
 
Figure 30. Respondents whose mental health was 
negatively affected by the covid pandemic by age 
group.

 
Source: Authors’ elaborations. 
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Mental health support should be increased with 
regards to the youth. The young graduates indeed 
show to suffer more from mental health issues since 
the pandemic crisis has started. An element to be 
considered while developing this kind of support 
is that along the job research phase, their stress 
increases and therefore particular measures should 
be committed to assist young graduates in this spe-
cific phase of their lives. One potential solution could 
be that of providing for such support in an environ-
ment linked with the job research, such as employ-
ment centres. An assistance in such a context could 
improve the youth’s mental situation in a particularly 
stressful stage of their life.

The data on the increase in the job search expecta-
tions and on reservation wages confirm the issues 
already present before the pandemic, illustrated 
in Table 1, such as a weak social protection for the 
youth, low investment in education and the long 
school-to-work transition. These two kinds of data 
analysed through the survey show that younger 
age groups have low expectations regarding their 
ability to find a job in a reasonable period, and that 
this situation has worsened with the outbreak of the 
pandemic. This has an impact on the mental health 
of the recent graduates that are facing the school-
to-work transition, and on their economic situation. 
During the job search, they are indeed willing to 
accept lower wages (Figure 25) to have a first job 
experience coherent with their field of study. This el-
ement creates a general reduction in the job quality, 
and a reduction of the level of wealth in the younger 
groups of the population.

These persistent structural issues affect the credi-
bility and the role of the University as an institution, 
that is seen as unable to connect education with the 
labour market. This is confirmed by the low enrol-
ment rate of the Italian universities.

Therefore, the role of the universities should be 
enhanced in the transition from education to work 
phase. Indeed, in the survey universities were the 

first institution that the youth were willing to address 
to help them to overcome the obstacles of the job 
market. Boosting the career services in university by 
strengthening the relationship between the univer-
sities and the local enterprises could be a solution to 
the youth lack of work experience. This dialogue can 
improve the skills and knowledge taught in universi-
ties, making them more in line with the firms’ needs. 
Furthermore, internships during and after univer-
sities are central to put into practice what students 
have learnt and have a job coherent with their stud-
ies. The academic institutions should provide them 
assistance during the whole search period. In this 
way, the considerable existent skills-mismatch issue 
could be tackled.

Moreover, internships should be paid a minimum 
amount of money. This can help to avoid youth pov-
erty and make them more easily financially indepen-
dent from their parents. Having their work rewarded 
has huge benefits in terms of mental health and 
wellbeing. Both paid internships and the reduction 
of the job-search period can reduce poverty and 
increase wealth.
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The European and Italian labour markets have been 
undergoing substantial changes during the last three 
years. While the job market was slowly recovering 
from the Great Recession, it saw a great downturn 
due to the outbreak of the Covid-19 pandemic. The 
youth segments of the population were among the 
most affected ones: lockdowns, online teaching, 
limited internship and job opportunities, restricted 
mobility within and across European countries, a 
worsening of mental health, and lower job prospects 
for the young graduates.

Previous sections of this work highlight that inside 
the European Union, Italy was among the most 
affected by the health pandemic. The Italian govern-
ment implemented various legislative interventions 
related mainly to emergency income, extraordinary 
parental leave, ban on redundancies for economic 
reasons, income integration treatments, and ex-
emption from payment of contributions. However, 
these broader reforms do not have a direct impact 
on young graduates and their university outcomes. 
Moreover, research shows that Italy stands as one 
of the few countries that invests less in the youth 
as compared to other EU countries, such as France, 
Germany, and other northern European states.

Concerning direct measures aimed at younger sec-
tions of population, Italy has acted mainly through 
the European Youth Guarantee Programme and the 
National Recovery and Resilience Plan (Chapter 5.3). 
Even if there is a lack of long-term solutions to sys-
temic problems in the Italian labour market through 
a wide set of ALMPs, the country has implemented 
a wide array of actions that can benefit the youth 
in the short-medium term. Yet, the effectiveness of 
these policies will depend on their implementation 
and whether they will have a positive and long-term 
impact on all segments of the youth due to the well-
known North-South divide within the Italian context.

The survey included in this paper provides an an-
swer to the initial hypotheses of this work. From the 
answers of the respondents, the mental health of 

the youth has seen a dramatic downturn after the 
pandemic outbreak, especially concerning the age 
group 24-26. In fact, an increased number of people 
reported to have experienced anxiety and depres-
sion, while some of them asked for support from a 
psychologist. Furthermore, as the study confirms, 
the pandemic has aggravated the length of the job 
search of the youth. In fact, respondents stated that 
the expected length of the job search increased by 
approximately 0.5 months, especially for the age 
groups 18-23 and 30-35 years old as well as for the 
graduates specialising in the fields of humanities, 
applied and social sciences (Figures 21, 22, 23, 24).

In the light of the collected data and of the survey’s 
results, the policy recommendations that we pro-
pose cover different areas. Firstly, attention should 
be devoted to the issue of mental health among 
the youth, an area in which data confirm that the 
youth have suffered more after the pandemic has 
occurred. More support should be ensured along 
the transition from education to work phase - where 
young graduates are particularly vulnerable and in 
need of support, especially after a time of crisis and 
market recession.

Another key aspect which should be enhanced along 
this transition phase is the role of universities and 
employment centres. As the data show, skills-mis-
match still constitutes a considerable problem 
especially in the Italian labour market. Our belief is 
that by enhancing the dialogue between universi-
ties and employers, by refining education towards 
a model which is coherent with the labour market 
demand, by supporting the youth in the job search 
already while they are in university, the transition 
would be more effective and satisfactory for young 
graduates. Along this line, internships represent a 
fundamental instrument which institutions at the EU 
and Italian level should consider and develop as a 
tool for levelling up any short- term gaps stemming 
from the pandemic. Through successful internship 
experiences, the transition from education to work 

45

9. CONCLUSIONS



would occur in a more coherent and effective way, 
enhancing employment and learning-by-doing 
opportunities. On these grounds, we recommended 
institutions to provide for the appropriate frame-
works and opportunities to develop this tool further. 
An additional point related to internship programs 
to be improved is their wage: further regulation of 
traineeship opportunities, including an appropriate 
salary in the initial stage of labour market entry, 
would allow young graduates to start being financial-
ly independent, avoid poverty and excessive reliance 
on family’s income, and improve their mental health.

This paper illustrates different solutions adopted by 
the Italian government in agreement with the Euro-
pean Union, explaining that the NRRP aims at imple-
menting some ALMPs in the form of training policies. 
The “National New Skills Plan” is the measure of the 
labour market that aims at integrating initiatives tar-
geting the youth people and the NEET. The measure 
that interests us the most is the so-called extension 
of the “Emilia-Romagna” model, characterised by a 
strong relationship between the labour market and 
education. This work further reinforces the need to 
focus and commit on establishing paid curricular 
internships, with an enhanced agreement between 
the employers and universities to allow a greater co-
herence between the stage and the academic career 
of a student.

This work stresses the fact that more attention 
should be reserved to the social protection schemes 
of the Italian labour market, especially when it 
comes to the younger segments of the population. 
The main point concerns the poor implementation 
of active labour market policies that could help 
graduates to overcome challenges such as poverty 
and long school - to-work transition. As this study 
confirms, the condition of the youth has worsened 
during the pandemic, while the solutions at the 
Italian level include mostly the Next-Generation EU 
fund through the National Recovery and Resilience 
Plan (NRRP). The provision of a tax relief for new re-

cruitments and the implementation of the European 
Youth Guarantee Programme have been considered 
insufficient to resolve the structural problems that 
graduates are facing.

To better understand the current challenges of the 
Italian context in relation to the graduate labour 
market entry, a deeper analysis must be carried out 
on the regional differences within the Italian con-
text and how the individual regions can address the 
labour market challenges for the young segments of 
the population. Further research should focus on un-
derstanding the role of the young graduates in the 
labour market and the value added they can bring to 
work environments. Furthermore, while this work in-
cludes empirical research involving a limited number 
of respondents from a few universities, comprehen-
sive studies with a larger sample are required to gain 
insights on the challenges faced by the youth and 
how European and Italian institutions can address 
them in a structural way.
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The Impact of the Covid pandemic on the graduate labour market

We are Master degree students and Research Officers for the think-tank 89 Initiative. Our project’s title is “Re-thinking graduate labour 
market entries after the pandemic: What role for Italian and EU institutions?”. The main objective is to produce a report based on the 
conditions and challenges of the current graduate labour market situation. It will contain policy recommendations addressed to Italian 
and EU institutions.

Therefore, we kindly ask you to answer according to your experience. Your contribution is essential to our research because it will help 
us to build an up-to-date and truthful picture of the young graduates entering the labour market today.

The survey takes a few minutes and is divided in two sections: before and after the Covid-19 outbreak. Responses are anonymous and 
will be stored just for the necessary time.

Thank you for your precious contribution! :)

PRIVACY POLICY

The survey you are about to complete serves the purpose of collecting data regarding the experience of graduates about to 
enter the labour market. The survey does not ask your personal data (name, surname, email address) therefore, nobody will 
be able to link univocally a responder with a particular person. This means that your responses are completely anonymous 
and the survey will produce only anonymous and aggregated data. The survey results will be stored in a password protected 
environment whose access is given only to authorised people (the researchers). After 2 years, it will be deleted. Your data will be 
processed solely for the purposes of our study.
________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
*Required

1. I understand that (please, select all options) *
Tick all that apply.

  By responding to this survey, nobody will be able to identify me and my responses 
  The survey will produce only aggregated and anonymous data
  The results will be stored in a password protected environment and only specifically authorised people will have access 
  The data will be deleted after 2 years
  The data will be used only and exclusively for the purposes of the research.

2. I accept the privacy policy and I am happy to complete this survey: *
Mark only one oval.

  Yes
  No - you will not be able to fill the survey

Demographics

3. How old are you? *
Mark only one oval.

  18-23
  24-26
  26-30
  30-35
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4. What is your gender? *
Mark only one oval.

  Female
  Male
  Prefer not to say
  Other

5. What is approximately your family income? *
Mark only one oval.

  less than €12.000/year 
  €12.000 - €30.000/year 
  €30.000 - €50.000/year 
  €50.000 - €80.000/year  
  > €80.000/year
  I do not know

6. What is your current country of residence? *  
____________________________________________________________________________________

7. What is your current region of residence?
____________________________________________________________________________________

8. Which university did you graduate from? Or in which university are you currently enrolled?
Please, write only the name of your university.
____________________________________________________________________________________

9. What is the highest degree level you have obtained or you are about to obtain? *
Mark only one oval.

  Bachelor
  Master
  PhD

10. What is/was your field of study? *
Mark only one oval.

  Professions & Applied Sciences (Agriculture, Architecture, Business, Education, Engineering & Technology, Environmental studies, 
Consumer sciences, Media studies, Journalism, Medicine, Social work, etc.)
  Humanities (Linguistics, Philosophy, Arts, Literature, Law, Religion, History, etc.)
  Formal Sciences (Mathematics, Statistics, Computer sciences, Systems sciences, etc.)
  Natural Sciences (Chemistry, Biology, Physics, Space sciences, etc.)
  Social Sciences (Political Science, Economics, Sociology, Psychology, Geography, Anthropology, etc.)

11. When did you graduate or expect to do so? (e.g. 2020) *
____________________________________________________________________________________

Part I - Before February 2020

12. Remember that the questions of the next section refer to the period BEFORE THE PANDEMIC *
Mark only one oval.

  I have understood
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Part I - Before February 2020
     Please kindly answer to the following questions according to your plans or  
     thoughts before February 2020 (before the Covid19 outbreak).

13. What best described your situation before February 2020? *
Mark only one oval.

  Employed
  Self-employed 
  Unemployed 
  In education
  Not looking for a job (inactive) and/or receiving bene<ts (unemployment, disability)

14. Before the pandemic outbreak, when did you think to start your job search? (e.g. October 2020) *
____________________________________________________________________________________

15. Did you consider the possibility of working in a field different from the one of your studies? *
Mark only one oval.

  Yes
  No

16. How many jobs were you thinking on applying to? *
Mark only one oval.

  less than 5
  5-10
  20-50
  more than 50

17. How long did you expect your job search to last? *
Mark only one oval.

  1 month
  2-3 months
  3-6 months
  6-12 months
  > 1 year

18. What was lowest yearly wage you were willing to accept? *
Mark only one oval.

  less than €12,000 per year
  €12,000 - 21,000 per year
  €21,000-30,000 per year
  €30,000 - 40,000 per year  
  €40,000 - 50,000 per year

19. Which of the following institutions would you consider contacting for help with the job search? *
Tick all that apply.

  Employment centers
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  University 
  Community
  Friends and family 
  None

20. Did you do an internship before February 2020? *
Mark only one oval.

  Yes 
  No

21. If you responded "YES" to the previous question, from 0 to 10 how much did the internship fulfill your expectations?
Mark only one oval.

  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10
expectations                     expectations 
not fulfilled at all                       fulfilled completely

22. If you did not do an internship before February 2020, were you considering applying for internships before applying to a 
regular job position?
Mark only one oval.

  Yes
  No

23. Did you consider moving to a different city or country for a job? *
Tick all that apply.

  I would move within my province 
  I would move within my region
  I would move within my country 
  I would move abroad
  I would not move

24. Did you have any experiences abroad? *
Tick all that apply.

  I did an Erasmus/studied in another country  
  I did an internship
  I wrote my thesis abroad 
  I worked abroad
  I didn't have any experiences abroad

25. Did you ever suffer of stress, anxiety, depression before the Covid-19? *
Mark only one oval.

  Yes
  No
  Sometimes
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26. If yes, did you feel the need for psychological support from a psychologist?
Mark only one oval.

  Yes, I talked with a psychologist  
  No, but I wanted to
  No, I did not feel the need

Part II - After Covid-19 Outbreak (March 2020)

27. Remember that the questions of the next section refer to the period AFTER THE PANDEMIC *
Mark only one oval.

  I understood

Part II – After Covid-19 Outbreak (March 2020)
     Please kindly answer to the following questions regarding  
     your current situation

28.What best describes your current situation? *
Mark only one oval.

  Employed  
  Self-employed
  Unemployed 
  In education
  Not looking for a job (inactive) and/or receiving benefits (unemployment, disability)

29. As a result of the pandemic, are/were you more or less likely to continue education? *
Mark only one oval.

  More
  Less
  It did not change

30. If more, would it be in the same or a different field?
Mark only one oval.

  Same field 
  Another field
  I do not know

31. Are you considering postponing your job search? *
Mark only one oval.

  Yes
  No
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32. Have you changed or do you expect to change your strategy for jobs applications? *
Mark only one oval.

  Yes
  No

33. Are you targeting fields other than the one of your studies? *
Mark only one oval.

  Yes
  No

34. Which sector(s) are you applying to? *
Tick all that apply.

  Agriculture & Fishing 
  Energy & Water 
  Manufacturing Construction
  Hotels & Restaurants
  Transport
  Banking, Finance, Insurance, etc.
  Public Administration, Education & Health
  Other services

35. How many jobs are you thinking on applying to? *
Mark only one oval.

  less than 5
  5-10
  10-20
  20-50
  more than 50

36. How long do you expect your job search to last? *
Mark only one oval.

  1 month
  2-3 months
  3-6 months
  6-12 months
  > 1 year

37. What is the lowest yearly wage you are willing to accept? *
Mark only one oval.

  less than €12,000 per year  
  €12,000 - 21,000 per year  
  €21,0000 - 30,000 per year  
  €30,000 - 40,000 per year  
  €40,000 - 50,000 per year
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38. Which obstacles do/would you face finding work? *
Tick all that apply.

  Not enough jobs
  Not enough work experience
  Jobs are given only to people who have connections
  The government is not doing enough to create good jobs 
  Discrimination
  Other:     

39. Which of the following institutions would you consider contacting for help with the job search? *
Tick all that apply.

  Community 
  University
  Friends and Family 
  Employment centers 
  None

40. Were you discouraged in the search for a job by the fact that it could take place in distance modality? *
Mark only one oval.

  Yes
  No

41. Would you accept a job which is not in line with your expectations /educational background? *
Mark only one oval.

  Yes
  No

42. Did you do an internship during the pandemic? *
Mark only one oval.

  Yes 
  No

43. From 0 to 10 how much did the internship fulfill your expectations?
Mark only one oval.

  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10
  

44. Were you considering applying for internships before applying to a regular job position? *
Mark only one oval.

  Yes
  No

expectations                     expectations 
not fulfilled at all                       fulfilled completely
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45. Do you think that the pandemic decreased your chances to get an internship? *
Mark only one oval.

  Yes
  No

46. Do you think that the pandemic negatively affected your financial situation? *
Mark only one oval.
 
  Yes 
  No

47. Do you currently rely on your family or others for financial support? *
Mark only one oval.

  Yes
  No

48. Do you think you will need to rely on your family or others for financial support in the future? *
Mark only one oval.

  Yes
  No

49. Do you think you are the same, more or less likely to move to a different city for a job? *
Mark only one oval.

  Less likely
  Same likeliness
  More likely

50. Do you think you are the same, more or less likely to move to a different country for a job? *
Mark only one oval.

  Less likely
  Same likeliness
  More likely

51. Did you have any experiences abroad? *
Tick all that apply.

  I did an Erasmus/studied in another country 
  I did an internship
  I wrote my thesis abroad
  I worked abroad
  None
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52. From 0 to 10 how much did your experience fulfill your expectations?
Mark only one oval.

  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10
                         
not satisfied at all                      completely satisfied

53. If you were offered a job opportunity in another country/province, which could be either in presence or in remote working, 
would you prefer…
Mark only one oval.

  Move physically to the location
  Working from home/the location I am now 
  I would not accept

54. Did you miss any chance to go abroad for professional/educational reasons due to the restrictions on mobility imposed to 
manage the pandemic?
Mark only one oval.

  Yes 
  No

55. Did you think that the pandemic has negatively affected your mental health (stress, anxiety, depression)? *
Mark only one oval.

  Yes
  No

56. If yes, did you feel the need for psychological support from a psychologist?
Mark only one oval.

  Yes, I talked with a psychologist
  No, I didn’t feel the need
  No, but I wanted to
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