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Editors’ Introduction

In recent decades, a considerable amount of research on youth transitions (Brooks
2009; du Bois-Reymond and Chisholm 2006; Pais and Ferreira 2010) has pointed to
the complexity of contemporary young people’s lives, as progression into adulthood
has become increasingly prolonged, fragmented and largely unpredictable. More re-
cently, the high level of youth unemployment rates observed during the economic crisis
became a matter of deep concern for political authorities at the global level (Bendit and
Miranda 2015; Eurofound 2012; Inui 2005; Longo and Gallant 2016; Longle 2016;
Henderson et al. 2017; Jacinto 2016).

In Europe, unemployment has hit the young population hard. A peak of 24.4%
average unemployment was observed in the EU27 in 2013, but in some Member States,
the rate reached 50% and addressing youth unemployment became a top political
priority. From 2014 onwards, the EU authorities launched the largest financial package
specifically targeted at the youth population (Europe 2020 flagship initiative Youth on
the Move), as it aimed to enhance the performance of education systems, boost job
creation and facilitate the entry of young people into the labour market.

The world, and Europe in particular, has since then experienced a short period of
prosperity, which temporarily lowered unemployment rates among young people and
also eased the social alarm around youth in general. The pandemic crisis, however, has
abruptly cut off this trend, bringing young people’s problems again onto the public and
political agenda, underlining their structural nature, as the literature has systematically
pointed out. Unemployment has risen significantly all over Europe since the COVID-
19 pandemic (in the 4th quarter of 2020 youth unemployment reached 17.1% and
NEET rates, which had fallen continuously in recent years, reached 11%), but this was
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not the only problem, as educational and mental health issues, for example, are also of
concern (Eurofound 2020).

In this context, the NEET rate—a statistical construct “made in Europe” in the late
1990s to capture the share of young people Not in Employment, Education or
Training—gained new relevance. Having emerged as an indicator aimed at estimating
the prevalence of both schooling and labour market vulnerability among young people
(Eurofound 2012) and consequently at underpinning public policy and government
actions, it has been widely disseminated in recent years.

The NEET rate raises a number of problems, some of which have been pointed out
in recent academic literature (Guénard et al. 2016; Vieira et al. 2018; Wong 2016). In
fact, the indicator takes on different meanings according to each country’s cultural
specificity (e.g. the official NEET definition in Japan differs from that used in Europe)
so that youth realities are non-comparable. It covers a broad range of trajectories and
situations, too heterogeneous to represent a truly common experience. Moreover, the
indicator produces a moral judgement since it presents NEETs as being in social deficit:
they do not meet (“not in…”) the standard pattern for the social integration of youth—
being either in school or at work—nor do they fit into the dichotomous statistical
category of the unemployed or inactive. In sum, research has systematically revealed
this indicator’s shortcomings, and a considerable amount of literature has pointed out
its weaknesses (Cuzzocrea 2014; Follesø 2015; Holte 2017).

Little research, though, has gone beyond the criticism of the NEET construct,
exploring the new youth experiences and realities that gave rise to the initial
concern—the fact that some young people fly under the statistical and/or institutional
radars (Furlong 2006). Indeed, while the NEET statistical construct emerged to capture
an elusive or even “missing” population, we now know that it has also contributed to
casting a shadow of invisibility on some groups within this young population and their
forms of existence and resistance (Ferreira 2016; Gaspani 2018).

In contrast, the stereotypical conception of young people not in education, employ-
ment or training, largely fed by the media, rendered some specific groups of young
people in this situation overly visible, often making them the sole focus of attention of
both policymakers and youth and social workers, neglecting the diversity of young
people not in education, employment or training realities and experiences.

Some critical questions therefore arise: if young people not in education, em-
ployment or training are neither at school nor at work, where are they after all? How
are they building their trajectories away from traditional institutions like schools
and the labour market? What are these young people’s perspectives of the situation
in which they find themselves? Are the standard statistical tools used to collect
information on young people’s lives suitable for capturing emerging realities (for
example, can they address increasing exploitation ethics; new subjective engage-
ments; the use of social media as new platforms of learning, economic activity and
connectivity?)

Anchored to a rather blurred picture of the contemporary youth condition, public
policies tend to classify all young people who deviate from a normative trajectory as
being at risk or in a situation of social exclusion, as they may shake up the European
social model and the intergenerational contract that sustains it (Farrugia et al. 2015). By
putting the focus on “rescuing” young people, youth policies risk becoming biased
approaches, with poor results.
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This special issue brings together a set of multidisciplinary contributions aimed at on
the one hand, at fostering an understanding of who the young people not in education,
employment or training are and what it means to be NEET in different European
countries and, on the other hand, at questioning the paradoxes and contradictions
surrounding public policies designed to address them. The authors come from disci-
plinary backgrounds as diverse as Social Psychology, Sociology, Anthropology and
Political Science, and their empirical research involves methodological options associ-
ated with various analytical scales and different research techniques. From case studies
involving one individual to researchers dealing with large population groups, the set of
papers included in this issue offers a comprehensive approach to critical issues involv-
ing young people not in education, employment or training. Launched before the
current pandemic crisis, this issue was at risk of becoming outdated, given the dramatic
changes it brought to everybody’s lives—including young people. Nevertheless, not
only are most of the results brought to light in this issue surprisingly current, but some
authors also sought to create bridges between their research results and the challenges
we are experiencing in the times since COVID.

Articles in this Special Issue

The first article included in this thematic issue, “Mapping young NEETs across Europe:
Exploring the institutional configurations promoting youth disengagement from edu-
cation and employment” by Marie-Luise Assmann and Sven Broschinski, addresses the
NEETs in Europe theme from a statistical indicator perspective. The economic crisis
caused high rates of youth unemployment in many European countries, leading to a
climate of social alarm and the emergence of several public policies anchored in the
statistical construct of young NEETs. This article seeks to contribute to the discussion
of the uses and relevance of this statistical indicator, its heterogeneity and differences
across Europe. Based on aggregated EU Labour Force Survey data from 2018, it
explores how the rates of different NEET subgroups are conditioned by various
institutional configurations, by applying fuzzy-set quantitative comparative analysis
for 26 European countries. The analysis unveils the different barriers young people face
across Europe and the urgency in developing country-specific measures in order to
reduce the number of young people not in education, employment or training in
Europe, overcoming the limitations of European policies.

The next two articles examine the public policies designed to deal with young
people not in education, employment or training. Comparing official statistical data
on the relationship between young people and the labour market with policy, academic
and public discourse on young people not in education, employment or training, Tanja
Strecker, Joffre López and M. Àngels Cabasés discuss the impact of the stereotypical
representation of these young people and the use of the term itself in the definition of
the policy responses designed to tackle this issue. They argue that a “deficit perspec-
tive” contributes to enhancing young people’s invisibility and to producing short-term
policy remedies based on providing further education and skills, thus diverting atten-
tion away from the real structural problems that afflict young people in countries like
Spain. One of the most significant of these is job insecurity, which accounts for the
labour market instability that puts young people in the state of being NEET.
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Likewise, Charlotte McPherson’s article “Between the rhetoric of employability and
the reality of youth (under) employment: NEET policy rhetoric in the United Kingdom
and Scotland” also explores the theme from the point of view of policies targeted at
young people not in education, employment or training. Using critical discourse
analysis (CDA), this article examines policy rhetoric between the Scottish and UK
governments in relation to young people labelled as NEET. Contrary to the common
belief that there is a political and policy divergence between the UK and Scottish
administrations, the analysis of a range of policy documents relating to young people
and NEET shows that “the rhetoric that underpins NEET policy is in fact more similar
than it is different between the two neighbouring nations”.

The next article “Time to work – opposing political rationality with young peoples’
experiences of working in a mandatory activation context in Norway” focuses on
temporality as the analytical lens for the research undertaken. Heidi Moen Gjersøe
and Anne Leseth compare the (normative) representation of time that the political
rhetoric of “activation” enshrines in the programmes aimed at integrating disadvan-
taged young people not in education, employment or training into the labour market
and the non-linear lived experiences of work which these young people perform. The
optimal (rational) temporality of “rescuing” them from being NEET, measured in
political terms by the speed of their integration into the labour market, does not take
into account the complexity and vulnerability that this represents for these young
adults, leading them to what some call “yo-yo trajectories” (getting a job, having a
job, losing a job).

The last two articles focus on young NEETs as subjects of public policies, on the
mutable and plural character of this NEET status and on their agency, in two countries
with contrasting welfare systems: Italy and Norway. Italy is a country where informal
and family support networks play a decisive and growing part in young peoples’ lives
and trajectories, and where institutional support, through youth policies and the welfare
state in general, has declined over recent decades. The article “An Analysis of Social
Relationships’ Quality Associations with Hope Among Young Italians: the Role of
NEET Status” looks at hope, described in terms of Basic Psychological Needs Satis-
faction (BPNS), as an important contribution to understanding agency vis-a-vis life
projects of young Italians not in education, employment or training in comparison with
the general youth population. Unveiling the intrinsically social and individual nature of
hope, using extensive data collected by the Youth Report from the Osservatorio
Giovani of the Istituto Toniolo di Studi Superiori, Simões and colleagues demonstrate
how young people not in education, employment or training, and those less satisfied
with their education and financial situation have lower levels of agency than their less
vulnerable counterparts. This social psychology study makes it possible to question
how the weight of informal support networks—which are particularly permeable to
social inequalities, when linked with young NEETs’ profiles and characteristics in
Italy—reinforces the social disadvantages and vulnerabilities of these young people, in
the absence of more effective investment in public policies.

Can NEET realities and the paradoxes of the public responses be discussed on the
basis of one individual’s story? Bjørn Hallstein Holte’s article “Aalan’s story: Catego-
ries of youth research and policy in young people’s lives” is a good example of this.
Anchored in an anthropological perspective, this article presents a young man living in
a suburb of Oslo who at one time or another fell into different social and social policy
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categories and was “handled”—and sometimes supported and/or subject to interven-
tion—accordingly. Holte discusses the problem of (in)visibility, both in youth research
and policy levels, and how institutional support is managed according to rigid bureau-
cratic rules and normative prescriptions, many times ignoring young people’s situa-
tions, expectations and, more importantly, needs. Aalan’s story, shifting from the
hyper-visible category of youth at risk to being part of an invisible category of NEET
young people unveils policy gaps and institutional mismatches which have a significant
impact on young peoples’ lives, especially for those on the margins.

Together, this special issue provides a contemporary critique of current definitions,
policies and practices towards NEET young people in Europe, with the aim of
widening our understandings and ability to respond with more inclusive, ethical and
life-enhancing strategies for all young people, regardless of the limiting statistical or
policy categories in which they fall temporarily or permanently. Starting from the
intrinsic diversity of young people to whom public policies are addressed, and by
taking into account their experiences, points of view, constraints and expectations, the
issue contributes to question, and thus enriches, the adult-centric institutional and
normative approaches usually produced about NEET young people, thus exposing
the complex (in)visibilities that make contemporary youth.
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