HEIDI PAABORT

Equisupport model for public sector
policymaking with young people
in education and employment transitions

DISSERTATIONES
SOCIOLOGICAE
UNIVERSITATIS
TARTUENSIS

38




DISSERTATIONES SOCIOLOGICAE UNIVERSITATIS TARTUENSIS
38



DISSERTATIONES SOCIOLOGICAE UNIVERSITATIS TARTUENSIS
38

HEIDI PAABORT

Equisupport model for public sector
policymaking with young people in education
and employment transitions

b

UNIVERSITY or TARTU
Press

O —
B —



Institute of Social Studies, University of Tartu, Estonia

The Council of the Institute of Social Studies, University of Tartu has, on 10
March 2026 accepted this dissertation to be defended for the Degree of Doctor of
Philosophy in Sociology.

Supervisors: Mai Beilmann, Associate Professor of Empirical Sociology,
University of Tartu, Estonia

Dagmar Narusson, Research Fellow in Social Innovation,
Lecturer in Community Work, University of Tartu, Estonia

Opponent: Francisco Simdes, Assistant Researcher, Iscte — University
Institute of Lisbon, Portugal

The dissertation will be defended on April 14, 2026, at the Senate Hall of the
University of Tartu.

The publication of this dissertation is granted by the Institute of Social Studies,
University of Tartu.

ISSN 1736-0307 (print)
ISBN 978-9908-57-167-6 (print)
ISSN 2806-2590 (pdf)

ISBN 978-9908-57-168-3 (pdf)

Copyright: © Heidi Paabort, 2026

University of Tartu Press
www.tyk.ee



CONTENTS

LIST OF ORIGINAL PUBLICATIONS .....oiiiiiieiee e 7
ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS ...ttt 9
INTRODUCTION: THE AIM AND THE CONTEXT OF THE STUDY .... 11
1. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK ......cccociiiiiiiiieeeeeeeee e 15
1.1 Concept of term of young people not in education, employment or
ETAININE ©oevvveeeviereeieesieeeeeeteeteesteesteeseressseenseenseesseesssessseasseesseesseensnenns 15
1.2 The main theoretical concepts to the nature and needs of young
people in NEET SItUatioNns .......ccccccveevieerieeeiieenieeeieeeieeeseveesevee e 17
1.2.1 Well-being of young people in NEET situations .................... 17
1.2.2 Vulnerability of young people in NEET situations ................ 18
1.2.3 Social exclusion and social inclusion of young people in
NEET SIUALIONS ..eoveeieiieieeiieieeiieiesie et 20
1.2.4 The main conceptual connections of young people in NEET
situations using the socio-ecological model ...........c.ccueeeee. 21
1.3 Different approaches to policymaking for young people in NEET
STEUALIONS ...veeueentieiieieet ettt ettt sttt et et be et seesaeeee e 22
1.3.1 Rational policymaking .........ccccceevvirrviiriiienienieniesieeieee e, 22
1.3.2 People-centred and combined policymaking ......................... 23
1.3.3 New public governance and social innovation ....................... 24
1.4 Policy responses to young people classified as NEET: the Youth
GUATANTEE ...eeeueeeniietie ittt ettt ettt et e st e s atesate et et be e b e sbeesaeas 26
1.4.1 Context and support for young people classified as NEET at
the European level ........ccocvvciiviieiieniiciece e, 26
1.4.2 Context and support for young people classified as NEET in
ESONIA ..oeiiiiiiceee e 27
2. METHODOLOGICAL CONSIDERATIONS .....ccoooiiiiinireneeieee 31
2.1 Study I: Document analysis and semi-structured interviews ............ 31
2.2 Study II: Scientific realist review methodology .........ccccceevvveuveeneen. 32
2.3 Study III: Scoping review methodology .........ccccevvevvenienieeieennennn, 33
2.4 Study IV: The design thinking approach and survey .............c.......... 34
2.5 Study V: Semi-structured interviews ........cccceeeeveeerveenireensieeerveesnenn 35
2.6 Self-reflection, ethical considerations and limitations of the study .. 35
2.6.1 Self-TefleCtion .....ccccevueriirieriiiieieice e 36
2.6.2 The ethics of involving young people and professionals in
TESCATCH Lot 38
2.6.3 Limitations of the StUdY ........ccccevevrreircieriiiieniesee e 39
3. OVERVIEW OF FINDINGS .....ccooiiiiieteieiteeeeeeeeeie et 41
3.1 Determinants supporting the national coordination of vulnerable

youth policy support systems deSiZN ........c.ccveereevreerieeseeseennenenennns 41



3.2 The potential of social innovation in enhancing youth access to

education and the labour market ...........ccccovoiiiiiiiiiiiiie, 42
3.3 Key themes in academic literature and the main conclusions for
supporting young people classified as NEET ...........cccccocoveviininnneen. 43
3.4 Design thinking in policymaking with young people in NEET
LD 0) 1 RSP SRR 44
3.5 Key principles of a support system aligned with the perceived
needs of YOULh .....c.oooiiiiiiii e 46
4. DISCUSSION ..ottt sttt e 48

4.1 Thesis I: Interactions and interdependencies between policy and

institutional frameworks in different sectors and levels influence

the effective support of young people in NEET situations ............... 48
4.2 Thesis II: Social innovation and a co-creative approach to

policymaking have a positive effect on the mechanisms leading to

social change for young people in NEET situations ............cccuee....... 51
4.3 Thesis III: A paradigm shift in interpreting policy effectiveness as a

common public good ensures more effective support for young

people in NEET SItUations ........cceceevierienieeiieieeieeieesiee st 53
4.4 Thesis IV: By focusing policies primarily on living situations that

enhance well-being and reduce vulnerability, it enables young

people in NEET situations to manage better in the long term .......... 55
4.5 Thesis V: Following the principles of need-based rebalancing

reduces the exclusion of disadvantaged target groups and creates

new forms of support that are more accessible and flexible ............. 57
4.6 Thesis VI: Following the equisupport model creates equal

conditions for young people to participate in their own support

pathways, grounded in equity and legitimate expectations .............. 59
Glossary of eqUISUPPOTIt LETINS ....cveevveerireiieeieeieeieeieesiee st 61
CONCLUSION: No one is left behind ...........cccoooeeiiiniiniiiiiiieceee 63
RECOMMENDATIONS ..ottt 66
Policy recommendations ...........ccoceevirriiieiiieiieeiieeeee e 66
Additional recommendations for Estonian policymakers in English ....... 68
Recommendations for research ...........coccoovevvieriiiciincieiceeesee e, 73
REFERENCES ...ttt st st e 74
SUMMARY IN ESTONIAN .....ooiieiiiieieieie ettt senennens 88
PUBLICATIONS ...ttt 105
CURRICULUM VITAE ...ttt 219
ELULOOKIRIELDUS .....oooiiiiiiiieieitetetesie ettt 222



LIST OF ORIGINAL PUBLICATIONS

This dissertation is based on original publications that will be referred to in the
dissertation by their respective Roman numerals.

Study I

Study IT

Study IIT

Study IV

Study V

Paabort, H., Beilmann, M. (2021). State level agreed-upon factors
contributing more effective policymaking for public sector services
for effective local-level work with NEETs. Revista Calitatea Vietii,
32(4), 398—420. https://doi.org/10.46841/RCV.2025.03.01

Erdogan, E., Flynn, P., Nasya, B., Paabort, H., Lendzhova, V. (2021).
NEET rural-urban ecosystems: The role of urban social innovation
diffusion in supporting sustainable rural pathways to education, em-
ployment, and training. SUSTAINABILITY, 13(21).
https://doi.org/10.3390/su132112053

Paabort, H., Flynn, P., Beilmann, M., Petrescu, C. (2023). Policy
responses to real world challenges associated with NEET youth: A

scoping review. Frontiers in Sustainable Cities, 5.
https://doi.org/10.3389/frsc.2023.1154464

Erdogan, E., Paabort, H. (2024). A more youth-centered policy
development perspective in NEET policies. In: F. Simdes & E. Erdo-
gan (Eds.), NEETs in European Rural Areas (pp. 89—113). Springer-
Briefs in Sociology: Springer, Cham.
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-031-45679-4 6

Paabort, H., Beilmann, M. (2025). The policy and service creation —
necessary shifts for working with NEETs from the perspective of
young people and professionals. Calitatea Vietii, 36(3), 1-20.
https://doi.org/10.46841/RCV.2025.03.01

Author’s Contribution
The author of this doctoral thesis made a significant contribution to the following

studies:
Study I:

Study II:

The author led the implementation of the study and contributed to the
development of the research concept and methodology of the study.
The author also organised and secured the necessary database,
conducted the initial analysis, wrote the first draft of the manuscript
and prepared the figures.

The author contributed to the development of the theoretical frame-
work of the article and the selection of the analytical methodology. In
addition, she assisted in identifying the materials to be analysed,
conducted the analysis, presented the results and prepared figures of
the results.



Study III: The author led the implementation process of the study. She contri-
buted to the development of the research concept and methodology
of the study. She organised and secured the database required for the
analysis, conducted the initial analysis, wrote the first draft of the
manuscript and prepared the figures.

Study IV: The author shared equal responsibility with the co-author at every
stage. Furthermore, the author was fully responsible for the pre-
sentation and analysis of the Estonian case, as well as for preparing
the corresponding figures.

Study V:  The author led the study. She contributed to the development of the
research concept and methodology. She organised and secured the
database required for the analysis, conducted the initial analysis,
wrote the first draft of the manuscript and prepared the figures.

Related publications

Paabort, H., Beilmann, M. (2025). Poliitikakujundamise nihked NEET-olukorras
noortega tootamiseks: noorte ja spetsialistide vaatenurk. Riigikogu Toimeti-
sed, 52, 93—-104.

Taurelli, S., Paabort, H., Themel, M., Petkovic, S. (2025). Governance practices
for Youth Guarantee. The case of Estonia. European Training Foundation.
https://www.etf.europa.eu/en/document-attachments/governance-practices-
youth-guarantee-case-estonia

Beilmann, M., Otstavel, S., Kdiv, K., Paabort, H. (2023). NEET-staatuses noored
teenuste ja programmide vOrgusilmas: kuidas paremini toetada mittedppivaid
ja -tootavaid noori? Ajakiri Sotsiaaltéo.

Flynn, P., Paabort, H., Milenkova, V., Bojkovska, K., Rocca, A., Hac¢atrjana, L.,
Lendzhova, V., Nakova, A., de Oliveira Rodrigues, M. (2024). Rural NEETs:
Pathways through formal and non-formal education. In: F. Simdes & E.
Erdogan (Eds), NEETs in European Rural Areas. SpringerBriefs in Sociology.
Springer, Cham (pp. 35—49). https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-031-45679-4 3

Paabort, H. (2023). Case study: Estonian Youth Guarantee support system. In:
P. Flynn & H. Paabort (Eds.), Best Practice Interventions in Formal and Non-
formal Education of Youth NEETs in Rural Areas Across Europe (pp. 15-28).

Paabort, H., Koiv, K. (2022). Youth not in education, employment, or training:
Practical reasons and support in Estonia. In: S. Bojnec & C. Petrescu (Eds.),
Youth Policy Application of the Intervention: Best practices with Rural NEETS
(pp. 137-157). COST Action CA 18213.

Koiv, K., Saks, K., Paabort, H., Lendzhova, V., Smoter, M. (2021). A service
model for self-directed learning of NEET youth at the local government level.
Youth and Society, 54, 52—68. https://doi.org/10.1177/0044118X211058225

Petrescu, C., Erdogan, E., Flynn, P., Bojnec, S., Fernandes-Jesus, M., Marta, E.,
Nasya, B., Paabort, H., Petrescu, C., Pilatova, T. (2020). Manual for the
Classification of Intervention Best Practices with Rural NEETs.


https://doi.org/10.1177/0044118X211058225

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

I would like to dedicate my doctoral thesis to the young people of Estonia, whose
courage to develop and find their own path inspires us all, and to the specialists
who stand by them every day, believing in them, supporting them, and guiding
them.

The completion of this doctoral dissertation would not have been possible without
the support, guidance, and encouragement of many individuals and communities.

First and foremost, I would like to express my sincere gratitude to my super-
visors, Mai Beilmann and Dagmar Narusson. Your professional guidance,
thorough feedback, and demanding academic input have been invaluable to the
development of this work. I am deeply thankful for your trust and support
throughout my doctoral studies, both during the intellectual exploration of the
research process and at more challenging moments along the way. Your academic
example has had a significant influence on my development as a researcher and
as a critical thinker.

I also wish to thank the University of Tartu and the Institute of Social Studies
for providing a supportive and intellectually stimulating academic environment
that enabled focused research, international collaboration, and scientific growth
throughout my doctoral journey.

Furthermore, I am grateful to all colleagues and other researchers with whom
I have had the opportunity to discuss ideas, share doubts and successes and
receive constructive feedback. I thank my co-authors Emre Erdogan, Paul Flynn,
Bahanur Nasya, Vladislava Lendzhona, Claudia Petrescu and Mai Beilmann.
Special thanks go to various academic and professional networks, including COST
Rural NEET Youth Network and the European Rural Youth Observatory
(EURYO), as well as to communities working with young people. Their discus-
sions, collaboration, and intellectual openness have broadened my perspectives
and supported the development of this dissertation. Without their trust, it would
not have been possible to immediately experiment with knowledge in practice.
Their belief in me and in my work provided the motivation to continue even at
times when my confidence fluctuated.

This doctoral research was also supported by funded projects like “COST
Action CA18213: Rural NEET Youth Network™ (financed by COST (European
Cooperation in Science and Technology) and “UPLIFT — Urban PoLicy Inno-
vation to address inequality with and for Future generaTions” (financed by the
European Union’s Horizon 2020 Research and Innovation Programme under
Grant Agreement No. 870898). This financial support made it possible to conduct
the research, engage in international cooperation, and disseminate the results. I
gratefully acknowledge all funders and project partners for their trust and support.

I extend my heartfelt thanks to my children (Merlin, Meribel, Helena and
Hanna) and close ones. Your understanding, patience, and continuous support



have been an essential source of strength throughout this long and at times
demanding journey.

I would also like to express my sincere gratitude to all the participants who
took part in this doctoral study. [ am deeply thankful to the specialists and young
people who generously shared their time, experiences, and perspectives in the
interviews. Their openness, trust, and willingness to contribute made this research
possible and added invaluable depth to the findings.

Finally, I would like to thank everyone who has contributed directly or in-
directly to the completion of this dissertation but has not been mentioned by
name. Your contribution has been important and is deeply appreciated.

10



Perception must change... We must look at what’s hidden in the closet. Fear,
aggressiveness, actions influenced by trauma: maybe I’ll get another blow
today? Someone stings you, and you already explode. We can only see the

explosion, but they just want to survive. If we talk about these topics, which may
be their [young people in vulnerable life situations] backgrounds, then I believe
that society will start changing it. We should reflect the positive sides of the youth.

(Professional working with young people)

INTRODUCTION:
THE AIM AND THE CONTEXT OF THE STUDY

The focus of my doctoral thesis is on young people who, for various reasons, find
themselves in a disadvantaged situation and are therefore not participating in
education or employment. I am looking for answers to the question of how we
can better respond to the actual expectations and needs of young people so that
they can return to education and the labour market. My doctoral thesis is partly
based on autoethnographic elements, as I have been professionally involved with
youth issues in Estonia and Europe since 1996. Within this role, I have been able
to support youth and youth policies in general, create interventions and shape
legislation. Knowing the expectations of the European Union and Estonia, and
observing the support actions of local governments across Estonia, I had a need
to learn even more about the perceived needs of young people in order to further
develop existing support systems.

Supporting young people is not limited to the labour market and education,
but encompasses a broader ecosystem that intertwines social welfare, youth work,
healthcare, community services, and public sector management practices. As the
lives of young people are multifaceted, finding solutions to their concerns re-
quires policy coordination, institutional practices, and an understanding of young
people's perceived needs. The effectiveness of youth support policies is closely
linked to their coordination, flexibility, and value-based approach. At the same
time, policymaking has become more multifaceted, as the responsibility of sup-
porting young people is now distributed across not only multiple sectors but also
national, regional and local levels (Furlong & Cartmel, 1997; Williamson, 2002;
Furlong, 2006; Tosun, 2017; Mascherini, 2019; Eurofound, 2024).

The young people at the core of this thesis are described in policy discourse
using the internationally recognised acronym NEET, referring to young people
aged 15-29 who are not in education, employment or training (Mascherini et al.,
2012; United Nations..., 2023). Recent studies indicate that the share of young
people globally who are not in education or employment remains high at 20%
(11.2% in Europe — Eurostat, 2024) with two-thirds being women (ILO, 2024).
EU member states have been given guidelines aimed at strengthening social pro-
tection systems (European Commission, 2020, European Commission..., 2025b).
These include the short-term objective of reducing the share of young people
classified as NEET to 9%. Member States are also encouraged to implement the
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Youth Guarantee initiative with financial support from the European Union
(European Commission..., 2020) and a similar recommendation has been made
to prospective EU accession countries (European Training..., 2025). Seventy-
five million young people classified as NEET will have benefited from the Youth
Guarantee by 2025 (Youth Guarantee..., 2025). Analyses of the situation in
Member States show that not all young people classified as NEET need support,
as being outside education or employment may be a conscious decision (Euro-
found, 2024), while more vulnerable young people classified as NEET need more
intensive, long-term and comprehensive support measures (European Com-
mission, 2020). Youth transitions are commonly conceptualised as shifts from
education to employment and from childhood to adulthood (Maguire, 2010; Salo-
niemi et al., 2020; Stuart, 2020; Bonnard et al., 2020). Contemporary research,
however, emphasises that these trajectories are no longer linear (Simmons et al.,
2014) or aligned with conventional pathways (Reiter & Schlimbach, 2015;
Saloniemi et al., 2020), frequently necessitating support across multiple sectors
(Simdes & Tosun, 2024; Rocca et al., 2024). Evolving needs and expectations
further complicate the provision of support (Petrescu et al., 2024b), while the
heterogeneity of young people poses significant challenges for policy formulation
(Malo et al., 2023).

While the Youth Guarantee initiative has had a positive impact on young
people (Eurofound, 2024), the largely economic-based performance indicators
remain too narrow from the perspective of young people classified as NEET, as
it risks overlooking the multidimensional nature of this issue (Garcia-Fuentes,
2019). The need for a more proactive and cross-sectoral approach to the Youth
Guarantee has also been foreseen by young people themselves (European
Youth..., 2025). Therefore, youth-centred support increasingly necessitates
structural transformations (Holte et al., 2019; Kelly et al., 2019; Amendola, 2021)
and to be effective, such support must integrate diverse policy areas, creating
linkages that address both immediate challenges and long-term life prospects
(Saloniemi et al., 2020; Ellena et al., 2024; Lauri et al., 2025). Consequently,
youth policy must be grounded in a comprehensive understanding of young people
(Trein & Tosun, 2021; ILO, 2024), which requires not only cross-sectoral
collaboration but also cultural and institutional shifts towards a connected
ecosystem of support (Saczynska-Sokot, 2018; Kangro & Lepik, 2025).

From a holistic ecosystem perspective, the role of young people as shapers of
services (Agahi et al., 2024) and the role of local institutions and communities
(Nugin et al., 2022; Teles & Swianiewicz, 2018; Jonsson et al., 2022; Ferreira et
al., 2024) is increasingly important. Despite numerous reviews and academic
studies of national contexts and good practice in the support of young people
classified as NEET (e.g., Rahmani et al.,, 2024), none provide a clear and
comprehensive view of a connected ecosystem, clear guidelines on how youth
policies should be designed for young people in the context of new governance
or, more specifically, what value can be added by one of the key factors of new
public governance — the involvement of the target group itself in policymaking.
For a policy to be effective, it is vital to understand young people’s well-being
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and needs from their perspective and involve them in addressing those needs
(Postrak et al., 2020). Empirical studies in this area are scarce in both Europe and
in Estonia, making it necessary to fill this gap. Consequently, it is increasingly
important to conceptualise the role young people themselves play in shaping
policies and practices, understand what works for them and under what condi-
tions, and how to aid both young people and support service providers in this
process. This will enable more effective measures, as support will be better in
line with the actual needs of young people.

Therefore, the aim of my doctoral thesis is to develop an evidence-based
model for public sector policymaking when working with young people who
are not in education, employment or training. This should enable the
development of policies that are based on the perceived needs of young
people, increase their inclusion in society, and support both short- and long-
term coping.

My doctoral thesis is based on five original studies and this introductory
article. All the studies share the assumption that the characteristics of policies in
different fields influence how best to design support programmes and the role of
policymakers is to ensure an environment conducive to synergy across affiliated
institutions (Matland, 1995; Carsillo and Konigs, 2015; Enang et al., 2022). These
studies are guided by the view that new public governance should be central to
policymaking, as it emphasises social innovation and co-creation in addressing
societal challenges (Rogers, 1995; Voorberg et al., 2013; Windsor, 2017; Jonsson
et al., 2022; Enang et al., 2022).

In Study I we analyse the interaction of policies and institutional frameworks
across sectors and levels to understand how they influence the effectiveness of
support for young people in NEET situations. In Study II we look at the role of
social innovation in policymaking, assessing its impact on mechanisms of social
change and service design. In Study III we concentrate on the main theoretical
frameworks related to the nature and support of young people in NEET situations.
In Study IV we analyse the possible impact of different policymaking approaches
that reduce youth vulnerability and increase well-being, and their impact in the
long term, and in Study V we look at the principles of needs-based youth support,
which helps to create more flexible forms of support.

In these studies, we are using a range of data collection and analysis methods,
including document analysis and systematic literature reviews, informant and
expert interviews, action research and an online survey. This research framework
makes it possible to assess not only the effectiveness of policies, but also their
social impact and sustainability and develop a new support model for young
people in NEET situations based on empirical analysis and the theoretical frame-
work, offering practical guidelines for designing policies that are adapted to
young people’s perceived needs and life contexts.

In the theoretical part of the introductory article, I present concepts and
approaches that facilitate our understanding of the nature of and support for
young people in NEET situations, as well as the relevant policy instruments, such
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as the Youth Guarantee and the theories applied in the studies. In the metho-
dology section I describe the data collection and analysis processes used in the
studies. I also provide an overview of how ethical issues have been considered in
relation to young people, as well as my self-reflection and personal connection to
the topic. In the self-reflection section, I highlight how the research conducted
during my doctoral studies has already made it possible to change current youth
policies.

In the results section I present the key findings of the studies, and in the
discussion section I provide a more detailed overview of the conclusions. I also
present a model for supporting young people and connected terms. The intro-
ductory article concludes with summaries and suggestions for future research and
policy recommendations in both English and Estonian. The doctoral thesis
includes figures I have created myself to help explain and illustrate the concepts
and main findings.

The summary in the Estonian is presented in a little more depth. In addition,
the terms created and special suggestions based my own experiences for Estonian
youth policymakers in the doctoral thesis can be found in Estonian.
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An ideal service must not create a situation where a young person comes in and
is pushed through an intense programme; they must go through several doors.
It has to be attractive, and it has to be real. How does it benefit me?
(Professional working with young people)

1. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

The following section outlines the main theoretical underpinnings that inform the
foundations of a comprehensive support framework for young people classified
as NEET.

1.1 Concept of term of young people not in education,
employment or training

Young people who are not in education, employment or training have been at the
centre of European policy debates and decisions as a specific target group in
recent decades (Furlong & Cartmel, 1997; Williamson, 2002; Eurofound, 2024).

The acronym NEET is an umbrella term referring to young people aged 15—
29 who are not studying, working or involved in training (Mascherini et al.,
2012). There is currently no critical debate regarding the age at which young
people should be considered NEET, although the age range used in research is
not based on theoretical considerations (Petrescu et al., 2024). Conceptually, the
term has primarily served as a statistical indicator (Furlong, 2006) harmonised at
the EU level in 2010 by the European Commission’s Employment Committee as
part of the Europe 2020 strategy. This enables the monitoring of young people
classified as NEET and comparisons between Member States. The emergence of
the concept was linked to changes in policymaking, which abolished the term
‘status zero’ and introduced NEET as a matter of individual-level concern (Serra-
cant, 2014; Simmons et al., 2014; Holmes et al., 2021). The institutionalisation
of young people classified as NEET as an analytical category may have proven
problematic, as it may not clearly identify specific vulnerable subgroups, leading
to inefficient one-size-fits-all policy interventions.

Various frameworks are used to categorise young people who are not in
education or employment. For example, this group is divided into two: active and
inactive. The active group refers to people looking for employment, and the
inactive group to those not looking for employment (Holmes et al., 2021). Some
in this group are also seen as having this status voluntarily and are referred to as
false NEET (Eurofound, 2012; Goldring, 2015), and some would not otherwise
receive services if they were not categorised as NEET (Youth Guarantee
Support..., 2023). In addition, young people classified as NEET are clustered in
the European Union. The first cluster mainly includes Nordic countries with low
NEET rates, where young people transition from school to work quickly and
smoothly. The second cluster primarily comprises countries in the Mediterranean
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region, where economic recession and the resulting structural issues have made
it difficult for young people to access the labour market. The third cluster mainly
encompasses Eastern European countries (including Estonia), where the gender
dimension and family responsibilities often influence entering the labour market
(Eurofound, 2016).

As a guide for policymaking in the European Union, the NEET concept has a
separate typology, which classifies youngsters into seven subcategories primarily
based on employment status (Eurofound, 2012; Mascherini, 2019). This typology
is intended to enable Member States to make more targeted and heterogeneous
policies (Mascherini, 2019), as broad-based policy measures may not meet the
needs of many young people (Maguire, 2018; Bonnard et al., 2020; Eurofound
2024). The categories include: (1) short-term unemployed and jobseekers; (2)
long-term unemployed; (3) young people who are responsible for their families;
(4) young people who believe they will not find employment and are at high risk
of social exclusion and long-term unemployment; (5) young people who are most
privileged and those who have found alternative ways of living, such as creative
careers; (6) young people who have already engaged in services and will soon
leave NEET status; and (7) young people who are not looking for work due to
illness or special needs and need specialised support (Mascherini, 2019).

However, it has been found that it is not effective to base policy design and
communication of support solely on the NEET concept, as many young people
are in precarious and vulnerable situations in employment; for example, due to a
low level of education, and because they may not identify themselves solely
through employment status categories (Furlong, 2006; Parola & Felaco, 2020).
Differences in vulnerability at the individual level may manifest, for example, in
terms of gender, age, family background, education and unemployment experien-
ces, socioeconomic status, and health and well-being (Petrescu et al., 2024;
Rahmani et al., 2024; Simdes, 2024). Consequently, basing policymaking solely
on the NEET concept, which fails to reflect the heterogeneous nature of situa-
tions, hinders the development of effective social policies for young people
(Furlong, 2006; Cabasés Piqué et al., 2016; Garcia-Fuentes, 2019). Furthermore,
a large number of young people are at risk of missing out on the labour market
and other support measures (Maguire, 2015) because they may not receive the
necessary information about opportunities.

Moreover, the NEET concept, the associated data systems and the core values
used for creating them have been found to entail a number of risks, as they can
automatically normalise new stigmatising beliefs about young people (Thornham
& Gomez Cruz, 2016), which in turn can worsen the situation for young people
who may begin to conceal their real problems to avoid being labelled (Holte,
2018; Maguire, 2018; Bonnard et al., 2020).
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1.2 The main theoretical concepts to the nature and needs
of young people in NEET situations

Next, I present the main theoretical concepts describing the nature of the young
people in NEET situations and the support provided to them. The third study of
the doctoral thesis (Study III) showed that young people in NEET situations have
mainly been described through vulnerability (e.g., Selenko & Pils, 2019), social
exclusion (e.g., Hignett et al., 2018; Russell, 2016), well-being (e.g., Bonanomi
& Luppi, 2020), social capital (e.g., Miller et al., 2015), and transition concepts
(Jongboed & Giret, 2021). In the Estonian context, the most highlighted concepts
in political discourse have been vulnerability, well-being, social exclusion and
social inclusion. Also, I will give short overview about Bronfenbrenner’s socio-
ecological model, as interactions between well-being, vulnerability, social in-
clusion and exclusion has been analysed recent years, through this model.

1.2.1 Well-being of young people in NEET situations

From the perspective of this doctoral thesis, well-being can be considered a
general framework that enables an understanding of the overall quality of life of
an individual or society. Research has shown that in countries where the everyday
well-being of young people is ensured, the proportion of young people in NEET
situations tends to be lower (Jonsson & Goicolea, 2020; Jongbloed & Giret, 2021;
Broka & Toots, 2022).

Through the concept of well-being, it is possible to assess different dimensions
of an individual as a whole: their mental, physical, and social condition. These
are connected to multiple dimensions that are important, valuable, and meaning-
ful to the person. In the context of well-being, aspects such as deprivation,
happiness, resilience, safety, relationships, and inclusion have been highlighted
(e.g., Camfield & Skevington, 2008; Soutter et al., 2013; Mullin, 2014; Andresen,
2014).

Well-being can be divided into objective (e.g., access to housing, education
and food) and subjective components (e.g., sense of belonging, participation in
society and experiences in education or the labour market) (Diener & Suh, 1997;
Diener 2000). Therefore, aspects related to well-being are often used to assess an
individual’s need for support. In Estonia, this approach is applied to both children
and adults (Laste Heaolu..., 2023; Tiisealise inimese..., 2025), and these assess-
ments are also applied in the case of young people classified as NEET (Youth
Guarantee Support..., 2025). Therefore, approaches to ensure objective or
subjective well-being may differ between countries (Broka & Toots, 2021; Euro-
found, 2016). These policy choices influence the structure of national support
systems and the logic behind the measures provided to young people in NEET
situations to ensure their well-being. They also profile where young people are
directed through the available support.

From a well-being perspective, this presents a certain contradiction in political
and academic debates. Political discussions have shown that support for young
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people is mainly concentrated on objective well-being and economic survival,
and is primarily associated with entering or being part of the labour market.
Education policy primarily aims to prepare young people for work, and life and
employment policies are directed toward enhancing their competitiveness and
employability (European Commission, 2020, 2021), as employment provides the
means to meet basic material needs essential for living. Young people in NEET
situations are described through labour market statistics, where their absence
from the workforce is also framed as a lost source of tax revenue (Mascherini et
al., 2014), thereby negatively affecting macroeconomic indicators. A quality
education, as well as employment, are important factors in ensuring well-being,
but supporting young people classified as NEET cannot be seen as solely about
increasing material resources to improve well-being.

The academic literature also emphasises the need to adopt a holistic approach
to addressing and providing support to this group (Hudson et al., 2019; Pesquera
Alonso et al., 2022), focusing on the everyday lives and well-being of young
people before moving into employment (Rikala, 2020; Jonsson & Goicolea,
2020). In addition, there is a need for young people classified as NEET to feel
seen, heard and understood, and to be respected through support that is appro-
priate and necessary (Gustavsson & Jonsson, 2024). Studies have shown that
effective support depends on whether the assessments and choices related to well-
being are based primarily on the individual’s own perceived evaluation or on
societally agreed-upon assessment norms and criteria. In determining support
needs, achieving a balance is considered important, where both the individual’s
subjective sense of well-being and self-fulfilment, and societal agreements and
expectations, are equally important. When such assessments are based on shared
evaluations, there is a higher likelihood that an individual’s well-being can
be improved by changing their circumstances (Helne & Hirvilammi, 2022;
Schweiger, 2019; Dumouilla et al., 2021).

From the perspective of young people classified as NEET, it has been seen
that rather than helping and supporting young people, it is more important to
empower and enable them to realise that they are responsible for their own well-
being (Miller et al., 2015; Simmons, 2017; Avila & Rose, 2019; Postrak et al.,
2020; Taru, 2024).

1.2.2 Vulnerability of young people in NEET situations

The concept of vulnerability has been used in various disciplines and contexts
internationally (Vinson, 2009; Fawcett, 2009; Virokannas et al., 2018). It is a
phenomenon that all people can experience (Herring, 2016). A common view is
that vulnerability is the degradation of the ecosystem around a person due to
factors that are harmful to the person, and that a particular social group may be
more vulnerable than another and may find themselves in this situation repeatedly
(Zimmerman, 2017; Virokannas et al., 2018).

In the case of the young people, who are at the centre of this doctoral thesis,
several studies confirm that young people not in education, employment, or
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training (NEET) are at greater risk of being exposed to harmful influences (Salva-
Mut et al., 2016; Balan, 2016; Andersson et al., 2018; Rahmani & Groot, 2023)
and of repeatedly experiencing vulnerability (Rahmani et al., 2024). Factors
found to exacerbate the negative impact include the duration of time spent in
NEET status, repetition of the status, and early entry into it (Balan, 2016).
Multiple experiences of NEET status have been found to be associated with, for
example, delayed income, which is also lower than others (Andersson et al.,
2018), as well as self-perceived health (Hammarstrom & Ahlgren, 2019, Stea et
al., 2019) and environmental awareness choices (Bonanomi & Luppi, 2020).
Therefore, young people in NEET situations as individuals are mainly described
as needing assistance and requiring specialised services to overcome their
vulnerability. In this doctoral thesis, I take the position that vulnerability is first
and foremost a complex phenomenon.

Vulnerability emerges mainly at the individual level; it can be innate (Brown,
2017), relational and subjective (Fawcett, 2009; Kutsar et al., 2024), and the
effectiveness of supporting an individual depends on the individual’s past expe-
rience, current needs, immediate network and the resources available in the living
environment. Therefore, as vulnerability is linked to the social background of
young people classified as NEET and the broader circumstances of their everyday
environment, support for them needs to be considered in terms of whether the
environment around them is supportive or restrictive. It should therefore be
considered that an individual’s vulnerability may also be influenced by the
regional or community aspect of his or her residence (different opportunities in
urban and rural areas). This has also been confirmed in the case of young people
classified as NEET (e.g., Sadler, 2015; Melas, 2023; Simdes, 2024). Vulnerabi-
lity may also be aggravated by structural factors, such as the Covid-19 outbreak
in 2020 (Eurofound, 2021).

From the perspective of policymaking for young people classified as NEET,
vulnerability has been seen primarily as a social construct, whereby specific
policy instruments (e.g., guarantees for children' and youth?), programmes, and
support measures are created for them as a vulnerable group, and they are
described as persons in need of specific services to overcome their vulnerability.
However, given the temporal and situational (temporary or permanent) nature of
vulnerability when supporting young people, and focusing first on the life
situations that create vulnerability and the role of support in reducing and/or
(re)creating vulnerability (Dumouilla et al., 2021; Virokannas et al., 2018), it is
possible either to support a person’s exit from the situation or their coping with
the situation (Schweiger, 2019).

! Created in 2021, https:/eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:
32021H1004

2 Created 2013, https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=0j:JOC_2013
120_R 0001 01
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1.2.3 Social exclusion and social inclusion of young people in
NEET situations

Social exclusion and social inclusion are multifaceted concepts (Cedefio, 2023).
In particular, exclusion is seen as the result of the accumulation of inequalities
and the deprivation of different opportunities for individuals, both in their life
course and in different aspects of society (Reiska, 2018a; Reiska, 2018b; Marta,
2022), and can therefore lead to the isolation or exclusion of an individual or
group from social life (Thompson, 2011; Ferreira et al., 2024). For young people
in NEET situations, this can mean being deprived of multiple opportunities and
services simultaneously (Helemde, 2018). Studies have shown that finding
oneself in a NEET situation, or the problems of being in this situation, cannot be
reduced to a passing phase; rather, it can be a predictor of social exclusion and
less favourable career prospects, and therefore either prevention or support to get
out of this situation is needed (Backman & Nilsson, 2016).

However, non-participation in society generally (education, labour market,
leisure activities, civil society) or social life is seen as a problem because being
in a certain vulnerable situation (risk factor) has consequences for the individual,
which deprives groups in the same situation of opportunities. This is also con-
firmed by research, which shows that one-size-fits-all protective factors cannot
be assumed to have a consistent impact and offer a solution for young people in
similar risk situations (Bacher et al., 2017; Simdes et al., 2022) and that there is
a particular need to understand the reasons for each individual’s situation and the
possible resources for managing the situation (Gorlich & Katznelson, 2018).

In the context of young people classified as NEET, the debate surrounding
social exclusion focuses on the risks resulting from structural (globalisation),
institutional (e.g., legislation, policies, sectoral structures) and social factors (e.g.,
societal attitudes). In society at large, there is often a condemnatory approach and
consequent stigmatisation of young people classified as NEET (Bonnard et al.,
2020). These contradictions or poor linkages may result in a situation where the
consequences or risks cannot be adequately mitigated (Garcia-Fuentes, 2019;
Holte et al., 2019; Amendola, 2021; Lauri et al., 2025). In addition to structural
causes, opportunities for young people classified as NEET to participate in social
processes are influenced by family or personal factors, such as the economic
situation (Quintano et al., 2018; Kalalahti et al., 2025), parents’ education level,
daily living situation and attitudes to receiving help (Reiter & Schlimbach, 2015;
Parola, 2020).

Similar to vulnerability, social exclusion is seen as a temporary situation that
is amplified over a period of time, such as the transition from school to work,
from child to adult (Saloniemi et al., 2020; Bonnard et al., 2020), and the extent
to which this is resolved tends to be relational and context-specific (Cedefo,
2023). For example, institutional patterns have been observed in several EU
Member States for women, who are more often excluded from the labour market
due to family care responsibilities (Russell, 2016; Haikkola, 2021).
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At the same time, unequal power relations in the family (e.g., poor relations
within the family), community or institutions due to the age or status of young
people (Selenko and Pils, 2019; Berlin et al., 2020) can reduce the young person’s
potential agency and also exacerbate social exclusion (Gaspani, 2019; Enrica,
2019). In the case of agency, individuals are capable of making sense of the
environment around them (Giddens, 1984), but being unable to apply that agency
reduces the choices available them.

Social inclusion, by contrast, is a supportive and empowering concept for
young people, which can help reduce social exclusion (inequality, deprivation)
by minimising the deprivation of young people in NEET situations in unequal
positions through certain activities (Filia et al., 2018). In Europe, this is regarded
as one of the primary approaches to supporting young people, including young
people in NEET situations (Goldring, 2015). It has been found that, with the
support of policies and institutional solutions, the self-efficacy and social position
of an individual can be improved (Europe..., 2019). Therefore, social inclusion
can also be seen as a phenomenon where policymaking processes can be more
consciously involved in the service ecosystem for young people, resulting in
better knowledge of young people classified as NEET in terms of perceptions,
behaviours and deprivations (gaps in their support), in order to build on this
knowledge to create more flexible and accessible forms of support. Taking inclu-
sive principles into account will also help prevent marginalisation and social
isolation (OECD Employment Outlook 2011; Holte, 2018), as this can help avoid
young people classified as NEET from becoming excluded from public life, the
community and society at large, which in turn support their access to information,
support, education, and the labour market.

1.2.4 The main conceptual connections of young people in
NEET situations using the socio-ecological model

In recent years, interactions between well-being, vulnerability, social inclusion
and exclusion and the influence of the surrounding ecosystem for young people
classified as NEET have been analysed through Bronfenbrenner’s socio-eco-
logical model (e.g., Ferreira et al., 2024; Flynn et al., 2024; Petrescu et al., 2024).

The socio-ecological model highlights that individual development is the
result of interactions between different levels of the ecosystem around the indi-
vidual and includes variables such as the individual’s internal resources, relation-
ships with others, institutional, cultural and political frameworks, and time
(Bronfenbrenner, 1977; Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006). The socio-ecological
model itself is composed of five spheres, whose mutual interaction allows the
description of both supportive and vulnerability-enhancing, restorative or reduc-
tive mechanisms for young people classified as NEET. The microsystem is
composed of the individual’s immediate everyday environment and immediate
surroundings (Bronfenbrenner, 1977), which makes it possible to describe
vulnerability indicators related to their nativity and region (Flynn et al., 2023).
For example, the educational background of parents, or their labour market
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attachment or attitudes, affect the daily well-being opportunities of a young
person.

The mesosystem includes interactions between different microsystems, such
as connections between a person’s home environment and the institutions they
interact with. Factors like the young person’s own agency in choosing support
institutions (Saloniemi et al., 2020; Schoon & Lyons-Amos, 2017), or restrictive
institutional practices and limitations (Rikala, 2019), have been found to influen-
ce vulnerability and social exclusion, as these may lead to disengagement or
withdrawal from trying altogether.

The exosystem comprises broader social networks that may influence the
individual either directly or indirectly, such as a parent’s position in society and
the associated access to opportunities (Kevelson et al., 2020). The macrosystem
encompasses societal and cultural values and norms that shape the individual’s
environment and can either limit or support their development. For example,
societal attitudes and the stigmatisation of young people classified as NEET
(Maguire, 2018; Bonnard et al., 2020), broader structural changes (Hoste et al.,
2019; Kelly et al., 2019; Amendola, 2021), such as access to the labour market
shaped by labour demand, may exacerbate or reproduce vulnerability. Access
itself depends on the alignment of national policies, as well as education and
labour market strategies (Nielsen et al., 2017; Scandurra et al., 2020; Simoes,
2024; Lauri et al., 2025). Finally, the chronosystem incorporates the historical
and temporal context in which an individual lives and which affects their
decisions — such as wider processes of globalisation and neoliberalism (Holte et
al., 2019).

1.3 Different approaches to policymaking
for young people in NEET situations

In this chapter, I provide an overview of the theoretical framework that describes
the service development and policymaking approaches used in the thesis as a
phenomenon that can identify key enabling or constraining factors within the
operational environment of youth interventions. The general starting point of this
thesis is the assumption that the characteristics of policies in different fields
influence how best to design programmes (Matland, 1995). Among other things,
the structural capacities (O’Reilly et al., 2018) or constraints within the sphere of
responsibility of the actors involved in any participatory process also play a
pivotal role in youth support, such as the readiness of public authorities to develop
and finance processes, the organisational structure and the resulting involvement,
as well as legal conditions (Carsillo & Konigs, 2015; see also Studies II and IV).

1.3.1 Rational policymaking

The doctoral study showed that policymaking for young people in NEET situa-
tions relies primarily on a rational approach. This approach is based on scientific
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and expert knowledge combined with various analytical techniques (e.g., a cost-
benefit efficiency analysis from a service perspective), as it is assumed that one
of the main objectives of policymakers is to choose one efficient solution among
several options to societal problems (Radin, 2019). Rational perspective analysis
allows for this because it is based on political, technical and economic feasibility
(Meltsner, 1972; Dunn, 2017; Cairney, 2021). However, efficiency in such
policymaking is primarily an economic criterion; that is, a metric set by the state,
which has only later incorporated the dimensions of adequacy, fairness, respon-
siveness and relevance (Dunn, 2017). The identification of problems by policy-
makers is therefore contextual, and the choice of solution tends to be driven by
economic considerations, namely cost-effectiveness (Baumgartner & Jones, 2010).

Based by Cairney (2021), problems addressed by policy are mainly con-
structed by society. These become ‘social’ problems once they attract public
attention and there is enough political will. Hence, a certain competition between
‘problems’ arises in policymaking (Goode & Ben-Yehuda, 1994; Hilgartner &
Bosk, 1988), and how policymakers interpret these problems leads to the con-
struction of policy measures (Eichhorst et al., 2017).

The acronym NEET at the core of this thesis is also grounded in economic and
employment status. In European employment strategies, young people classified
as NEET are referred to as a group of non-working young people for whom mea-
sures need to be developed in the context of human capital (Serracant, 2014). The
subsequent performance indicators tend to refer to economic metrics (European
Commission, 2017; European Commission..., 2025a). Developing more effec-
tive policymaking models requires understanding and engaging a range of stake-
holders working with young people in NEET situations to understand the real
nature of the problem, but mapping the policy and support ecosystem can be
challenging as each social problem has a different context (Agahi et al., 2024).

1.3.2 People-centred and combined policymaking

Various governance approaches can be used to manage the policy problem-solving
process and identify and involve stakeholders. This thesis primarily followed three
concepts of policymaking: top-down (Study I), bottom-up (Studies II and I'V), and
combined approaches (Studies II, II1, IV and V).

The top-down concept positions national policymakers as the central actors
whose leadership results in the development of general policy guidelines. The
bottom-up concept views policymaking as occurring at the local level where the
service is provided. A combined approach has been seen as a way to capitalise on
the strengths of both approaches (Suggett, 2011). The first concept is considered
to place excessive emphasis on predetermined legal language, results and top-
down guidelines (Matland, 1995). The concern of the second concept from the
point of view of the state is the autonomy of service providers, which the state
cannot direct in terms of the extent, efficiency and quality of services (Hjern &
Porter, 1981; Fung & Wraith, 2003). In addition, it is more time-consuming and
resource-intensive. It may therefore be difficult for the state to formulate a
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national policy. But according to Lipsky (1980), Butkeviciene (2009), and
Gilchrist (2019), bottom-up approaches are more effective than top-down initia-
tives because they consider the local context and involve local stakeholders. The
potential for community resources to reach and support people is also in-
creasingly discussed in the scientific literature (e.g., Gilchrist, 2019; Russel,
2021; Jonsson et al., 2022; Kangro & Lepik, 2023; Narusson & Kass, 2025), as
communities are seen as sources of resources; acknowledging them more con-
sciously can create necessary, more appropriate and sustainable solutions
(Russel, 2021; Ferreira et al., 2024).

Several other factors influence the choice and implementation of policy-
making management approaches. For example, it has been found that the gover-
nance approach, including partnerships within the ecosystem, depends on the
work culture (Lencioni, 2002), and either facilitates or hinders the identification
of shared problems, the setting of objectives and potentially the creation of cross-
sectoral teams. According to Jones and George (2017), such teams should be
characterised by a shared goal, clearly defined roles, interdependence, trust and
coordination. For example, a lack of trust is one of the main obstacles to effective
teamwork as it fosters fear of conflict, which may result in the withholding of
honest thoughts (Shave, 2016). This results in a lack of commitment, a lack of
accountability and thus an inability to pursue a common clear goal (Ibid.).
However, according to Groddeck (2011), building trust motivates teams to make
a collective effort and be more loyal, allowing them to achieve goals through a
cross-disciplinary and cross-functional approach, including a service design that
is no longer hierarchical but needs-based, where shared agreements replace
current lines of command. New joint agreements foster a better sense of owner-
ship of future objectives (Lee & Raschke, 2016) and contribute to the redefinition
of values (Jones & George, 2017; Lencioni, 2002). Bourne and Jenkins (2013)
and Groddeck (2011) have highlighted that shared values influence various
stakeholders and reduce misunderstandings between employees and institutions
regarding the future direction of the institution. A lack of information flow about
one another’s activities and common cross-sectoral competencies can lead to
cooperation facing institutional barriers, resulting in young people not being
reached or not receiving support (Kolouh-Soderlund, 2013).

1.3.3 New public governance and social innovation

The increasingly prevalent concept of new public governance (Brandsen et al.,
2017) in the public sector shifts focus from public goods to generating societal
value through networks of discussion and provision and cooperative activities,
where each person is a co-creator of public services (Moore, 1995; Hartley et al.,
2017; Torfing et al., 2019; Torfing et al., 2021). Creating societal value requires
the ability to manage long-term relationships, with broad stakeholder engage-
ment, open mindsets and an adaptable and mutual learning approach at the core
(Osborne, 2016). Successful social innovation requires participants from diverse
social systems (Rogers, 1995), as this helps develop a more appropriate solution.
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Furthermore, a collective approach (Serensen & Torfing, 2022) and the em-
powerment of stakeholders (Hartley et al., 2017; Brown et al., 2021; Aflaki et al.,
2023) are seen to create new value in public sector services.

Social innovation, which is the focus of this doctoral thesis, is one way to
implement public sector innovation, and its aim is to improve people’s well-
being, encourage the evolution of relationships and create a better balance for
coexistence as a society. Although social innovation does not have a universally
accepted definition internationally (Powering European Public..., 2013; OECD,
2019), it includes similar activities or approaches across countries, such as social
entrepreneurship, citizen- and community-led initiatives, collaborative gover-
nance, and technology-based solutions to societal problems (OECD, 2023). The
focus of social innovation is therefore on the involvement of communities them-
selves. Social innovation can also be seen as the opportunity to access resources
to make their needs heard and stand up for their needs and prevent people from
feeling socially excluded (Laura, 2019).

Social innovation is mainly implemented through a co-creation approach.
Like social innovation itself, there is no universal definition of a co-creative
approach (Voorberg et al., 2013; Windsor, 2017; Osborne et al., 2016; Osborne
et al., 2021). In policy creation it is seen as an approach centred on the needs of
the target group to create more suitable measures. The ecosystem actors involved
in the topic bear equal responsibility for the process and collaborate to create the
agreed-on public services (Bason, 2010; Ansell & Torfing, 2021). Co-creation is
typically applied as a non-linear design process that, according to Baker and
Moukhliss (2020), reframes social problems as opportunities and focuses pri-
marily on what is desirable from a user perspective and what is technically
feasible and financially viable for the organisation (Kimbell, 2011). Co-creation
is also put forward as an approach to individual service-dominant logic, where
the end-user of the service is actively involved in the creation of the value or
benefit associated with the provision of the service and the interaction of the
wider ecosystem of actors is not always necessary (Vega-Vazquez et al., 2015).

In the context of policymaking, co-creation is typically formulated as a design-
thinking tool. Design thinking as an approach typically has five stages: (1) stake-
holder mapping; (2) problem definition; (3) policy design; (4) prototyping and
testing; and (5) communication and dissemination. Co-creation is therefore about
finding the most appropriate solutions to shared problems through equal partner-
ship, empowerment of parties and the use of ecosystem resources. Above all, a
consensual solution must be found to create and implement new practices (Voor-
berg et al., 2017a; Windsor, 2017). A key factor is the provision of learning
experiences to ensure replicability in other regions (Voorberg, 2017b). A key
element in the overall concept of co-creation and the design-thinking approach is
the continuous adaptation of the public service (good, intervention), which,
according to Osborne (2018), helps continuously develop the service according
to the needs of the client.

However, there are a number of internal and inter-organisational barriers to
implementing social innovation in the public sector. These may include political
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resistance, legislative constraints, ineffective administration, inadequate funding,
rigid structures, a lack of skills and knowledge, low motivation, fast-paced work
environments, limited scope of change, inadequate teamwork and leadership
skills, risk-taking, and accountability (Rogers, 2003; Cinar et al., 2019).

1.4 Policy responses to young people classified as NEET:
the Youth Guarantee

This sub-chapter introduces the policies targeting young people classified as
NEET, first at the European Union and European Commission levels, and
subsequently in Estonia.

1.4.1 Context and support for young people classified
as NEET at the European level

Initiated by the European Commission and with the agreement of Member States,
the Youth Guarantee has been in place since 2013. Through this, Member States
guarantee that young people classified as NEET are supported in finding quality
employment, continuing their education or accessing an apprenticeship or
traineeship within four months of leaving school or becoming unemployed (Euro-
pean Commission, 2020).

The concept of the Youth Guarantee was first introduced in 1980, with
Sweden (1984), Norway (1993), Denmark and Finland (1996) being the first
countries to adopt it (European Commission, 2018). In 2013, the European Com-
mission proposed that Member States introduce a unified system. Politically, the
Youth Guarantee supports the implementation of the objectives of the European
Pillar of Social Rights Action Plan (Eurofound, 2021; European Commission,
2021) and stands out from other labour market policies by focusing primarily on
young people classified as NEET, youth employment and contributing to job
creation for young people (ILO, 2024).

The Youth Guarantee provides Member States with an adaptable framework
that allows them to develop support systems suitable for their national contexts.
The Youth Guarantee plans of Member States are based on the following guide-
lines: mapping to identify those young people in NEET situations, available
services and necessary skills and creating preventative measures through moni-
toring and early warning systems; outreach to raise awareness and disseminate
information, with active outreach to vulnerable groups; preparation by using
profiling tools to develop individual action plans; and provision to align offers
with existing standards to ensure quality and equal opportunity (Council Re-
commendation..., 2020).

The content and extent to which the Youth Guarantee action plans of Member
States and their implementation comply with the guidelines are assessed every
two years (Council Recommendation..., 2020). The latest evaluation found that
while countries have previously tended to focus on reaching young people in
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NEET situations, cross-sectoral approaches, tailored solutions, enhancing young
people’s skills, and links between the labour market and education, the new needs
relate to mental health, digital and green skills, rural specificities, co-creation
among ecosystems supporting youths, and a greater emphasis on preventing
leaving school early (EMCO Review, 2024). It was especially emphasised that
the Youth Guarantee requires improved cooperation between ministries and
public employment agencies within Member States, in particular by targeting
more vulnerable youngsters and improving outreach and preventative measures
against leaving school early (EMCO, 2024). The latest interim assessment of the
Youth Guarantee in Member States concluded that the Youth Guarantee has often
treated young people in NEET situations as regular jobseekers and provided
services that are too universal, resulting in case management not considering their
complex needs and young people not receiving the help they need (Eurofound,
2024).

In recent years, there has been an upsurge in scientific studies of the Youth
Guarantee, with a focus on analyses of various countries. Youth Guarantee
actions are seen to be a multifaceted investment targeted at human capital effi-
ciency (Postrak et al., 2020), as the programme support saw a significant struc-
tural shift in the population of young people classified as NEET in almost all
Member States in 2014, as the number of young people in NEET situations started
to decline (Luca et al., 2019). The Youth Guarantee has been more effective in
countries that have developed public partnerships with other sectors, involved
social enterprises and civil society organisations, and used non-formal approaches
to education (Flynn et al., 2024; Ferreira et al., 2024). Studies also reveal that the
options for benefiting from the Youth Guarantee vary between Member States,
and include regional disparities within the same country (Bacher et al., 2017,
Jongbloed & Giret, 2021). Studies have highlighted that Youth Guarantee-related
policies and interventions have often been top-down and centred around labour
market instituti