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Abstract: The notion of vulnerability has acquired an important role in social policy debates. There-
fore, the identification of vulnerable groups and their conditions is particularly important for the
orientation of public policies and risk reduction. This article aims to offer a broad vision of the
situation of European youth (15–29) using three dimensions of vulnerability (personal, economic
and socio-cultural dimensions). To do so, we developed a multidimensional approach combining a
system of indicators (N = 33) to contrast the evolution of the aforementioned dimensions among the
European countries. Based on secondary analysis of quantitative data on European member states,
we compared the evolution during two moments in time. The first period examined was 2012–2014,
after the global financial crises but prior to the implementation of Youth Guarantee, whereas the
second was the period which allowed for an examination of the latest updated data available (2017).
Our results confirm territorial imbalances that affect the lives of European youth and their future
opportunities. Northern countries led this scenario combining an inclusive education system with
supportive labor market policies offering more opportunities to overcome risks. Although this multi-
dimensional analysis is exploratory, its findings provide preliminary insight into the configuration of
the dimensions of vulnerability in European youth.

Keywords: vulnerability; economic; monitoring; model; empowerment; youth population; social life

1. Introduction

The second half of the twenty century created growing social uncertainties and new
forms of man-made insecurities that affect the industrial bases of society as well as the con-
cept of nation states. Because of this process, the foundation institutions (work, family and
welfare) have progressively lost the capacity to provide security to many citizens [1]. In this
scenario, the perspective of vulnerability becomes a central dimension in understanding
the unforeseen side effects of modern life and to reduce social exclusion [2].

The category of vulnerable implies advocating the State responsibility to ensure the
protection of those groups [3]. For this reason, the European Commission, like other
international institutions such as the OECD, reflects its concern to reduce vulnerability in
the European agenda. One of the main groups considered at risk of social exclusion and
therefore most vulnerable in EU policies and plans is young people. This group is often
considered to suffer from an intrinsic “inherent vulnerability” related to their stage in the
life process, which is reflected in the difficulties they experience in enjoying their rights [4].
Indeed, in increasingly complex contexts, transition to adulthood is a critical phase mainly
associated with the challenge of facing job instability together with care responsibilities,
especially in the phase of family construction [5]. In particular, young people are at risk
of living long periods of vulnerability before being able to access the responsibilities of
adulthood, whether they are in the workplace, in the family, or in society [6].

Drawed upon on a broader research project (Encouraging Lifelong Learning for an
Inclusive and Vibrant Europe, ENLIVEN) carried out as part of the Horizon 2020 program,
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this article adopts a conceptualization of vulnerability by a multi-dimensional combination
of factors that encompasses a broad range of social indicators. One of the main objectives of
the ENLIVEN projects was to understand the target groups of European lifelong learning
policies, which led to this paper that focuses on exploring the intersection of vulnerabil-
ity among young Europeans. Based on the vulnerability model developed by Enliven
project [7] this concept is considered as a dynamic condition characterized as a transition
space between social inclusion and exclusion, which reflects the participation in three
dimensions inspired by Castel [8] and Silver [9]: socio-political life and cultural life and
economic labor. In light of this approach, vulnerability does not affect specific predeter-
mined groups, but rather affects groups and individuals in a changing way according to
their individual equation with respect to the social dynamics of risk and marginalization.
Moreover, in the zone of vulnerability certain conditions reinforce each other, such as
employment, education and income [10]. Recognizing the complexity of the notions of
vulnerability, this paper analyses and compares three above-mentioned dimensions of
vulnerability among the EU countries. Furthermore, this paper incorporates a personal
dimension of vulnerability that we have called empowerment.

To achieve this objective, we have developed a multi-dimensional cross-country model
by gathering data from official International Institutions (EUROSTAT, EUROBAROMETER
and OECD). As pointed out by Osgood, et al. [11], administrative data provide us with key
results, such as labor market insertion and educational level, to understand the situation
of young people in their transition to adulthood. Where possible, the selected data have
been disaggregated by age group and educational level with the intention of adjusting the
results to the population we are studying (15–29 years old). One of the main challenges of
vulnerability research is to develop measures that portray the situation in this regard [12].
Overall, our analytical model contributes to the vulnerability debate by means of a method-
ological approach that, through an interaction of factors, provides a disaggregated view of
the European youth population.

We have chosen as a milestone the launch of the Youth Guarantee (2014). This initiative
aims to improve the human capital of the most vulnerable young Europeans (under 30 years
old) to facilitate their access to the labour market. The EU aims to achieve an active,
innovative and skilled workforce, while trying to avoid the high costs of unemployed
and untrained young people, valued at 1.2% of GDP [13]. Although focused on the
labour dimension, it is one of the main European social policies aimed at overcoming
vulnerability among youth and its implementation has been intended to be a linchpin of
structural reforms and innovation across Europe. For this reason, we have considered
it as an appropriate benchmark for our analysis. The second moment was the period
that allowed for an examination of the latest updated data available (2017). Regarding
the analysis, building on the knowledge of previous research we followed the typology
developed by Roosmaa and Saar [14] to take into account an additional feature at country
level. Combining typologies on varieties of capitalism, welfare state regimes and their
former tensions, the mentioned authors provided an analytical framework to contextualize
structural factors. Other studies focused on the development of indices on living conditions
provide a frame of reference both for the construction of our proposal and for the contrast of
our results. In this respect, see Corrales-Herrero & Rodríguez Prado, [15] in relation to the
living conditions of young Europeans in various areas, such as employment, political and
social participation; European Commission [16] and Scandurra et al. [17] on labor market
integration; Hoskins & Crick [18] on participation as active citizenship or Lelkes [19] on
social participation.

The structure of the document is as follows. Section 2 presents the conceptual frame-
work. Section 3 describes the three dimensions of vulnerability included in our proposal.
Section 4, Materials and Methods, explains the methodological approach, the composition
of the model (dimensions, subdimensions, variables and indicators) and the weighting of
the selected indicators. Section 5 depicts the main results regarding the current situation of
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the youth population in the 28 EU countries. The final section provides a discussion of the
results and the main conclusions to be drawn.

2. Vulnerability: Conceptual Framework

Vulnerability has become an increasingly useful field of research for addressing risk
reduction and the mediation of economic and social impacts. As an analytical concept,
vulnerability emerged in the environmental sciences when studying the impact of natural
or economic disasters on human populations [20]. In social sciences, it is associated with
the risk of harm in the face of a possible eventuality and the ability to avoid or cope with
a harmful outcome [21]. This means that a person (or a family, or a group) considered
vulnerable is in a state of weakness that exposes them to particularly negative or harmful
consequences [22]. However, as a multivariate concept, the definition and scope vary
according to the disciplinary perspective and the specificity of the context.

The state of vulnerability is closely related to the state of exclusion or poverty and
marginalization [23]. Accordingly, the ‘most vulnerable’ are considered to be those ex-
posed to the greatest menace that threatens either their chances of survival or their ability
to live with minimum security, economic and social, and human dignity [24]. Different
nuances and meanings have been explored by many studies. Among others, Ranci &
Migliavacca [25] defined social vulnerability as a life-situation characterized by a multi-
dimensional combination of factors of disadvantage and advantage, of inclusion and
exclusion. Its distinctive feature is that weak and unstable integration in the main mech-
anisms of resource distribution in contemporary society places people in a situation of
uncertainty and high exposure to the risk of poverty and, eventually, of social exclusion.
In a similar way, after extensive theoretical revision of the term Chowa et al. [23] verifies
that vulnerability includes a double structure including external elements and internal
factors. The first one is the exposure to perturbation or external stresses; the second one is
the sensitivity to those situations and the capacity to adapt. Furthermore, this approach
introduces a positive element, the capacity to cope that is considered the other side of
vulnerability (a positive definition focus on the capacities).

In summary, the current debate clearly shows that vulnerability captures various
thematic dimensions, such as physical, economic, social and institutional aspects [26].
Moreover, in the zone of vulnerability certain conditions reinforce each other, such as
employment, education and income [10]. Although its use is widespread, it has rarely been
operationally defined or analyzed [27]. This may be related to the need to apply the term to
a large number of categories and social sectors but, above all, accentuating aspects such as
unemployment, precarious and poorly paid work, the difficulties faced by the educational
system to adapt to social and technological transformations.

Beyond its lack of clarity, another element of indetermination comes from the identi-
fication and stigmatization of certain groups that are associated with victimhood, depri-
vation, dependency or pathology [27]. Critical scholars, such as Stätsett [28], point out
that vulnerability is a constitutive part of the human condition and not something that
can be eliminated by intervention policies. Furthermore, it has been observed that cate-
gorizing a certain group (women, immigrants, the elderly) as vulnerable risks reinforcing
the exclusion process that, in theory, was intended to be eliminated by certain top-down
approaches [29]. Indeed, Boyadjieva & Ilieva-Trichkova assert that hiding people’s ca-
pacities to resist and influence the course of their lives may downplay or even deny the
agency of the person perceived as vulnerable. This view can be misleading as people have
multidimensional capacities that cannot be forgotten. In addition to the issues described
above, Spini, et al. [2] offer a systematic critique of identifying vulnerable groups without
understanding the socioeconomic context and historical variables.

In light of this approach, vulnerability does not affect specific predetermined groups,
but rather affects groups and individuals in a changing way according to their individual
equation with respect to the social dynamics of risk and marginalization, placing them in
a continuum of exclusion-integration. Among the groups considered vulnerable, young
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people have a significant presence [5]. This issue of social inclusion of young people
has been present in European political agendas, especially since the last two decades
when several specific programs have been launched in terms of education, employment,
social inclusion, civic participation, entrepreneurship, etc. [30]. European policies have
emphasized the economic factor [7]. However, the weakening of the economic position of
this group, increased in 2020 with the Covid 19 pandemic, and their reduced expectations
of improvement may lead to a deterioration of their social position and, therefore, of their
civic status. A situation that had already been identified previously [31].

Multidimensional Approach to Vulnerability

Recognizing the complexity of the notion of vulnerability, for the purposes of this arti-
cle, the situation of European youth is analyzed through three dimensions: empowerment,
social/civil engagement and employability. Our selection of dimensions and indicators is
theoretically driven. In particular, this proposal is inspired by the work of several authors,
mainly Robert Castel.

Robert Castel [32] describes vulnerability as a dynamic condition marked by the
transition from inclusion to exclusion and vice versa. It differs from permanent poverty
and social exclusion in that these are static situations characterized by chronicity. It is only
apparent when it no longer exists and it has turned into a more severe situation, although
most of the time it has been absorbed back into normality. The author identifies two axes
(employment and social ties) to situate people in the social space [8]. The axis related to
employment has a range of positions, from fixed employment that provides solid support
to the other extreme characterized by insecurity and insecurity of employment.

Representing it schematically: being in the integration zone means that one has the
guarantees provided by a permanent job. The second axis reflects social relations through
inscription in family and sociability networks, on a continuum from solid support to lack
of social resources [33]. The vulnerability zone implies a dual process (poor relationships
and lack of incorporation into the labor market). In our model, we incorporated another
element related to cultural and civic participation [34]. Silver [9] states that the political
dimension, must be taken into account to characterize social inclusion. According to this
author, the political dimension refers to “the ability of all citizens to participate in collective
decision-making on matters that affect their lives” (p. 10 in [35]). In our view, this approach
is particularly suitable for analyzing the conditions of young people. To obtain a broader
view of youth engagement, alongside political participation we have also included cultural
participation. Those dimensions that are not necessarily related. In fact, it seems that their
association also varies across national contexts.

In this paper, we have included another dimension related to personal characteristics,
named empowerment. This is a process predominantly referred to groups to transform
their action options [24]. To begin with, Figure 1 provides a general view of our three
dimensions and subdimensions, which are described in next paragraph. Below, Section 3
(materials and methods) presents the indicators we have used to measure them.
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Figure 1. Analytical model for vulnerability dimensions.

3. Materials and Methods

We have choosen a methodological approach appropriated for reducing the macro
information of the countries to several dimensions that provide us with a series of scores
that generate a synthetic variable score of each country in each of the dimensions analyzed,
using countries as unit of analysis.

Previous studies looked at macro-analysis of country situations used in the construc-
tion of indicators including the Active Citizenship Composite Indicator (ACCI) [36], the
two-dimensional typology of youth welfare citizenship [37] and the synthetic index on
adult education as a common good (IAECG) [38].

Chevalier’s work [37] about the development of a deductive two-dimension typology
of ‘youth welfare citizenship’ is one of the main references that is worth highlighting.
Chevalier combined two dimensions, social and the economic citizenship, in a bidirectional
typology presenting varieties of ‘youth welfare citizenship’. This typology helped to better
account for the situation of young people in Europe and the way welfare states take care of
them or not.

In a similar way, inspired by Chevalier, we have looked for some indicators that
allows us to establish the vulnerability of the young population according to the ENLIVEN
vulnerability model identified previously. On this occasion, following Schuller [39], we
have unified the dimensions in such a way that we worked with three. Although ‘social
relations’ and ‘active citizenship’ have been separated into objectives, in this chapter they
have been analysed together as ‘Civic and social engagement’ seeking greater parsimony, as
the statistical interpretation of the four-dimensional analysis has increased the complexity
of the graphs and the results.

Another inspiration for our macro-analysis was the research carried out by Boyadjieva
and Ilieva-Trichkova [38], where they measure adult education as a common good. Based
on data from the Adult Education Survey (AES), the Economically Active Population
Survey (EAPS) and the Continuing Vocational Training Survey (CVTS) of 24 European
countries, the authors developed a composite index (IAECG), based on these four dimen-
sions, which measure the degree to which adult education is practised as a common good
in a given country.

For the calculation of the IAECG, they followed the methodology used by Lessen-
ski [40], because “it offers very clear guidelines for all statistical procedures and it allows
exploring the dynamics of the indexes over time as a next step of the analysis.” (p. 349).
They demonstrate how the index of fairness in participation in adult education can help
in exploring the meanings of adult education and the obstacles to adults’ participation in
education [38].
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These investigations have been used as a model for the confection of the different
indicators as well as the importance of their weighting. So, our model consist in three
dimension that are based on the score of eleven sub-dimensions, twenty-three variables,
thirty-three indicators that make up the different issues, and which we have collected from
the aforementioned official sources (Eurostat, Eurobarometer and OECD). The objective
of this procedure is to segment the countries into different groups. Each of the three
dimensions—empowerment, civic and social engagement and employability—contains
different scores of basic indicators (thirty-three):

(1) ‘Empowerment’, which covers the proportion of vulnerable young people relating
development of skills, trust in the system, physical health and mental well-being.
The skills mentioned in the empowerment dimension are mainly related to literacy
and numeracy (OECD) and digital skills (Eurostat). These skills are basic to ensure
a mini-mum personal capacity for empowerment in today’s world and have been
pointed out in The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, more specifically in its
Target 4.6, vis “By 2030, ensure that all youth and a substantial proportion of adults,
both men and women, achieve literacy and numeracy”.

(2) ‘Civic and social engagement’, which covers vulnerable young people’s involvement
in cultural, political, civic participation and the relationship with friends and relatives.
This subdimension has been measured through a battery of indicators from official
sources such as active participation in artistic/musical activities, cultural participation
score, voting, participation in political parties, in trade unions, taking part in official
organizations, active participation in society, volunteering, social interaction and
family relations

(3) ‘Employability’, which covers vulnerable young people’s involvement in education,
and work-related skills, the unemployment rate and the NEET rate. The work-related
skills mentioned in the employability dimension relate to the main skills collected by
Eurostat in the Continuing and vocational training courses (CVT) section. Specifically
they are general IT skills, professional IT skills, management skills, team working
skills, customer handling skills, problem solving skills, office administration skills,
foreign language skills, technical, practical or job-specific skills, oral or written com-
munication skills, numeracy and/or literacy skills and other skills and competences.
In our analysis, and in order to simplify the information of this indicator, we have
selected the values of technical, practical or job-specific skills.

We assign different relevance to each indicator within a given sub-dimension, cal-
culated either by dividing the overall weight of the sub-dimension by the number of
indicators or by their relative importance. For the sake of transparency, the weights are
provided in Table 1. Although lifelong learning could be aimed at employment, the con-
tinuity of education is considered one of the ways to improve the possibilities of labour
insertion. For this reason, the list of indicators related to the employability dimension
includes incorporation into educational programs.

After the weighting, we constructed the final score for each of the dimensions, where
the value comprises all the sub-dimensions; we then calculated it for the 28 European
countries. The scores range between 0 and 100 (percentage) with a lineal interpretation.
In order to achieve this linear sense, following other studies on the construction of in-
dicators [41], we have reconverted to negative values those indicators whose increase
represents a negative value on the analyzed sub dimension.
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Table 1. Composition of the ENLIVEN model and weighting of indicators.

Dimension Subdimension Variable Indicator (+Code) Code & Weighting Source

Em
po

w
er

m
en

t

Skills (40%)

Improved ability to communicate
(reading, listening, writing)

Proportion of adults (25–64 year-olds) achieving at least a fixed level of
proficiency (score 226) in functional numeracy skills SK1/33% OECD

Use of new technologies Internet use and activities (isoc_bde15cua) SK2/33% EUROSTAT

Developed problem-solving capacities Individuals’ level of digital skills (isoc_sk_dskl_i) SK3/33% EUROSTAT

Trust (10%)

Trust in people Trust in others Average rating of trust (ilc_pw03) TR1/33% EUROSTAT

Trust in institutions
Trust in legal system (ilc_pw03) TR2/33% EUROSTAT

Trust in political system (ilc_pw03) TR3/33% EUROSTAT

Physical Health (25%)

Sharpened mind Self-perceived health (hlth_silc_02) PH1/20% EUROSTAT

Healthier behaviour

Smoking of tobacco products (hlth_ehis_sk1e) PH2/–20% EUROSTAT

Frequency of alcohol consumption (hlth_ehis_al1c) PH3/–20% EUROSTAT

Performing health-enhancing physical activity (hlth_ehis_pe9d) PH4/20% EUROSTAT

Less illness Healthy life years (hlth_hlye) PH5/20% EUROSTAT

Mental Wellbeing (25%) Increased happiness
Frequency of being happy in the last 4 weeks (ilc_pw08) MW1/50% EUROSTAT

Average rating of satisfaction (ilc_pw01) MW2/50% EUROSTAT

C
iv

ic
an

d
So

ci
al

En
ga

ge
m

en
t

Cultural Participation
(25%)

Active participation in artistic/musical
activities Frequency of practicing of artistic activities (ilc_scp07) CLP1/50% EUROSTAT

Cultural participation score Participation in any cultural or sport activities in the last 12 months
(ilc_scp01) CLP2/50% EUROSTAT

Political Participation
(25%)

Voting Participation in political elections at the local, regional, national level
During the last 3 years percentage of voting in any political election. PP1/33% EUROBAROMETER

Participation in political parties Political party/group membership PP2/33% European Values Study

Participation in trade unions Trade-union membership PP3/33% European Values Study

CIVIC Participation (25%)

Taking part in official organizations In the last 12 months, have you participated in any activities of the
following organisations? Total “at least one activity”. From 15 to 30 years CVP1/33% EUROBAROMETER

Active participation in society Active citizens (ilc_scp19). CVP2/33% EUROSTAT

Volunteering In the last 12 months, have you been involved in any organised
voluntary activities? Total “Yes”. From 15 to 30 years CVP3/33% EUROBAROMETER

Relationship (25%)

Social interaction
Frequency of getting together with friends (ilc_scp09). RL1/25% EUROSTAT

Frequency of contacts with friends (ilc_scp11). RL2/25% EUROSTAT

Family relations
Frequency of getting together with family and relatives (ilc_scp09). RL3/25% EUROSTAT

Frequency of contacts with family and relatives (ilc_scp11) RL4/25% EUROSTAT
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Table 1. Cont.

Dimension Subdimension Variable Indicator (+Code) Code & Weighting Source

Em
pl

oy
ab

il
it

y

Education (25%) Participation in adult programme

Persons participating in training related to professional activity
(ilc_ats10) ED1/50% EUROSTAT

Participation rate in non-formal education and training (last 4 weeks)
(yth_educ_060) ED2/50% EUROSTAT

NEET (25%) NEET rates Young people neither in employment nor in education and training by
sex, age and educational attainment level (yth_empl_160) NE1/–100% EUROSTAT

Work-Related (50%)

Improvement in job prospects (career
opportunities and job promotions)

Participants in CVT courses (trng_cvt_12s) WR1/15% EUROSTAT

Employed persons whose work experience and job skills would be
helpful to find another job by age (source: Eurofound) (qoe_ewcs_6_5) WR2/15% EUROSTAT

Employed persons perceiving that their job-related non-formal education
and training helped to improve the way they work by age (source:

Eurofound) (qoe_ewcs_6_3)
WR3/15% EUROSTAT

Skills related to job performance Main skills targeted by CVT courses (trng_cvt_29n2) WR4/15% EUROSTAT

Labour force participation rate Youth employment (yth_empl_010) WR5/40% EUROSTAT
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In order to ensure the maximum possible reliability in the calculation of the dimen-
sions, several criteria have been established in the selection of the indicator scores that refer
to the data extracted from secondary sources and statistics that meet the requirements of:

• Reliability of sources. The data collected for this analysis have been selected from
sources of high reliability: official EU statistical institutions (Eurostat, Eurobarometer,
and European Values Study) and OECD.

• Geographical comparability. In order to carry out an analysis of the 28 EU countries,
we have needed the data to be comparable with each other. The model presented
in Table 1 corresponds to the dimensions, sub-dimensions and variables for the 28
European countries analyzed.

• Periodicity. As one of the objectives of this analysis is to observe the evolution of
the countries in the analyzed dimensions, collected data correspond to two different
times. On the one hand, the first of these periods is before the implementation of the
two lifelong learning programs chosen by the ENLIVEN political itinerary (Guarantee
of youth and improvement of qualifications) (2013). On the other hand, the second
moment is after their implementation, corresponding to the last update of available
data (2017). This requirement of periodicity has not always been met in all the variables
since there are measurements of indicators that are not carried out on a regular basis
in the European Union. In the case of these indicators, in order to facilitate greater
statistical adjustment, the score collected for the two moments of analysis has been
maintained.

• Availability by age range. In the indicators where it has been possible, the selected
data have been disaggregated by age groups with the intention of selecting the scores
corresponding to the population we study (from 15 to 29 years old).

• Availability by educational attainment level. In the indicators where it has been
possible, the selected data have been disaggregated by educational attainment level
with the intention of selecting the scores from the population we study: vulnerable
people (Less than primary, primary and lower secondary education—levels 0–2).

4. Results

The results of the analysis of data from the different countries are presented (Table 2)
in the three proposed dimensions that provide us with a score by country in each of the two
periods selected. These dimensions have been analyzed, taking into account the European
average and its evolution in each country in the two historical moments (2013/2017).

4.1. Country Descriptions by Their Institutional Type
4.1.1. Empowerment

Empowerment is a complex multidimensional process of individuals change and
discovery [24]. The ability of people to use their personal and social resources is a high
indicator of (in)vulnerability. In this study we consider that overcoming vulnerability
requires the conviction, in general terms, that increasing people’s freedom of choice and
action to give them control over their own lives (resources and decisions). From this
perspective, a sense of well-being and competence, related to the desire to act, is one of the
first prerequisites for overcoming vulnerability [42].

An individual with a low level of capabilities is more vulnerable than another individ-
ual who is better equipped for addressing negative external circumstances. To understand
empowerment our model includes four elements that encompass the skill development,
physical health, and mental well-and trust or confidence in the system. To be more specific
about skills, it is worth noting that the skills mentioned in the empowerment dimension
are mainly related to literacy and numeracy and digital skills Both are basic to ensure a
minimum personal capacity for empowerment in today’s world and have been pointed
out in the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, more specifically in its Target 4.6, vis:
by 2030, ensure that all young people and a substantial proportion of adults, both men and
women, achieve literacy and numeracy).
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With regard to the empowerment, dimension in the average EU-28 European countries
it can be observed that there has been a slight increase in the two moments analyzed. This
increase has not occurred in all the sub-dimensions, being above all the greatest in the
section corresponding to basic skills (literacy and numeracy (OECD) and digital skills).

Table 2. Empowerment dimension scores. EU-28 (%).

Skills Trust Physical Health Mental Wellbeing Empowerment
GEO/TIME 2013 2017 2013 2017 2013 2017 2013 2017 2013 2017

EU-28 81.6 84.9 49.0 49.0 31.3 31.7 65.0 65.0 61.6 63.0
Belgium 82.9 85.2 54.3 54.3 28.3 28.7 66.9 66.9 62.4 63.4
Bulgaria 70.2 72.6 34.0 34.0 31.1 30.8 48.1 48.1 51.3 52.1
Czechia 83.7 90.0 49.3 49.3 32.8 32.4 61.1 61.1 61.9 64.3

Denmark 89.6 90.9 71.3 71.3 35.1 34.0 73.9 73.9 70.2 70.5
Germany 86.4 88.4 52.7 52.7 30.6 32.3 69.5 69.5 64.8 66.1
Estonia 89.2 90.9 53.0 53.0 26.0 24.8 64.4 64.4 63.6 64.0
Ireland 73.2 78.9 47.7 47.7 29.9 29.4 72.0 72.0 59.5 61.7
Greece 77.4 82.1 40.0 40.0 32.1 31.5 54.1 54.1 56.5 58.2
Spain 78.0 80.7 39.3 39.3 32.6 34.2 57.9 57.9 57.8 59.2
France 79.2 82.6 41.7 41.7 30.4 29.9 65.2 65.2 59.8 61.0
Croatia 88.2 85.9 39.3 39.3 34.3 33.9 65.3 65.3 64.1 63.1

Italy 72.0 75.7 41.3 41.3 30.5 32.3 54.1 54.1 54.1 56.0
Cyprus 77.2 83.9 36.0 36.0 31.4 32.0 58.8 58.8 57.0 59.9
Latvia 83.9 85.2 54.0 54.0 30.1 30.0 56.0 56.0 60.5 61.0

Lithuania 84.9 88.3 58.7 58.7 33.7 32.4 65.9 65.9 64.7 65.7
Luxembourg 88.6 91.2 54.0 54.0 34.0 31.6 70.6 70.6 67.0 67.4

Hungary 79.9 81.2 52.7 52.7 32.0 32.4 64.9 64.9 61.4 62.1
Malta 83.6 89.2 51.7 51.7 29.7 30.0 62.8 62.8 61.7 64.1

The Netherlands 90.2 91.5 64.0 64.0 29.6 29.1 72.3 72.3 67.9 68.3
Austria 87.2 90.2 57.0 57.0 29.0 27.1 70.0 70.0 65.3 66.0
Poland 78.8 83.2 49.3 49.3 34.0 33.3 70.1 70.1 62.5 64.1

Portugal 81.9 87.9 40.3 40.3 28.0 27.0 56.7 56.7 58.0 60.1
Romania 62.9 71.6 60.3 60.3 31.4 31.5 62.3 62.3 54.6 58.1
Slovenia 83.4 84.4 40.3 40.3 34.2 32.9 65.4 65.4 62.3 62.4
Slovakia 87.4 88.4 46.3 46.3 34.4 34.2 68.9 68.9 65.4 65.7
Finland 92.1 93.1 70.0 70.0 35.6 35.0 78.1 78.1 72.2 72.5
Sweden 87.8 90.1 64.3 64.3 37.2 38.2 67.0 67.0 67.6 68.8

UK 84.2 87.9 51.3 51.3 27.1 26.3 56.4 56.4 59.7 61.0

Table 2 shows that the average evolution of these countries increased by more than
one point (1.4%) between the two periods. In the countries with lower previous scores
they have increased their weight in this dimension, in some cases with notable percentage
increases of more than two points (Czechia, Ireland, Cyprus, Malta, Portugal and Romania)
in four years. On the other hand, as it seems likely the countries with the highest previous
scores in this dimension (Denmark, Luxembourg, The Netherlands, Austria, Finland, and
Sweden) have had well below-average increases in these four years.

Health is at the core of youth well being. The second and third subdimension are
related to health, both physical and mental. We explore it two subdimensions related to
this issues through a series of indicators both positive (life expectancy, physical exercise,
frequency of being haappy, satisfaction) and negative (alcohol consumption, tobacco
cosumption). Finnally, trust can be considered a requirement that enables people to feel
safe and comfortable in public life. Under this heading we provide indicators that refer to
three types of trust, self-confidence and institutional trust. As can be gauged from Table 2,
which shows the average across the EU countries, in the three subdimensions, data related
to physical and mental health vary between countries. Finland and Denmark are in first
place, followed closely by a group of countries including The Netherlands, Luxembourg,
Austria and Ireland. In relation to the development of basic skills, Table 2 underlines the
evolution of seven countries that in this period have advance by 5 point or more: Czechia,
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Ireland, Greece, Cyprus, Malta, Poland, Portugal, and Romania. All of them except Greece,
are the countered mentioned which have increased their weight in this dimension. On the
other hand, Croatia and Luxembourg maintained the ratio or suffered a slight decreased
(Croatia). In the case of Croatia due to a decrease in basic skills and Luxembourg accused a
decrease in the index of physical health.

4.1.2. Civic and Social Engagement

Social engagement appears to be broadly accepted as a conceptual definition in the
research literature on social capital engagement in community activities [18]. Among the
difficulties encountered by young people in their transition to adulthood, Xie et al. [6], men-
tions the importance of establishing trusting relationships. in this sense Castel [8] includes
social relationships and bonding as one of the supports in the process of overcoming social
exclusion. For this reason, this dimension involves a subdimension related to the social
engagement of youth population. Another aspect is related to social relationships through
family networks and peer-to-peer sociability. Our proposal devoted this dimension to
issues related to the engagement of youth people in social, political an cultural life.

With regard to this dimension in the average EU-28 European countries (Table 3), it
can be observed that there has been a slight increase in the two moments analyzed. This
rise has not occurred equally in all the subdimensions. Thus, “cultural participation” has
decreased, while the subdimension “relationship” has remained stable. However, “civic
participation”, and especially “political participation”, has increased considerably, leading
to an overall increase in this dimension.

Table 3. Civic and social engagement dimension scores. EU-28 (%).

CULT. PART. POLIT. PART. CIVIC PART. RELATIONS. CIVIC & SOCIAL
GEO/TIME 2013 2017 2013 2017 2013 2017 2013 2017 2013 2017

EU-28 50.1 46.0 20.2 26.6 27.0 30.3 30.8 30.8 32.0 33.4
Belgium 47.7 45.1 21.2 19.8 30.5 29.8 37.4 37.4 34.2 33.0
Bulgaria 24.3 21.5 18.4 27.8 11.3 21.6 21.5 21.5 18.9 23.1
Czechia 49.6 50.6 25.4 21.6 24.1 26.1 30.4 30.4 32.4 32.2

Denmark 55.3 56.0 35.1 36.8 35.1 35.1 28.7 28.7 38.6 39.1
Germany 57.7 56.1 18.4 26.5 33.0 36.6 26.0 26.0 33.8 36.3
Estonia 50.5 52.5 14.9 18.2 24.2 25.2 35.1 35.1 31.2 32.8
Ireland 45.4 51.2 14.8 17.8 37.3 35.3 21.5 21.5 29.8 31.5
Greece 45.8 42.8 20.2 22.2 16.1 26.5 26.1 26.1 27.1 29.4
Spain 44.8 41.4 15.5 24.9 22.3 27.6 31.1 31.1 28.4 31.3
France 48.2 48.7 20.8 25.1 30.8 33.1 29.6 29.6 32.3 34.1
Croatia 47.4 43.3 15.3 27.0 19.2 20.5 22.0 22.0 26.0 28.2

Italy 48.9 42.7 18.9 27.8 22.2 33.5 40.2 40.2 32.6 36.0
Cyprus 48.6 43.3 14.7 17.7 21.9 21.3 24.7 24.7 27.5 26.7
Latvia 50.9 53.9 24.8 26.8 25.4 23.4 34.0 34.0 33.8 34.5

Lithuania 49.2 52.1 14.8 23.6 20.9 21.6 30.4 30.4 28.8 31.9
Luxembourg 51.7 53.9 17.7 17.7 32.7 33.7 27.3 27.3 32.3 33.1

Hungary 44.9 41.5 16.1 17.6 15.9 17.2 29.6 29.6 26.6 26.5
Malta 40.5 36.3 11.2 27.2 26.6 22.6 29.7 29.7 27.0 28.9

The Netherlands 56.6 57.8 25.0 29.5 39.6 37.3 34.9 34.9 39.0 39.9
Austria 49.9 49.8 25.7 32.7 32.4 32.0 36.5 36.5 36.1 37.7
Poland 48.1 47.6 16.8 25.8 18.9 23.9 29.5 29.5 28.3 31.7

Portugal 46.4 44.5 16.2 21.5 24.6 28.9 28.9 28.9 29.0 31.0
Romania 21.4 21.3 25.5 26.9 15.1 21.4 30.9 30.9 23.2 25.1
Slovenia 52.1 51.8 27.4 21.8 28.8 31.4 33.3 33.3 35.4 34.6
Slovakia 51.9 46.5 25.4 23.5 19.5 17.5 27.8 27.8 31.1 28.8
Finland 59.0 60.0 32.0 38.9 28.6 25.3 34.4 34.4 38.5 39.6
Sweden 55.9 54.0 27.3 35.8 36.8 37.8 30.9 30.9 37.7 39.6

UK 40.4 38.9 13.8 23.2 32.7 29.7 34.4 34.4 30.3 31.6
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As in the empowerment dimension, in this case the average evolution is more than
one point between the two periods analyzed (1.4%). A number of countries increased
their weight in this dimension with notable percentage increases of more than two points
(Bulgaria, Germany, Greece, Spain, Croatia, Italy, Lithuania, Poland) in four years. Never-
theless, other countries reduced their weight in this dimension (Belgium, Czechia, Cyprus,
Hungary, Slovenia, and Slovakia) with decreases in participation in the four years analyzed.

This evolution was varied, unevenly affecting different subdimensions in the countries.
For instance, there was a decrease of cultural participation in sixteen countries. Among
those that stand out Italy (6 points), Cyprus and Slovakia (5 points), Malta (4 points).
Another group of countries dropped around 3 points (Greece, Spain, Croatia, Hungary,
and Bulgaria) or 2 points (Belgium, Portugal and UK) and the rest of countries one point
or less (Germany, Poland, Slovenia and Sweden). On the other hand, it is remarkable the
increase of other countries in this subdimension as Ireland (6 points).

Following the previous proposal by Hoskins and Crick [18] we considered that civic
competences are related to “the ability to engage effectively with others in the public
domain, and to display solidarity and interest in solving problems affecting the local
and wider community. This involves critical and creative reflection and constructive
participation in community or neighbourhood activities as well as decision-making at
all levels” p. 8. In terms of political participation, in general terms it is an increase of
participation (6 points in the average data of the EU) in a very irregular manner. Political
participation increased significantly among young people in Bulgaria, Germany, Spain, Italy,
Lithuania, Croatia, Poland, Austria, UK and Sweden. In all those countries, it increased
more than seven points, with Malta highlighted with more than 16 points. In the rest of the
countries, it is lower (between 4 and 7 points in Estonia, France; The Netherlands, Portugal,
Romania, and Finland; less than four in Greece, Cyprus, Latvia, Hungary, Ireland, Belgium
and Denmark). Nevertheless, young people in Czechia, Slovenia and Slovakia seemed to
disrupt the political commitment, maintaining the levels in Luxembourg.

Overall, speaking, civic participation also grew (3 point in the average of the European
Union). Three countries had a great evolution with gains more than 10 points (Greece, Italy,
and Bulgaria), followed by Romania (6 points); Spain and Poland (5 points); Malta and
Portugal (4 points). The rest had a small improvement (Latvia, Ireland and Belgium) or
kept the ratio (Denmark).

4.1.3. Employability

Becoming an adult entail becoming financially independent. The erosion of work
organization is a fundamental rupture that lies in the weakening of the labor market as the
main mechanism for social integration [1]. Consequently, increased job insecurity erodes
the stability of employability and increases insecurity.

Based on the International Labor Organization [43], our proposal for the employability
dimension refers to transferable skills and qualifications, taking advantage of education
and training opportunities aimed at achieving secure and decent employment, progressing
within the enterprise and training presented or changing jobs, and adapting to technological
changes and labor market conditions. For this reason, we have included an indicator related
to continuing education as a means of strengthening one’s position in the labor market,
as well as skills related to taking advantage of job opportunities. In order to improve
employability, two fundamental elements have been identified: firstly, the development of
knowledge and skills necessary for integration into the world of work. The second factor
is insertion into professional environments where the necessary professional, technical
and soft skills are developed. For this reason, we have included the opportunities for
particiaption in adult education as a way to improve the chances in the labour market.
A third aspect that we have included refers to those youth people neither studying or
working (so called NEET).

Under the “work related” category we include a set of indicators related to profes-
sional careers, from job opportunities, training developed with on-the-job training and the



Sustainability 2021, 13, 9252 13 of 20

employment rate itself. (Table 4), it can be observed that there has been a slight increase
in the two moments. This increase has not occurred in all sub-dimensions equally. Thus,
the ‘NEET’ related sub-dimension has declined and ‘education’ as participation in adult
education, has remained stable. However, the ‘work related’ sub-dimension has increased,
leading to a general increase in the dimension analyzed.

Table 4. Employability dimension scores. EU-28 (%).

Education NEET Work Related Employability
GEO/TIME 2013 2017 2013 2017 2013 2017 2013 2017

EU-28 9.3 9.5 18.7 15.1 46.1 47.4 20.7 22.3
Belgium 4.0 5.2 19.0 14.6 48.1 48.9 20.3 22.1
Bulgaria 2.7 3.1 31.2 24.9 41.4 42.6 13.6 15.8
Czechia 10.0 9.9 10.0 9.4 44.5 46.8 22.3 23.5

Denmark 23.6 19.9 7.3 9.5 52.3 55.1 30.2 30.1
Germany 7.0 7.1 15.3 10.9 53.9 51.0 24.9 24.5
Estonia 8.0 9.9 11.5 11.8 38.5 48.2 18.4 23.6
Ireland 4.0 4.9 19.2 11.9 39.7 45.5 16.0 21.0
Greece 4.8 6.9 20.2 10.5 37.4 33.6 14.8 15.9
Spain 13.2 12.4 28.2 19.8 45.2 45.3 18.8 20.8
France 15.5 15.9 17.0 16.0 45.8 45.1 22.5 22.5
Croatia 2.2 2.1 12.0 8.4 31.9 33.3 13.5 15.1

Italy 4.3 5.2 24.3 22.7 41.2 42.4 15.6 16.8
Cyprus 11.1 9.4 11.9 10.2 41.3 39.1 20.4 19.3
Latvia 5.4 5.1 14.7 8.7 37.7 42.2 16.5 20.2

Lithuania 7.2 6.6 10.6 6.8 31.7 40.2 15.0 20.1
Luxembourg 11.6 13.2 6.0 6.6 47.4 51.2 25.1 27.3

Hungary 2.8 3.7 20.7 17.6 28.8 35.6 9.9 14.3
Malta 7.4 11.8 21.8 15.8 54.8 59.0 23.8 28.5

The Netherlands 12.0 12.2 8.6 7.2 58.3 61.3 30.0 31.9
Austria 12.2 13.4 11.7 12.1 51.1 54.3 25.7 27.5
Poland 2.4 3.0 9.9 8.7 39.2 36.6 17.7 16.9

Portugal 10.8 11.6 17.8 8.9 46.2 44.3 21.4 22.8
Romania 2.4 3.0 20.5 19.4 42.4 45.5 16.6 18.6
Slovenia 9.7 10.5 9.8 7.4 41.7 42.3 20.8 21.9
Slovakia 2.2 2.3 13.4 17.1 33.4 36.7 13.9 14.6
Finland 11.2 11.6 11.1 10.3 44.7 48.4 22.4 24.5
Sweden 30.7 30.3 7.8 8.1 42.4 48.1 26.9 29.6

U.K. 14.9 13.8 23.7 19.0 54.7 57.5 25.2 27.4

Using employability dimension, we identified that the average evolution of these
countries is an increase of 1.6% in four years (Table 4). A number of countries have increased
their weight in this dimension with notable percentage increases of more than three points
(Estonia, Ireland, Latvia, Lithuania, Hungary and Malta) in four years. However, some
countries have maintained their scores in this dimension (Belgium, Czechia, Greece, Croatia,
Italy, The Netherlands, Austria and Portugal) with increases close to average in the four
years analyzed.

In relation to participation in lifelong learning course, there is a tendency to maintain
the ratios in almost all countries, with slight increases or limited decreased. Two countries
that moved away from this trend were Malta that increased 4 points, the same that Denmark
descended.

Number of NEET has been one the main indicators of the lifelong learning policies.
In this case, there is a widespread decline which was accentuated in countries that had a
high number of young people who did not study or work (as the Mediterranean countries:
Greece, Spain, Portugal (around ten points), except Italy (2 points). Bulgaria, Ireland and
Latvia, Malta and Germany (descend around 5/6 points).

Regard the percentage of young people who have a better position in the labour
market because they have improved their skills, participation or employment opportunities
has in-crease slightly (the work related subdimension evolution was from 20.7 to 22.3
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at the European Union). In this case, the evolution varied greatly between countries;
On the one hand, the opportunities seemed to improve in the Baltic countries (Estonia,
Lithuania, followed by Latvia). On the other hand, it worsened for the young people of
the Mediterranean arch (Cyprus, Greece and Portugal) or remained stable (Spain). The
situation also seemed to become more complicated for young people in Germany and
Poland).

4.2. Combined Analysis of the Three Dimensions

After exploring the data for each of the dimensions, it is convenient to be able to rank
and group the different countries as well as to have a vision of each of them with respect to
the three dimensions in the two moments analyzed (2013/2017).

Table 5 shows the overall scores and the respective country rank for each of the
dimensions. The countries are sorted according to their overall dimension score. Data
demonstrates that differences occur between the country ranks depending on the three
dimensions. For example, Finland, which occupies the first place according to its overall
score in empowerment, ranks third on civic and social engagement, and tenth on the Em-
ployability dimension. These differences indicate that measuring vulnerability outcomes
is a complex phenomenon and that, in this respect, structural aspects that mediate in the
improvement of outcomes appearing in all countries should be taken into consideration.

These data also show that the countries differ considerably in relation to employability
and empowerment—the difference between the highest and lowest score is 22.8 and
16.4 percentage points respectively. The differences between countries in relation to civic
and social engagement, however, are much more reduced—the highest scores are 40 (The
Netherlands, Finland, Sweden) and the two lowest 23.1 (Bulgaria).

Table 5. Total score and rank on the three analyzed dimensions (2017) by EU-28 (%).

Empowerment Civic and Social Engagement Employability

Finland 73 The Netherlands 40 The Netherlands 32
Denmark 70 Finland 40 Denmark 30
Sweden 69 Sweden 40 Sweden 30

The Netherlands 68 Denmark 39 Malta 28
Luxembourg 67 Austria 38 Austria 27

Germany 66 Germany 36 U.K. 27
Austria 66 Italy 36 Luxembourg 27
Slovakia 66 Slovenia 35 Germany 25

Lithuania 66 Latvia 35 Finland 25
Czechia 64 France 34 Estonia 24
Malta 64 EU-28 33 Czechia 24

Poland 64 Luxembourg 33 Portugal 23
Estonia 64 Belgium 33 France 23
Belgium 63 Estonia 33 EU-28 22
EU-28 63 Czechia 32 Belgium 22

Slovenia 62 Lithuania 32 Slovenia 22
Hungary 62 Poland 32 Ireland 21
Ireland 62 U.K. 32 Spain 21
Latvia 61 Ireland 32 Latvia 20
U.K. 61 Spain 31 Lithuania 20

France 61 Portugal 31 Cyprus 19
Portugal 60 Greece 29 Poland 17
Cyprus 60 Malta 29 Italy 17
Spain 59 Slovakia 29 Greece 16

Greece 58 Cyprus 27 Bulgaria 16
Italy 56 Hungary 27 Slovakia 15

Bulgaria 52 Bulgaria 23 Hungary 14

To deepen our analysis, we have identified distinctive groups of countries based on
their overall score with the objective of providing an overview of the intersection between
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the levels of the three dimensions analyzed. To make this grouping, we took as a basis the
study by Roosmaa and Saar [14], which theoretically distinguished seven types of countries,
corresponding to the typology based on varieties of capitalism, welfare state regimes and
their extensions. In previous articles this approach has been used in the analysis of lifelong
learning [35] in this case, it is used as a contextual framework to analyze the situation of
vulnerability of young Europeans.

The countries that Roosmaa and Saar [14] did not cover in their typology (Spain,
Belgium, and Czechia, France) have been assigned by affinity. As for their analysis, the
main objective was to have a representation of the key countries in each of the typologies;
however, our intention here is to be as descriptive as possible about the situation of the
countries analyzed.

As noted above, we analyze the evolution of the three dimensions by comparing seven
types of adult learning countries.

The more or less common division of countries is the four types of welfare states:

(1) The Nordic or social democratic country type—Norway, Sweden, Finland and Den-
mark. The results of our analysis place The Netherlands in this category despite
the fact that it does not share the same geographic location or social democratic
orientation.

(2) The liberal country type consists of the United Kingdom, Ireland and France.
(3) Portugal, Italy, Greece, Spain and Cyprus are classified as southern European coun-

tries.
(4) Germany, Austria, Slovenia, Belgium and Luxembourg constitute a continental or

corporatist type of adult learning.

In addition, three types of Central and Eastern European or post-socialist countries
are distinguished:

(5) Neoliberal (Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania)
(6) Embedded neoliberal (Hungary, Poland, Slovakia, Czechia and Malta)
(7) Balkan countries (Bulgaria, Croatia and Romania)

In what follows, we will present the results by those groups of countries. According to
the data analysed (Figure 2), the group of countries that are close to the European average
are the liberal countries and the neoliberal Baltic countries. The highest percentage in all
three dimensions is the Nordic or social democratic country type and in those countries
with a continental or corporatist type of adult learning. On the other hand, the group of
countries below the European average are the countries of southern Europe and those
belonging to Eastern Europe or post-socialist countries of the embedded neoliberal type
and the countries of the Balkans.

With regard to the analysis of the two time periods (2013/2017), it should be noted
(Figure 2) that there are no substantial changes by the composition of the groups of coun-
tries, although there is a slight increase in the values of the dimensions, especially in
employment, as described in the previous section. As can be seen, the analysis of countries
based on these three dimensions does not fully reflect the differences corresponding to the
typology of countries based on their variety of capitalism and welfare state regime [14].
Figure 2 shows how the different dimensions overlap in various countries. On the one
hand, the Nordic countries and The Netherlands show similar patterns, with high scores
on all three dimensions. Another group with similar results are Austria, Germany, Belgium,
Luxembourg, Slovenia and Slovenia. Mediterranean countries show similar patterns, with
lower levels of engagement, employment and empowerment. Among the Eastern Euro-
pean countries, there is some diversity, although the level of civic engagement appears to
be lower. The commonalities within country types suggest the usefulness of this approach,
especially when illustrating the value of the three dimensions considered and compared
across country types.



Sustainability 2021, 13, 9252 16 of 20Sustainability 2021, 13, x FOR PEER REVIEW 17 of 22 
 

 
Figure 2. Evolution of Overall score (%) on the three analyzed dimensions (2013–2017) by EU-28. 

With regard to the analysis of the two time periods (2013/2017), it should be noted 
(Figure 2) that there are no substantial changes by the composition of the groups of coun-
tries, although there is a slight increase in the values of the dimensions, especially in em-
ployment, as described in the previous section. As can be seen, the analysis of countries 
based on these three dimensions does not fully reflect the differences corresponding to 
the typology of countries based on their variety of capitalism and welfare state regime 
[14]. Figure 2 shows how the different dimensions overlap in various countries. On the 
one hand, the Nordic countries and The Netherlands show similar patterns, with high 
scores on all three dimensions. Another group with similar results are Austria, Germany, 
Belgium, Luxembourg, Slovenia and Slovenia. Mediterranean countries show similar pat-
terns, with lower levels of engagement, employment and empowerment. Among the East-
ern European countries, there is some diversity, although the level of civic engagement 
appears to be lower. The commonalities within country types suggest the usefulness of 
this approach, especially when illustrating the value of the three dimensions considered 
and compared across country types.  

  

Figure 2. Evolution of Overall score (%) on the three analyzed dimensions (2013–2017) by EU-28.

5. Discussion and Conclusions

Vulnerability is a concept introduced to explain the exposure of the population to
suffer the consequences of a complicated or risky situation [12]. This paper proposes a
multidimensional approach to explore the situation of young people in Europe according
to three dimensions of vulnerability: empowerment, civic-social engagement and employa-
bility. Rather than portraying vulnerability from a single angle, our proposal incorporates
multiple international data that together offer a global view of a complex phenomenon. We
present a proposal as a bounded system. This represents a step forward in the debate on
vulnerability, since it offers a broad view of the population through a series of indicators
(N: 33) that can provide a comparative approach between different territories. To this end,
we have studied the evolution of the 28 European countries through secondary data.

As a target group, we have chosen young people (in the age range 15 to 29 years)
because as their transition to adulthood is increasingly complex in contemporary society
they are considered as one of the new social risk groups [44]. However, studies addressing
the variety of situations of this group are still scarce [37]. In terms of time, we have
identified two different moments; the first was the year 2014 when the Youth Guarantee
program was launched one of the main projects aimed at overcoming the difficulties
of entry into the labor market for young Europeans. It should be remembered that the
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labor dimension is the main feature of identification of vulnerable groups in European
policies [34].

Although the proposal is exploratory, this paper provides empirical evidence on
different dimension of vulnerability across Europe. Previous research has showed the
existence of imbalances between many European countries related to the labor market
integration [15]. In line with existing evidence, our analysis confirms territorial variations
which potential impact on the life of European youth population. Despite the convergence
of European youth policies, Corrales-Herrero & Rodriguez-Prado [15] draw attention to
the fact that the combination of structural and macroeconomic factors leads to complex
situations in some countries (such as the Mediterranean area) limiting the effectiveness
of such policies. The model presented here incorporates a dimension of social, political
and cultural participation that provides a broader view of this social group and offers a
more complex picture of the phenomenon under study. When discussing the degree of
social participation among the population of the Member States, researchers are referring
to significant differences and obvious geographic pattern [19]. Along with certain patterns
similar to the employability data, our analysis reveals some different features. On the one
hand, Northern countries (Sweden and Denmark) that combine an inclusive education
system with supportive labor market policies offers more possibilities to overcome risks
and become involved in the labor market as well as in socio-political and cultural life. On
the other hand, it seems that social and cultural involvement is a more widespread feature
among certain countries such as Italy or Latvia.

The existing body of research has drawn attention to the risks of using the concept
of vulnerability to specific collectives as it labels and singles out such collectives, without
remembering that vulnerability as a complex phenomenon hides the capacities of the
adjectivized people [5]. The empowerment dimension that we have identified is based on
certain skills necessary both for participation (such as confidence) and basic skills for job
search. This encompasses not only personal capacities but also acknowledge alternatives
tools as they support active scope of activities [42]. It has been shown how the structure
of opportunities affects the transition between education and employment [45]. The
connection between contextual characteristics should not be directed only to the labor
market. The data presented here indicate a crucial step by also incorporating the socio-civic
engagement of these young people.

Research on regimes of youth transitions could help to explain the logic behind. Table
4 provides a comparison that allows an understanding of transnational diversity in the
various dimensions of vulnerability. As an exploratory study, it provided a preliminary
view of the configuration of European youth. The results indicate that the different di-
mensions overlap, although not completely. Chevalier [37] identified a cluster of countries
comprising Northern countries, such as Finland, plus liberal countries (such as UK) and
The Netherlands which encompass economic citizenship, whose education system seeks to
provide some skills to all young people (skills for all), resulting in few school early school
leavings, and an individualized system of social, together with a selective strategy. As can
be seen in Table 6, this group of countries also reaches the highest levels in our study. In
this case, it seems that education and employment policies have the function of “enhancing
human capital” and training, together with a more independent view of young people that
allows them a certain independence also protects them from vulnerability. Chevalier [37]
considers that in terms of social and citizenship policies, the Mediterranean countries
form another group characterized by family dependency and difficulties of access to the
labor market. In our study, several of these countries are repeated in the three dimensions
studied. By incorporating the Eastern European countries, we can see that this situation
is shared with other young people from Eastern European countries, who are also in the
same situation. Our findings also highlight that the analyzed countries could be assigned
by affinity in line with the typology developed by Roosmaa and Saar [14].

However, this tendency is not always the case. The multidimensional approach allows
identifying different areas of divergence that offer a much more nuanced view. It is perhaps
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informative—and important—that, according to all the dimensions we have considered,
all types of countries (and all countries) have room to aspire to improve their performance
compared to the criteria theoretically established for the indicators. When comparing
countries with each other, in this respect we have been able to see how the countries with
the highest scores belong to the Nordic or social democratic type or the continental or
corporatist type, while those that are further below the European average are classified as
Southern European, embedded neoliberal and Balkan countries (Table 6).

Table 6. Ranking countries on the three analyzed dimensions (2017) by EU-28 (%).

Empowerment CIVIC and Social Engagement Employability

Top Five

Finland 72.5 The Netherlands 39.9 The Netherlands 31.9
Denmark 70.5 Finland 39.6 Denmark 30.1
Sweden 68.8 Sweden 39.6 Sweden 29.6

The Netherlands 68.3 Denmark 39.1 Austria 27.5
Luxembourg 67.4 Austria 37.7 U.K. 27.4

Average EU-28 63.0 EU-28 33.4 EU-28 22.3

Lowest Five

Cyprus 59.9 Malta 28.9 Italy 16.8
Spain 59.2 Slovakia 28.8 Greece 15.9

Greece 58.2 Cyprus 26.7 Bulgaria 15.8
Italy 56.0 Hungary 26.5 Slovakia 14.6

Bulgaria 52.1 Bulgaria 23.1 Hungary 14.3

It is also worth noting that our macro-data analysis highlights the importance of
incorporating structural and institutional factors to understand outcomes better. This
analysis stimulates the discussion on the influences by structural factors; the classification
does not explicitly describe the mechanisms underlying this differentiation. Drawing upon
our findings, we argue in this respect that the adoption of a multidimensional approach to
vulnerability clearly has important implications for the design and evaluation of protection
policies designed for the inclusion of groups considered vulnerable. The results of this
study illustrate how the diversity of situations of the same age group whose capacities
and possibilities offer a varied panorama that goes beyond the need for incorporation into
the labor market. It brings other ways to seeing the vulnerability and thereby enrich our
view of this complexity. It is reasonable to assume that a large part of the European youth
population is exposed to a diverse spectrum of risks, so we suggest a combined approach,
incorporating specific measures targeting several dimensions, while trying to define or
identify the skills to be developed. We therefore conclude by questioning the generalist
discourse on youth, which runs the risk of not responding adequately to the new profiles
and risks stigmatizing.

For this reason, it might be useful to further analyze macro-level factors, such as the
general level of inequality, the characteristics of the education system, the regulation of the
labor market and the social protection provided by the welfare state, which are relevant to
understanding the different types and patterns of outcomes identified. In this paper we
present an exploratory study, our intention here has been to explore the situation of the
European countries. Regarding the limitations of working with country-level variables,
two important aspects go unnoticed in this type of analysis. Namely, the different levels of
governance (regional and transnational), and the lack of statistical testing and validation
in the construction of some of the typologies based on these data [38]. In this regard, the
national focus of the study hides regional divergences, often more important than the
differences between nations [45]. This article has not taken into account the analysis of
structures to cope the risks or any situation. Among the methodological limitations of this
study, we should point out the accessibility of secondary data. Indeed, by using a set of
indicators from different sources (OECD; European Union) and different surveys, the data
is not always available in similar formats. For example, the same age groups do not always
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disaggregate them or the periodicity of the surveys is not the same for all the variables
studied.

In this article, we present the situation of vulnerability among European youth. Be-
cause of our analysis, we argue that it is important to take these three dimensions into
account when referring to the social outcomes in vulnerability. While we do acknowledge
our selection of indicators was limited to availability, our proposal suggests this approach
is feasible, informative, and thus useful to understand countries’ relative position towards
each other and EU average as well as their changes over time. It is reasonable to assume
that additional or different aspects could be included in the future. This points out to the
necessity of following studies to clarify the relationships among the different dimensions,
particularly for testing the impact of COVID 19 pandemic on these dynamics.
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