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SOCIALLY EXCLUDED YOUNG PEOPLE, A KEY ISSUE ACROSS THE NORDICS

Socially excluded young people, a key issue

across the Nordics

Across the Nordic region, there is a focused search for measures to include young people who
are not in education or employment into the labour market. Researchers agree that the best
solution is for young individuals to be followed up by people they can have close and long-term
relationships with. But the number of people who find themselves socially excluded remains

approximately on the same level.

EDITORIAL
29.02.2024
BY BJORN LINDAHL, EDITOR-IN-CHIEF

All the Nordic countries are below the EU average, however,
where 12 per cent of young people between 15 and 29 were
“NEETSs” in 2022 — not in education, employment or training
— according to Nordic statistics.

That same year, the level in the Nordic countries varied be-
tween 5 and 10 per cent. But while the EU sees a clear down-
ward trend, things are more mixed in the Nordic region.
Three countries were on the same level in 2022 while the pro-
portion of NEETSs grew in one country and fell in another.

There is also considerable variations within the countries. A
fresh survey from Sweden shows that the highest NEET pro-
portion on a municipal level is four times that of the lowest
one.

If you ask young people themselves, they say the problem is
being tired of school combined with difficulties finding jobs
if they have dropped out of higher secondary education.

“Not everyone fits into a school situation. I feel it is bordering
on hysteria with all this focus on getting everyone to finish
upper secondary education. Of course, it is possible to get a
job without,” says work specialist Tonje Kathrine Kretschmer
Thue.

She has been working with “Individual Placement Support”,
IPS, for adults since 2015. Two years ago, she joined an IPS
programme for young people.

In this issue, we look at social exclusion among young people
from different angles. We meet young people and employ-
ment specialists in Norway, where a knitting shop turned out
to be the perfect workplace for Julia Engan Pettersen, and we
speak to researchers who have compiled hundreds of reports
to see what works.
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An initiative in the Danish municipality of Esbjerg got “The
Crown Prince Couple’s Stardust Award” which each year is
given to innovative players in the field of social work. Half of
the 183 youths who have participated in the “Energy for Each
Other” programme are now employed.

In Iceland, an agreement between the Ministry of
Labour, employers and the Directorate of Labour has led to
a sharp uptick in the efforts to help young, socially excluded
people.

And we have interviewed Lena Engberg, the General Director
of the Swedish Agency for Youth and Civil Society:

“The correct priority is not big measures late in the day, but
smaller measures early on, if fewer young people are to avoid
social exclusion,” she says.

She underlines that social exclusion does not impact the
young people only:

“Parents, grandparents and others have told us about how
this affects people’s health, social life and economy,” says
Lena Nyberg.

In this issue, we also take a look at a new Swedish inquiry
that proposes stricter penalties for violence and threats to-
wards public servants, as well as making it a crime to insult
public servants.

This comes in the wake of a social media disinformation cam-
paign that blew up in 2022, where it was wrongfully claimed
that Swedish social services kidnapped children, especially
those from Muslim families.
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The campaign made everyday life more dangerous and un-
safe for social workers dealing with children and young peo-
ple in vulnerable areas.

Meanwhile, at the Finnish company Snellman, there is peace
and harmony between immigrants and native workers. The
company is one of Finland’s largest producers of a range
of foodstuffs, like meat toppings. It is situated in bilingual
Jakobstad, which means the immigrants need to be able to
speak three languages in addition to their own: Finnish,
Swedish and English.

Finally, we also look at the latest developments for the EU
platform work directive, which has run into unexpected re-
sistance.
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DANISH ROYAL STARDUST FOR YOUTH JOBS IN ESBJERG

Danish Royal stardust for youth jobs in Esbjerg

”Energy for Each Other” is a youth initiative in Esbjerg municipality, known across Denmark,
which has won an award for getting young people into education and work. Three of those
young people now work at Den Jyske Kontrolcentral, where head of operations Erik Sgrensen is
very content with his young co-workers.

THEME
29.02.2024
TEXT: MARIE PREISLER, PHOTO: TOMAS BERTELSEN

Den Jyske Kontrolcentral is a private company located in an
industrial park outside of the city of Esbjerg on the Danish
west coast. The offices are staffed 24 hours by people working
in a large surveillance room plastered with screens that mon-
itor customers’ alarm systems. Three of the employees are
young men in their 20s who have been part of the “Energy for
Each Other”-initiative that helps young people get into work
or education.

“As a company, we have benefitted greatly from being part
of “Energy for Each Other”, and we are very happy about the
young people we have employed as a result,” says head of op-
erations Erik Sgrensen.

WWW.ARBEIDSLIVINORDEN.ORG 5
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The three young people — Andreas, Simon and Jasper — are a
gain for the workplace in many regards, he explains.

“Our other employees enjoy being able to take social respon-
sibility and take into consideration the young men and their
vulnerability in a good way.”

It also benefits the company’s recruitment and leads to less
turnover, he says.

“We get in touch with qualified young people who we would
not meet through the normal recruitment system because
they don’t read job postings. They stay here for a long time

”»

too.

A royal award

“Energy for Each Other” was awarded the Crown Prince Cou-
ple's Social Stardust Award in November 2023, an award that
each year goes to an innovative contributor in the field of so-
cial work. The award was presented during a show at the Es-
bjerg Performing Arts Centre by King Frederik and Queen
Mary, who at that time were the Crown Prince Couple.

The award stated that “Energy for Each Other” is based on
the needs and desires of young people and employs new
methods in guiding them towards jobs and education. "An in-
spiring approach to one of society's major challenges," was
among the reasons given for the award.
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“Energy for Each Other” got the "Crown Prince Couple's
Stardust” award in November 2023. It was presented by
King Frederik and Queen Mary, who at the time were the
Crown Prince Couple. Photo: Agnete Schlichtkrull.

“Energy for Each Other” is run by Esbjerg’s municipal job
centre. The initiative is:

» Holistic

« Community-based

» Inclusive

» Hands-on
Since the project’s start in 2020, more than half of the 183
participating young people between 16 and 27 have entered
education or the labour market. The participants are so-
called “activity-ready”, i.e. young people who are not imme-
diately ready to manage a job — many of them struggle with
anxiety and other mental challenges.

For this target group, the municipality has created a different
job centre which helps the young people themselves to want
to start work or an education.

Making the young people capable to fend for themselves is
the goal. That is why contact with local businesses plays an
important role in “Energy for Each Other”. The young people
can participate in internship programmes and meet compa-
nies to see how work is conducted there.

Gamer and night worker

One of Erik Sgrensen’s young employees is gaming a lot at
home at night and met Serensen when he participated in
“Energy for Each Other".

“He discovered that there are jobs like here at Den Jyske
Kontrolcentral where the work happens in front of a screen
and where he could work at night. He didn’t know this be-
fore,” says Erik Serensen.

The young person was first offered a trial internship at Den
Jyske Kontrolcentral and has been employed for two years
now. He feels his anxiety levels have dropped.

Den Jyske Kontrolcentral and the other local companies that
take part in “Energy for Each Other” have received guidance
on how they can work strategically and practically to take
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social responsibility, like by hiring, receiving, retraining and
developing this group of young people.

“It has been good for us as a company to be equipped to take
social responsibility. We have formulated a CSR strategy, so
we now know why and how we do what we do. I am con-
vinced that in the long run, it will also yield an economic ben-
efit," says the operations manager at Den Jyske Kontrolcen-
tral.

Mental health improvement
An evaluation of “Energy for Each Other” shows that partici-

pants experience that they:

« Have gained a better structure of their days
» Have become more social and less isolated
« Have become better at identifying their strengths
and limitations and are happier with themselves
» Have more energy for a higher activity level
» Are doing better mentally — e.g. having less
anxiety, feeling less depressed and experiencing
fewer mood swings
The young people's own suggestions for what makes the ini-
tiative work:

» Feeling safe in a place with good energy alongside
adults and peers who are open and curious

« Having a consistent youth advisor for support,
such as managing finances or dealing with case
workers, psychiatrists, and doctors

» Concurrent treatment for substance abuse and
psychiatric follow-up alongside the intervention

» Changes at their own pace

« Responsibility and autonomy

WWW.ARBEIDSLIVINORDEN.ORG



EMPLOYMENT SPECIALIST HELPED NORWEGIAN JULIA (17) FIND HER DREAM JOB
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Employment specialist helped Norwegian Julia

(17) find her dream job

Close cooperation between two public authorities in Norway is giving young people with mental
health challenges a new chance in the classroom or in the labour market. Employment specialist
Anne Tvedt helped Julia Engan Pettersen find her dream job.

THEME
29.02.2024
TEXT AND PHOTO: LINE SCHEISTRGZEN

“You see? Of course this is the dream job!”

Julia Engan Pettersen has opened the door to a small par-
adise for us who are interested in yarn, knitting, crocheting,
textiles and sewing projects. We are visiting Julia’s workplace
Stitsj — a mall, cosy sewing and knitting shop in the middle of
Hamar city centre, run by two women.

A few months ago, they were joined by Julia. It was not a giv-
en that it would turn out this way.
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Looking for a new beginning

Julia comes from a small place in Sogn in Vestland County.
Her school years did not turn out like they ought to have
done. Julia tells us she was bullied. Her school attendance
was poor. Life was difficult.

Julia is getting help to meet the challenges life has presented
her with so far. She sees a psychologist among other things.
One year ago, she moved to Hamar.
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“I wanted a fresh start. A change in my life. I wanted to try to
live again,” says Julia. In Hamar, she was offered a place with
IPS ung. Taking part is voluntary and Julia accepted. She met
employmnet specialist Anne Tvedt. That became the begin-
ning of a new and better life.

Employment specialist Anne Tvedt (left) and Julia Engan
Pettersen are both very interested in yarn. Anne is going to
knit a sweater and asks Julia for advice on colours.

Produces results

IPS ung was established in 2022 and still in its early stages.
The Work Research Institute at OsloMet — Oslo Metropolitan
University — has conducted an evaluation of IPS ung on be-
half of the Norwegian Labour and Welfare Administration.

The results show that IPS ung helps more people start work,
especially the oldest in the target group.

“We see a noticeable increase in young people getting into
work after participating in the programme. This is a very en-
couraging result,” says Professor Ira Malmberg-Heimonen at
the Faculty of Social Sciences at OsloMet.

The majority of the participants are happy with IPS ung.
Some of the things they say are:
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« That the employment specialist has helped them
get into jobs and education
» That they see the employment specialist as a
strong and supportive person
» That they feel heard, taken seriously and that they
experience an improved quality of life as a result
of the cooperation
Meeting in informal settings
Anne Tvedt has been a employment specialist with the Nor-
wegian Labour and Welfare Administration NAV for nearly
one year. She applied because she wanted to be able to follow
up young people over time.

Julia was the first young person she met at the office. Or,
not quite. They have never actually met at the office. Anne
meets the young people in cafes, at the library or while taking
a walk, depending on how the young person feels and what
they prefer. The employment specialist is never far away
from the young people.

But while Anne has a close relationship with the young peo-
ple she follows up, she is clear about her main mission:

“I am helping them with a job. I am not their psychologist.
Other people have that role,” says Anne.
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Opening, not closing, doors

Anne and Julia got on well straight away. They discovered
they shared many common interests. And when they now
both take out their knitting and chat about yarn, colours, pat-
terns and their next knitting project, you would be excused
for thinking they have been friends for years.

“I quickly realised the interest in handicraft was something
we could build on,” says Anne. Although she did not im-
mediately know of an employer in the handicraft business
who might offer work for an untrained 17-year-old, they both
aimed for something like that.

“My task as a job specialist is to open doors, not to close
them. I call it a kind of IPS ung naivete — we must keep faith
when others see no solutions,” says Anne.

Anne Tvedt is employed by NAV. She believes employ-
ment specialists could also be employed in the health sec-
tor.

As an employment specialist, she tries to find out the things
the young people feel work and what is not OK, what are their
interests and what motivates them.

“What is needed to succeed? Together we put together a
plan for how we should proceed, and then we have follow-up
meetings and remain close,” says Anne.

IPS ung employment specialists feel it is particularly chal-
lenging to help the youngest participants find a job. For many
roles, employees have to be 18.

“A kind of grief”

IPS ung aims to get young people into ordinary work. Anoth-
er stated aim is to help young people finish their upper sec-
ondary education and apprenticeships. Some IPS ung teams
mainly work with young people and schooling, while other
teams work with youths who cannot deal with more educa-
tion and who would rather try working.

For Julia, school is no longer an option. At least not for the
time being.
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It is sad, silly and upsetting, but I have accepted that school
is not for me right now,” says Julia.

She finds it difficult not to be “like everybody else”, those who
are in upper secondary school and through that are part of a
community.

“It is quite heavy. I feel I am lagging behind and that some-
thing is lacking. It is a kind of grief. At the same time, I know
that I cannot attend school right now,” says Julia.

“Super scary!”

While looking for a workplace suitable for Julia, Anne heard
that Stitsj was looking for people — but preferably someone
aged over 18.

Anne challenged the employer on the age limit. They agreed
that Julia could attend a job interview. Only the idea of meet-
ing someone she did not know and also talking to them
scared Julia senseless.

“It was super scary!”

When Julia (left) and Anne meet, they happily knit together
while chatting.

Before the job interview, Anne and Julia talked a lot together,
about what was important to tell the employer, which chair
Julia would want to use and what Anne should do if Julia
could not manage to say anything at all.

They made each other safe in their roles. Julia knew she had
Anne. Anne knew when she needed to help.

Talked about snails
On the day of the interview, Anne went to see Julia at home
first. They would walk together to the workplace.

“I would not have been able to get to that job interview on my
own. Everything was chaos. I was about to pass out. When we
left the house to walk to the job, I felt uneasy and stressed,”
says Julia.

10
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But on the way there, they did not talk about jobs or the inter-
view. Because Julia had given Anne one important message:
You have to talk about something else, all the way there! So
Anne and Julia talked about snails.

“IT'had read up a bit on snails because I knew Julia and I could
talk about this. And it worked,” says Anne.

And the job interview, how did that go?

“It was scary but it went well. They were really nice and al-
ready showed me a lot of consideration. I have been really
lucky — with the workplace and with Anne,” says Julia.

Today, Julia is employed at Stitsj part-time.

Like a small family

Anne says they have used some NAV resources in order to
make this work. The employer has been given wage subsidies
and is part of a mentor programme. The latter involves pay-
ing one of the staff for a few hours a week to give Julia some
extra time and support.

“It is very safe. The people I work with here are very un-
derstanding. They are good at adapting things. We are like a
small family at work,” says Julia.

She has good days and bad days. Sometimes it can be hard
to get to work when she is supposed to. The colleagues show
flexibility and sometimes they can swap shifts. Other times,
they move her working hours.
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Julia has found her dream job among yarn and textiles.
But Julia prefers to go to work.

“On those difficult days, it can be a struggle just getting out of
bed. But it is important to have something to go to and some-
thing to do. I try to make it work. It is better to be at work and
do something than sitting alone, thinking,” says Julia.

Follow-up
It is up to the employee, and in this instance the young per-
son, how much information about their mental health they
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want to share with the employer. Not saying anything makes
it harder for the employer to adapt things for the employee.

“In my experience, most young people want to be open about
their own mental health and many employers are inclusive,”
says Anne.

For an employment specialist, the work is not done once the
young person has found a job. Anne will now follow up Julia
and her employer for a while. The aim is permanent work,
but this does not always happen after the first try.

Challenges to be solved

There are challenges with the model when it is applied to
young people, but the researchers behind the IPS ung evalu-
ation believe this is the right way to do things.

“There is no doubt that the IPS model works when it comes
to getting young people into work and to finish their educa-
tion,” says researcher Kjetil Froyland at the Work Research
Institute at OsloMet.

Some of the challenges identified in the researchers’ report
include:

» Time-consuming. For the employment specialists,
it is more time-consuming to work with young
people compared to adults.
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« Many partners. They do not always speak the
same “language”.

» Cross-sector. The health authorities and
employment specialists need to improve their
cooperation.

» Two systems. Employment specialists find it
challenging to navigate between NAV and health
services, with different professional traditions,
requirements, and goals.

» New arena. Employment specialists believe more
must be done to improve collaboration with
schools. Schools have systems and regulations
that many job specialists are not familiar with.

School or work?
Thea-Lee Westerberg Ostlin from Oslo has always struggled
to settle into the school environment.

“I have always had real problems with school, ever since el-
ementary school. I dropped out in year 6, I hardly attended
any classes. I have always had the opportunity to go to school

but it has been difficult and challenging for me.

Tonje Kathrine Kretschmer Thue (left) and Thea-Lee West-
erberg Ostlin often meet at a café to work. Today, they are
updating Thea-Lee's CV and look for jobs she can apply for.

“I actually love subjects like Norwegian and maths, but there
is something about school and school work which I cannot
deal with,” says Thea-Lee. She is 17.

Even though school was so hard for her, she went on to go to
upper secondary school. She started studying health and up-
bringing.

“At one stage I wanted to become a psychologist. Because I
know what it is like to struggle. I wanted to become one of
those psychologists who understand children."

But her health and upbringing course was not quite what she
had hoped for. Thea-Lee dropped out of school.
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Prefered to work

Last autumn, Thea-Lee and Tonje met for the first time, and
this was actually in school. Tonje Kathrine Kretschmer Thue
has been working with IPS and adults since 20215, and with
IPS ung since it started up. Tonje works at IPS ung in Oslo
city centre.

Together they try to find the path forward for Thea-Lee. One
of the main aims for IPS ung in Oslo is to get young people to
finish their upper secondary education.

This has turned out to be difficult for Thea-Lee. She has
tried a programme which means she spends four days a week
working and one day in school. She has been working in a
café and a grocery store.

“I would rather work and have something to do than sit at
school and concentrate. I enjoyed working in a café. I got to
do different things. Every day was different. It kept me moti-
vated,” says Thea-Lee.

Too much focus on school?

Today, Thea-Lee has no job, but she wants to get back into
the labour market. Both she and Tonje believe it will become
easier to get a job once Thea-Lee turns 18. That will happen
in May.

“We are at some sort of crossroads. All the experiences we
gain teach us something new, and then we hope to do better
next time,” says Tonje. She feels that they are back in the
consideration phase — should Thea-Lee go back to school or
should she apply for an ordinary job?

“There is a lot of focus on school at IPS ung Oslo. But not
everyone fits into a school situation. I feel it is bordering on
hysteria with all this focus on getting everyone to finish up-
per secondary education. Of course, it is possible to get a job
without. It is important to be aware of the opportunities. If
you work with young people, you need to build them up and
not tear them down,” says Tonje.

There is often laughter when Tonje Kathrine Kretschmer
Thue (left) and Thea-Lee Westerberg Ostlin meet.

12
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Tough when you are alone
Together they try to find a new path for Thea-Lee.

“To begin with, I thought it was a bit strange this thing with
Tonje. Because I already have a psychologist. So why Tonje
too? But now I have grown very fond of her. If it weren’t for
her, I would have dropped out of everything and stayed in
bed at home.

“Not only does Tonje do her job, but I can talk to her about
anything. She guides me and motivates me. I feel that I can
talk to her about whatever and get in touch with her whenev-
er,” says Thea-Lee.

“I don’t see Tonje as a NAV person, but as a guide, psycholo-
gist and friend. It will be tough when I have to go out into the
world alone,” says Thea-Lee.

“We have been through a lot of things you and I. Of course we
will manage, the two of us,” says Tonje.

WWW.ARBEIDSLIVINORDEN.ORG
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Iceland: Work is better than therapy for
vulnerable youth

“It pays to invest in people, and we must never give up on our young people,” says Vigdis
Jonsdottir, the CEO of the job rehabilitation centre VIRK in Iceland. Last year, VIRK was one of
the signatories to a memorandum of understanding involving a large increase in support for

young people in vulnerable situations.

THEME
29.02.2024
TEXT: HALLGRIMUR INDRIDASON, PHOTO: VIRK

The other signatories were the Ministry of Labour, the Con-
federation of Icelandic Enterprise and the Directorate of
Labour. A press release at the time said the aim was to pre-
vent young people with mental health issues from being
forced out of the labour market.

Gudmundur Ingi Gudbrandsson, the Minister of the Labour
Market, has for a long time wanted to improve the opportu-
nities for that group of people, and this is one of the ways of
doing it. The government earmarked more than 450 million
Icelandic kroner (€3m) over three years for the project.
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Every signatory of the memorandum plays their part. The Di-
rectorate of Labour hires people to help the young people
find jobs. The Confederation of Icelandic Enterprise makes
sure the jobs are available and VIRK helps workers with men-
tal health issues find the right job and adapt to the job envi-
ronment.

Must get young people started

The CEO of VIRK, Vigdis Jonsdottir, says there have always
been worries about young people with mental health issues
isolating themselves from the labour market.

14
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“Young people are the future and if we don’t get them started
we are in a very difficult situation. We have a lot to gain. If a
20-year-old individual doesn’t work it’s a big blow for society
because they have a lot of years left.”

They might have various reasons for not accessing the labour
market.

“Drug abuse can be a factor. It is much more common now
than before and it can destroy the lives of young people.
We also see a lot of research detailing increased discomfort
among young people. There is more depression and anxiety
than before, which has led to increased medication.”

She adds that in many cases people become isolated when
spending a lot of time on their mobiles and computers, play-
ing video games for example.

“And they are also affected by social media, which can cause
people to feel bad.”

Jonsdottir also points out that drug abuse can be a conse-
quence of people having depression or anxiety and therefore
struggling socially.

Work makes people feel better
The programme is based on a method known as Individual
Placement Support (IPS).

“This has been used around the world and has given the best
results, especially for young people with mental health is-
sues. It does not focus on solving that problem, only on find-
ing the right job. Because as soon as they start working, they
feel better,” Jonsdottir says.

And in some cases, the labour market needs to adapt to the
individual.

“A good example is people on the autism spectrum, some-
thing which we see more of these days. Often there is nothing
wrong with these people, but the society is not ready for
them.”

In short, when working with IPS, the employment specialists
talk to the individuals and hear what kind of job they would
like. This is important because it is no good for them to work
with something that is of no interest to them. So the employ-
ment specialists find jobs based on the young person’s wish-
es.

“It can be difficult for them to search for jobs and find them,
but we can do it. We are cooperating with over 1,500 compa-
nies and 350 have a deal with us about being involved. We
use these connections. Whether someone wants to work in
a theatre or a car repair shop, we can talk to businesses we
work with and ask them if they have room, even if it’s only
part-time.
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“For us, it is really important that these people are not out of
touch with the labour market for too long. Their needs must
be met and they should have support at work. We don’t just
let them go as soon as they start working because there can
always be a backlash.

"They might not realise how workplaces work because they’re
not used to them. So they need some guidance sometimes,
especially if they have been inactive for a long time and have
social difficulties.”

Not always best to wrap them in cotton wool
That support can also be a help to the employer.

“Sometimes these individuals are dealing with lifelong men-
tal health challenges. That can create insecurity among em-
ployers and coworkers. So the employment specialist can ex-
plain the situation to everyone.

“We have so many great success stories involving these peo-
ple. Many who we thought wouldn’t have a chance of more
than a small part-time job all of a sudden are working full
time and love it. But sometimes things don't work out. It’s
just how it is.”

Jonsdottir believes that one of the reasons for Iceland to in-
troduce this special measure are the good results obtained by
similar programmes in other Nordic countries.

It is not always best to wrap these kids in cotton wool and
put them through all kinds of treatment for too long. You also
have to teach them to be a part of society with the challenges
they have.

"Then, sometimes, their confidence grows and they feel that
they can take part in this. This is the biggest change in job re-
habilitation — to increase the connection with the job sooner,
instead of starting with 18 months of psychological therapy.
That’s what IPS does.”

Jonsdottir says that their goal is to give these young people
the service they need as quickly as possible.

“We see that IPS has huge effects on our job rehabilitation
programme, both for younger and older people. To connect
individuals with the labour market straight away really does
alot.

“We have to teach them to live with their difficulties and give
them tools that make them able to work despite them. For
example, we teach them how to maintain close contact with
work, because that can be the most important contact they
have.”

VIRK’s involvement has been a big success. Normally, 2,500
people use their services at any given time and most of them
are not able to work when they join. 80 per cent of the ones
who go through their programme end up finding jobs.
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Jonsdottir says this has contributed to fewer people on dis-
ability benefits, also among young people.
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Immigrants struggle to find work in the Nordics
despite labour shortages

Many immigrants in Nordic countries are left without jobs, despite labour shortages. The
Finnish company Snellman has a lot of experience with hiring immigrants. “Immigrants are very
keen on getting a job and they are keen workers. They are loyal employees,” says head of HR

Ann-Marie Eklund.

NEWS
29.02.2024
TEXT: LINE SCHEISTRZEN, PHOTO: SNELLMAN

“We have a lot of experience with hiring people with a foreign
background. It has become a natural thing for us to do. It
could be because the Jakobstad region is bilingual, with
Finnish and Swedish, and that we at Snellman are used to
speaking both languages,” head of HR Ann-Marie Eklund
tells the Nordic Labour Journal.

Eklund was one of the participants during the webinar “Why
should you (not) hire refugees and immigrants?”, hosted by
the Nordic Welfare Centre. They say the issue creates a lot of
interest. More than 300 people signed up to the webinar.
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Loyal employees

14 per cent of Snellman meat processing plant’s nearly 1,400
employees have a foreign background. They represent 40 na-
tionalities.

“The immigrants are very keen on getting a job and they
are keen workers. They are loyal employees. We have labour
shortages here in Osterobothnia, so it is very important to
attract foreign labour to our region. In the workplace, this
creates an understanding of other cultures. Employees who
speak different languages can come in handy when we com-
municate with customers,” says Eklund.
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The webinar was chaired by Kaisa Kepsu, senior advisor
at the Nordic Welfare Centre, here in conversation with
Karin Heri, Anna Engedal Jacobsen and Ahmed Abdirah-
man. Photo: Nordregio.

The important language

In order to work in this Finnish workplace, you normally
need to speak three languages — Finnish, Swedish and Eng-
lish. This is required partly because the employer needs to
be sure the workers can understand and talk about hygiene,
health and safety.

When Ukrainian refugees knocked on the door to ask for
jobs, it created a challenge for the company, explains the
head of HR.

“We really wanted to help, but the language barriers were
challenging. The Ukrainian refugees who came knew little
English. In order to inform them about important health and
hygiene issues, we got help from employees who could speak
Russian and Ukrainian.”

Eklund says that the company demands that employees learn
languages as they go along. They have also held in-house lan-
guage courses.

What advice would you give to employers who
wonder whether they should dare employ immi-
grants?

“See each individual person when recruiting and during the
job interview. Focus on the person’s experiences and what
they can bring to the company, regardless of their back-
ground.

“Make sure people have the correct work permits and pass-
ports. Create clear induction models and use guides to make
the introduction to work tasks easier. Create a socially in-
clusive work environment, for instance by organising social
events. In a workplace, it is important to also remember that
everyone needs to be seen and heard,” says Eklund.
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With employer glasses on

During the webinar, Nordregion researchers Rebecca Cavic-
chia and Anna Berlina presented findings from the aptly ti-
tled report “Employers’ perspectives on hiring immigrants -
Experiences from Nordic countries.”

The researchers have been looking at employers’ attitudes
to hiring immigrants. They have gathered and studied exist-
ing research and also interviewed eight employers in Finland,
Sweden, Iceland and Norway.

Nordregio researchers Rebecca Cavicchia (left) and Anna
Berlina hope the report can inspire employers to think inno-
vatively when recruiting workers. Photo: Nordregio.

The aim was to discover which challenges employers face and
to find solutions and measures that can lead to more inclu-
sive recruitment. They also highlighted employers’ role and
responsibility for improving the integration of immigrants in
the labour market.

Many without a job

The Nordic region has seen a considerable rise in immigra-
tion, especially since the 2015 refugee crisis and in the wake
of Russia’s 2022 full-scale invasion of Ukraine. Today,
around 3.5 million immigrants live in the Nordics.

But even though there are high levels of labour shortages,
many immigrants remain outside of the labour market. Sev-
eral studies show that it is hard for refugees and immigrants
to find jobs, especially for women, people with low or no ed-
ucation or non-EU immigrants.

Helping employers

Jobbentrén is a Swedish company that helps businesses em-
ploy more people with a foreign background. Mark Ahlenius,
Jobbentrén’s founder, took part in the webinar. He encour-
aged employers to dare to think innovatively.

“Nearly one-third of Sweden’s labour market is made up of
people with immigrant backgrounds. Companies who see
them are tomorrow’s winners,” said Ahlenius.

He highlighted several advantages to hiring immigrants.
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“In our experience, if unemployed immigrants get jobs, they
often stay for longer in that position and remain loyal to the
company,” he said.

“Just try”

The employers interviewed by the Nordregio researchers for
the report also underline that they mostly have positive ex-
periences with hiring immigrants. They encourage other em-
ployers to “just try it” and to “not be afraid” of failure.

“The key is to dare to give it a try. Several companies say the
recruitment and integration of immigrants to the workplace
has been easier than they expected,” says researcher Anna
Berlina at Nordregio.

Encourages some creativity
The employers say there are both benefits and challenges to
hiring immigrants.

“The benefits are diversity, new knowledge, improved cus-
tomer service and increased tolerance among employees.
And the company also gains access to a larger labour pool,”
says Rebecca Cavicchia, a Nordregio researcher.

Unemployment is usually higher among
foreign-born women (Q3 2023)

Denmark Finland Iceland Norway Sweden

® Foreign-born men W Foreign-bom women

© Nordregio

Many immigrants lack jobs. Unemployment is highest
among women. (Source: Nordregio/Eurostat)

Employers say it can be difficult to obtain work permits for
non-EU immigrants and that they experience challenges with
the language and cultural differences.

The researchers list some strategies for addressing the chal-
lenges:

» Language training

» Promoting cultural awareness and sensibilities

» Positive attitude to diversity, including in hiring
strategies

» Promoting an understanding of rules, values and
norms in Nordic workplaces

« Adjusting expectations to language skills

« Creative approaches to minimise the challenges
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Too stringent language requirements?

Language is a common challenge. Many immigrants fail in
interviews because their language skills are not good
enough.

Anna Engedal Jacobsen works with international recruit-
ment and integration in Denmark. She encourages employ-
ers to not allow language barriers stop them from hiring im-
migrants. Engedal Jacobsen underlines that the workplace is
one of the best venues in which to learn a language.

“There is a big difference between learning a language in a
school setting and learning a language while working,” she
told the webinar.

Karin Heri, Country Director at Tent Partnership for
Refugees in Sweden, has seen how employers tend to set lan-
guage requirements too high during the hiring process.

“Job interviews usually involve a more advanced Swedish
than what the job requires. We can help businesses realise
that a worker can learn the language while working. You can
make a plan for which language levels are acceptable at the
start of a contract and then create goals for further language
training. You could for instance identify a goal for which lan-
guage level the employee should reach within one year,” said
Heri.
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Nordic researchers want political action on
NEETS

More and more young people in the Nordics are not in education or employment. Not enough is
done to help young people facing extra challenges, argue Nordic researchers.

THEME
20.02.2024
TEXT: LINE SCHEISTRZEN

“Around 100,000 young people are not in employment or ed-
ucation. That is far too many,” said Tonje Brenna, Norway’s
Minister of Labour and Social Inclusion at the beginning of
February this year.

The minister told the Norwegian Labour and Welfare Admin-
istration NAV: Prioritise this group in the coming year. The
government expects more young people to be in work at the
end of 2024.
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Brenna is not the first, and probably not the last, Norwegian
minister of labour to worry about too many young people not
being in education on employment. If it is any comfort, she is
also not the only minister of labour in the Nordic region who
has this challenge in her in-tray.

What she said could as easily have been said by ministers
in Finland, Sweden, Iceland or Denmark. All of the Nordic
countries have too many young people who are not in edu-
cation or work. They remain outside what we consider to be
“normal”, and they struggle to get inside.
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Outside forever?

There is a name for this category: NEET — not in education,
employment or training. The group covers young people aged
15 to 29.

The EU average of NEETs has stood at 12 per cent in recent
years. All of the Nordic countries are below that average. Fin-
land has the largest proportion of NEETS at around 10 per
cent, while Iceland, Norway and Sweden stand at around 5 to
6 per cent.
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The Nordic countries are below average, and have been
since the year 2000. Source: Nordic Statistics database

Several studies have shown that NEET youths find it particu-
larly difficult to move on, either to a classroom or to become
part of the labour market.

It is not free!

Young people remaining outsiders have considerable conse-
quences, for the individual of course, but also for the rest of
society.

For society as a whole, it means less value creation, increased
public expenditure and more pressure on the health and legal
systems.

There are many calculations and big numbers. Let us look at
one example from Norway, and the calculated loss to society
of a 19-year-old remaining excluded from the labour market
until they are 62. The lost value creation is an estimated 15.9
million Norwegian kroner (€1.4m). On top of that come ex-
penses in the wake of being on the outside — like benefits.

The price of exclusion can become high for the individual too.
With no income, you can afford little. That impacts how you
live and eat, and which activities you can participate in. Ex-
clusion often leads to loneliness as well as poor physical and
mental health.
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More people with mental health issues

Let there be no doubt — Norwegian youths are largely doing
well. Most handle school and studies well, transitioning
smoothly into work and adult life.

But in the last few decades, Nordic and European studies
have shown an increase in mental health issues, especially
among young girls.

There is no one simple explanation for this increase. One rea-
son is more openness around mental health. Changes in di-
agnostic practices and support services for young people may
also have influenced this trend.

However, separate youth surveys have shown that an in-
creasing number of young people are experiencing school-re-
lated stress and body image pressure. They say they worry
and feel depressed. Many describe a lack of control and a life
that is difficult to navigate.

Poor mental health is one of many reasons why many strug-
gle to succeed with education and access to the labour mar-
ket.

Percentage of 15-year-olds who report high life

satisfaction
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Nordic youth are mainly happy with life, surveys show.
Source: Nordic Statistics database

Yet there are other reasons for exclusion, like having foreign
heritage, low levels of education (including among parents),
physical handicaps and poor health, poor self-confidence and
behavioural problems, poor childhood environments, poor
school results and previous periods of unemployment.

“A challenge with no solution”

It is not like all ministers of labour before Tonje Brenna and
her Nordic colleagues have been sat twiddling their thumbs
and letting this happen. They, and the current ministers,
have put young, excluded people on the agenda.
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The Nordic countries have also instigated a range of mea-
sures, some of which have led to good results. Others less so.

During the 2022 Norwegian Presidency of the Nordic Coun-
cil of Ministers, the Work Research Institute (AFI) at the
Oslo Metropolitan University was commissioned to gather
knowledge on how to successfully include vulnerable youths.
With good help from Nordic research colleagues, this result-
ed in the AFI report “Inclusion of young people in school,
work and society — a compilation of knowledge from Nordic
research”.

The authors also wrote an opinion piece titled “More and
more young people fall outside of education and work. Why
do we allow this to happen?”. The piece was signed Anne
Leseth, Kjetil Frgyland, Andreea Alecu, Jannike Ballo and
Talieh Sadegi.

The researchers argued far too little was being done to help
young people who face extra challenges.

“Despite a range of measures in the Nordic welfare states
across several years, exclusion among young people still ap-
pears to be a challenge with no solution,” they wrote.

Some things work!

The report says there are some common denominators for
which activities and measures work best. The most effective
measures include:

» Tailored measures and close follow-up

» Cooperation between schools, health services,
employment authorities and employers

« Being treated as a normal person

More and more young people in Nordic countries feel that
school is not for them. Photo: Yadid Levy/norden.org

“Helping vulnerable youths means investing time, money
and humanity. You must work with your own
understanding, prejudices and stereotypes and be
innovative when it comes to coordinating services. Investing
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more in this group of young people can potentially produce
great returns for the individual and for society as a whole.
“For the young people, this is first and foremost about im-
proved quality of life. For society as a whole, it is about im-
proving public health and a well-functioning labour market,”
the researchers wrote in their opinion piece.

Encouraging politicians to take action

Measures or programmes that are similar to ordinary em-
ployment give the best results when it comes to workplace
inclusion. “Individual Placement and Support” (IPS) is con-
sidered to be a good tool for helping young people who face
mental challenges when looking for work.

The researchers point out that ordinary public employment
services, wage subsidies and qualification activities yield
more mixed results. Youth guarantees are also not the best
tool, according to the researchers, at least not for including
young people who are the furthest from the labour market.

"With a coherent Nordic research foundation behind us, it is
worth asking how long politicians can dare to refrain from
taking necessary action. Young people carry opportunities for
a better future within themselves. We need greater recogni-
tion of their resources and capacities rather than their prob-
lems," write the researchers.
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Considerable local differences in Sweden's
efforts for NEETSs

Swedish municipalities have very different approaches to how they help more young people with
social inclusion, according to a survey that also includes examples of successful measures.
Meanwhile, a Nordic project is working to improve young people’s mental health — one of the
biggest risk factors for ending up in social exclusion.

THEME
29.02.2024
TEXT: FAYME ALM, PHOTO: LINNEA BENGTSSON

For nearly two decades now, strategic efforts have been un-
derway in Sweden aimed at reducing the number of young
people who are not in employment or education. Despite
progress on several fronts, some 140,000 people aged 16 to
29 have spent more than one year without working or study-
ing according to MUCF, the Swedish Agency for Youth and
Civil Society.
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“The correct priority is not big measures late in the day, but
smaller measures early on, if fewer young people are to avoid
social exclusion.”

The statement comes from Lena Nyberg, the MUCF General
Director and former Ombudsman for Children, during a con-
versation with the Nordic Labour Journal.
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Municipalities’ role and responsibility

Swedish municipalities have a so-called activity responsibili-
ty, known as KAA. This means municipalities “are obliged to
identify and offer measures for young people under 20 who
are not in upper secondary education or any equivalent edu-
cation.”

It is also common for municipalities to offer measures to
young adults over the age of 20 who are neither employed
nor studying. However, there has been a lack of current
analysis of the differences in measures at the municipal level
for both young people under and over 20 years old, according
to MUCF.

Late last year, the authority published a report focusing on
three aspects:

« toinvestigate the differences on a municipal level
in the number of young people who are not
working or studying

» to investigate differences in how municipalities
work with this group

» toinvestigate the local efforts' success factors and
challenges

The report is based on registry data from Statistics Sweden
and survey responses from 191 of Sweden’s 290 municipal-
ities. Its title is Fokus 23 — Olika villkor for etablering.
Lokala forutsdttningar och stéd till unga som varken arbe-
tar eller studerar (Focus 23 — Different conditions for social
inclusion. Local preconditions and support for young peo-
ple who are neither working nor studying). It starts with an
analysis.

"As an authority, we are tasked by the government to work
towards achieving the goals laid out in youth and civil society
policies," says Lena Nyberg.

Equity shortcomings

Fokus 23 has compiled figures showing that support for
young people in social exclusion depends on where in Swe-
den they live. There are large differences between municipal-
ities, so large that “the municipality with the highest propor-
tion of young people neither working nor studying is nearly
four times that of the municipalities with the lowest propor-
tion”.

The average proportion of young people aged 16 to 29 who
are not working or in education across all of Sweden’s munic-
ipalities is 8.5 per cent. The lowest proportion is 4.8 per cent
and the highest is 16.7 per cent.

“We know that measures make a difference and that the local
level plays a crucial role when it comes to young people’s
opportunities for social inclusion. Now, we also know that
things are very different from municipality to municipality,”
says Lena Nyberg.
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The differences between municipalities stem not only from
which measures they offer but also the level of cooperation —
within the municipality and with other stakeholders like the
Public Employment Service, the health care sector, the Social
Insurance Agency, businesses and companies.

The lack of equality is particularly pronounced for young
people who have turned 20, according to the report.

More losses — for many

Since the report was published towards the end of last year,
more families of young people living in social exclusion have
contacted MUCF. They explain how the exclusion often af-
fects the whole family.

“Parents, grandparents and others have told us about how
this affects people’s health, social life and economy,” says
Lena Nyberg.

Society as a whole also stands to lose out economically, ac-
cording to Nyberg.

“We highlight the risk of significant economic cost for society
if these problems are not addressed at an early stage. The fur-
ther away from the labour market you are, the larger the risk
of long-term unemployment.”

Measures that bring results
Success factors outlined in Fokus 23 are based on interviews
with nine different municipalities.

The interviews unveiled several factors for successful local
measures that can reduce the number of young people in so-
cial exclusion. Some of them include:

+ to build businesses and structures that create
conditions for long-term work with young people
who are outside of employment and education
based on their individual needs for support

» engaging with young people in a way that builds
trust

« creating collaboration platforms to enable young
people to access coordinated support from
multiple stakeholders

» providing more preventative interventions to
facilitate step-by-step transitions for young people
who are far from employment and education

Different measures needed for mixed group

Fokus 23 underlines that young people not in education or
employment is far from a homogenous group. Some have
signed up with the Public Employment Service, others are
on sick leave while around one-third have unknown employ-
ment and livelihood status. This includes the so-called “home
sitters” whose number is unknown.
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“Since we know that the group is so heterogeneous, we also
know that individual support tailored to their own needs
makes a big difference,” says Lena Nyberg.

However, knowledge and information about the target group
is scattered and to a certain extent hard to access. This makes
it harder to create a comprehensive understanding of the
knowledge base for people who work with this group on local,
regional and national levels, according to Fokus 23, which
goes on to say:

“It is crucial to increase accessibility to relevant knowledge
about the target group and in particular knowledge about
successful working methods. This is particularly important
because those who work with the target group need good
knowledge of the various challenges and conditions faced by
the young people in order to create individually tailored sup-
port.”

Young people in the Nordics a focus for 2024

Sweden holds the Presidency of the Nordic Council of Minis-
ters this year, and with that also the chairmanship of NORD-
BUK, the Council’s Committee for Children and Young Peo-
ple.

This has allowed MUCF to apply for support for a project that
will focus on young people’s mental health and social inclu-
sion in the Nordic countries.

A group of young people and experts will begin work on the
project soon.

“All the Nordic countries struggle with this issue and we will
use methods where young people are heard. The project has a
clear youth perspective where young people get to participate
and influence the outcomes, and it also aims to highlight the
challenges around young people’s mental health,” says Lena
Nyberg.

The project will culminate in a final conference in Stockholm
this autumn, where consolidated knowledge and input from
across the Nordic region will be presented.
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“It will involve a limited but distinguished group of decision-
makers at the political or administrative level. These are in-
dividuals who are well-informed and capable of making a dif-
ference.”

State support is coming

The Swedish government recently decided to allocate over 1.5
billion Swedish kronor (€134m) for measures dealing with
mental health and suicide prevention in 2024.

In a written response to the Nordic Labour Journal, the Min-
ister of Social Affairs Jakob Forssmed says:

"Few issues are as important as the work for improved men-
tal health. The government's ambitions are clear — preventive
and facilitating efforts should be strengthened, the number
of suicides should decrease, and care and support for people
with mental illness should become more accessible and
equal.

“An important part of the work is to prepare the ground for
the relevant people to develop efforts in the field of mental
health and suicide prevention. As part of this, the state and
the Swedish Association of Local Authorities and Regions
have reached an agreement on measures for mental health
and suicide prevention for 2024, totalling 1,560,000,000
Swedish kronor, with the majority of the funds allocated to
municipalities and regions.

“As part of the agreement, 803 million Swedish kronor is
earmarked for work with the mental health of children and
young people. This includes funds to reduce waiting times for
child and adolescent psychiatric care and strengthen primary
care.

“The agreement is a continuation of the work that the parties
have been conducting since 2012, aiming to develop efforts
in the field of mental health and suicide prevention.”
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Threats to Swedish social service workers: New
inquiry proposes stricter legislation

Threats and harassment against public officials in Sweden are commonplace and on the rise.
This has major consequences for individual employees and risks undermining democracy in the
long term. A new public inquiry proposes stricter penalties for violence towards public officials
as well as making it a crime to insult public officials.

NEWS
29.02.2024
TEXT: GUNHILD WALLIN

Social workers working closely with vulnerable people might
face threats and violence, that is nothing new. But a new
Swedish inquiry warns that the threat level has risen con-
siderably. According to the inquiry "Stronger