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Summary

The demand for policies informed by
evidence has increased considerably in
recent years. Policies grounded in evidence
aim to support individuals in making

informed choices regarding programmes or

initiatives by offering scientifically validated
information. The HETFA-led 'Lost Millennials'

project gathered evaluation data on
initiatives aimed at supporting young people

across participating countries.

Better evaluation supports better youth

policies by enabling evidence-based
policymaking, ensuring interventions are
effective and responsive to youth needs. It
helps identify both barriers and enablers,
such as funding challenges or successful
collaborations.

community Regular

evaluation improves programme
effectiveness by allowing adaptations based
on feedback. Additionally, ethical and
transparent evaluations promote inclusivity
by incorporating diverse perspectives into

policy formulation.

The evaluation of youth programmes faces
several challenges. Evaluation cultures and
public policy assessment practices vary

widely across countries, even within Europe.

Key messages

Better evaluation supports better
youth policies by enabling
evidence-based decision-making,
ensuring interventions are effective
and responsive to youth needs.

The evaluation of youth
programmes faces several
challenges such as varying
evaluation practices, limited access
to reports, a preference for large-
scale studies, a disconnect between
evaluations and programme
planning, with impact assessments
being less common than policy
implementation evaluations.

Recommendations

Implement regular, external
evaluations.

Collect and use data, increase the
availability and searchability of data.

Increase participation in
evaluations.

Evaluate innovative small scale
programmes too.

Accessible evaluation and impact
assessments

Better timing, innovative methods
of real-time and foresight
evaluation must be explored to
facilitate learning.

Support a culture of learning and a
growth mindset



https://lostmillennials.eu/
https://lostmillennials.eu/

Better Evaluation For Better Youth Policies

The quality and scope of evaluations depend on factors like expert involvement and
public discourse, while EU-funded projects face increasing evaluation pressure, often
leading to excessive formality. Large-scale evaluations are preferred over smaller
innovations, and access to individual evaluation reports remains limited. While
gualitative methods are common, advanced quantitative techniques are rarely used.
Additionally, evaluations often lag behind programme planning, reducing their
influence, and impact assessments are less frequent than policy implementation

evaluations.
Methodology

The policy brief draws heavily on the work of the Lost Millennials project
(https://lostmillennials.eu/). The policy brief is based on a series of research activities:
Lost Millennials project partners first analysed policies addressing 25+ NEETs to
identify the country-level contexts in which the project is embedded. The involved
countries were Hungary, Greece, Bulgaria, Czech Republic, Poland, Spain, Malta,
Romania and Slovakia. They then mapped existing initiatives in their countries that
support 25+ NEETSs, as well as existing evaluation practices that assess such initiatives.
One initiative per country was selected for evaluation, which was carried out by the
partners. The nine evaluations focused on nine different initiatives in nine different
countries, and the project partners evaluated the selected initiatives for 25+ NEETs. A
synthesis report was carried out by consortium members to map evaluation practices
and assess the impact of initiatives targeting 25+ NEETs (Polackova et al., 2022). And a
synthesis of the main findings of nine evaluations carried out by the beneficiary

partners of the Lost Millennials project (Toth et al,, 2023).

Additionally, the 9th PROFEEDBACK Conference, which took place on 18-19 June 2025,
in Budapest, provided valuable practical insights into evaluation practices. The
‘Shaping the Future: Evaluating Programs and Policies in Public Education and Youth
Development’ conference aimed to strengthen the policy evaluation community by
fostering dialogue on impactful methods and tools, sharing lessons learned, and
shaping future approaches to youth and education policies. Panel discussions and

examples presented during the conference greatly influenced the brief.
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Relevance Of Evaluation to Support Better Policies for Youth

The demand for policies informed by evidence has increased considerably in recent
years. Policies grounded in evidence aim to support individuals in making informed
choices regarding programmes or initiatives by offering scientifically validated
information (Davies, 1999). However, generating credible evidence requires thorough
and unbiased evaluations of past initiatives. Randomised controlled trials (RCTs) are
the considered the golden standard of policy evaluation, they were predominantly
used in health policy research. By the 1990s, RCTs, along with other evaluation
methods, gained traction in shaping social and economic policies, replacing decisions
based on subjective opinions (Banks, 2009). Although this is currently one of the most
reliable evaluation methodologies, evaluators support evidence-based policy using
countless other methods.




Figure 1 Evidence based policymaking
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Across the European Union, the European Structural Funds have played a key role in
advancing evaluation methodologies. Globally, there is broad recognition of the
crucial role that monitoring and evaluation play in supporting policy-making (Head,
2016; Pattyn et al., 2018; Stephenson et al,, 2019). Evaluating policies is essential for
understanding, enhancing, and updating policies at both EU and national levels
(European Commission, 2015). Irina Lorean (2020) also presents the experience of
evaluating youth programmes. She also highlights the necessity of conducting
comprehensive programme evaluations, especially for addressing complex societal

challenges.
Results of Evaluations of Youth Programs

Of all labour market programmes, those targeting young people are perhaps the most

frequently studied using conflicting impact evaluation methods. Numerous meta-

analyses and systematic literature reviews have been conducted on this topic (see,




among others, Kluve, 2014, Kluve et al., 2016; Fox and Upaasna, 2018; on youth training,
Wilson, 2013; Eichhorst, 2015; Bordds, Csillag and Scharle, 2015, Bordds-Koltai 2020,
Strategopolis, 2018, Toth et al in press).

These evaluations examined the effectiveness of several different typical labour
market instruments. One of the most common of these is the labour market
instrument for the training of young people, which is present in the service palette of
most European countries. For this form, the results of the impact evaluation literature
are not very encouraging. Card and colleagues (2015) find that training alone does not
significantly increase the chances of young unemployed people finding a job. De
Koning (2005) comes to a similar conclusion. Kluve's (2006) comprehensive analysis of
a total of 137 programme evaluations finds that the effects of training are felt only in
the longer term, and even then, with little impact. Martin and Grubb (2001) point out
that for low-skilled young people, classroom training is not motivating and therefore
participants are poorly motivated, and their participation is often only formal. Training
programmes per se are therefore less successful, but there are aspects that can

improve this.

Wage subsidies are also common for disadvantaged young jobseekers, as they can
compensate employers for lower worker productivity. Wage subsidy schemes, often
combined with on-the-job training, are particularly common for young people. The
combination of wage subsidies, on-the-job training and mentoring and counselling
services can successfully increase the long-term employability of disadvantaged,
mostly low-skilled young people (Blundell et al., 2004, Dorsett, 2006; Bérdds, Csillag,
and Scharle, 2015). More generous wage subsidies, i.e. with higher subsidy intensities
and longer duration, can actually improve the employment prospects of
disadvantaged youth (Caliendo, Kinn, and Schmidl, 2011; Eppel and Mahringer, 2013;
Bordds, Csillag, and Scharle, 2015). Subsidies or contribution reductions of a few
months or less are less effective: short-term work-training programmes to try out a

job may be a stepping stone into the labour market only for less disadvantaged, better

educated young people.




Better Evaluation For Better Youth Policies

However, experience shows that there is significant skimming in wage subsidy
schemes, and therefore a significant deadweight loss. For this reason, proper
targeting of public employment services is very important and requires a well-trained
and highly capable administrative staff; statistical profiling systems can also help to
ensure proper targeting. Another drawback of wage subsidies is that they are often
only available to larger enterprises, as they usually require considerable administrative
capacity, and are therefore ineffective in disadvantaged areas with few large

enterprises and a higher share of informal or casual work.

However, Kluve and Schmidt (2002) argue that the experience from one country is not
automatically transferable to another due to the heterogeneity of their labour

markets.

Figure 2 Training and wage subsidy compared
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Evaluation Practices of Youth Programs

The HETFA-led 'Lost Millennials' project gathered evaluation data on initiatives aimed

at supporting young people across participating countries (Polackova et al., 2022). The
study highlighted that a country's evaluation practices and attitudes toward their
importance are significantly shaped by the presence of European Cohesion Policy
funding. The European Union mandates that resources from the Cohesion Policy,
particularly the European Structural Funds, must be allocated based on evidence. This
directive not only ensures the appropriate use of funds but also promotes their
efficient and effective deployment. As a result, all countries utilizing Cohesion Policy
funding are required to conduct programme evaluations, adhering to this obligatory

standard.

The research revealed disparities among countries in the extent of their evaluation
efforts. Certain countries (e.g., RO, MT, GR) centre their assessments on operational
programmes or priority axes, whereas others (e.g.,CZ, HU, PL) extend their evaluations
to cover specific programmes. Evaluations often measure the impact of European
Structural Funds on NEETs within active labour market policies, which are viewed as
vital tools for reducing regional disparities and fostering social inclusion under
Cohesion Policy. Additionally, beyond assessments of EU Cohesion Policy-funded

programmes, two countries (BG and MT) reported conducting evaluations of the

Erasmus Plus Programme. However, concerns were raised regarding the




thoroughness of these evaluations, as many appeared to fall short of comprehensive
assessment standards.

Figure 3 Use of qualitative, quantitative and mixed methodological approaches in

evaluation practices in the analysed countries (Number of evaluations, 2022)
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Based on the literature, the following gaps in the evaluation of youth programmes can
be identified:

- The evaluation culture and public policy assessment practices differ
significantly across countries even in Europe.
- The scope and quality of evaluations are shaped by factors such as the presence

of active evaluation organizations, expert involvement, and public discourse on

evaluation needs.




Better Evaluation For Better Youth Policies

- Findings reveal a clear trend of increased pressure from the EU to evaluate EU-
funded programmes and projects, though many evaluations suffer from
excessive formality.

- There is a preference for large-scale evaluations covering multiple programmes

or projects, with limited focus on smaller-scale innovations.

- Challenges include gaps in accessing individual evaluation reports, which
affects the quality of recommendations formulated.

- Qualitative techniques such as surveys, interviews, and focus groups are widely
used. Quantitative evaluations primarily rely on descriptive statistical analysis,
while advanced approaches like counterfactual analysis or other sophisticated
methods are relatively rare.

- In a multitude of instances, a discrepancy is observed between the evaluation
and the planning periods of the programmes. Planning commences prior to the
evaluation or impact assessment of programmes, which hinders the
incorporation of these assessments.

- Thereis a paucity of impact assessments in comparison to evaluations of policy

implementation.

Figure 4 Challenges of evaluation of youth programmes
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Recommendations

In summary, policy evaluation is crucial for developing effective policies to support

young people, as it provides insights into the impact and effectiveness of different

programmes. By systematically evaluating youth initiatives, stakeholders can identify

strengths and weaknesses, leading to informed policymaking and improved

outcomes for young people.

How better evaluation can support better policies?

Evidence-based policymaking: Evaluations provide data to inform policy
adjustments and ensure that interventions are effective and relevant to the
needs of young people (Fluckiger & Popelier, 2023).

Identification of barriers and enablers: Evaluations highlight challenges faced
by programmes, such as funding issues and logistical challenges, while also
identifying successful strategies, such as community collaboration (Tidmarsh et
al., 2022).

Improving programme effectiveness: Regular evaluation allows programmes to
adapt based on feedback, which is essential to meeting the evolving needs of
young people (Melton et al., 2024).

Stakeholder Engagement: Involving practitioners in the evaluation process
fosters a culture of data-driven policymaking, which increases programme
relevance and effectiveness (Melton et al., 2024).

Transparency and inclusivity: Ethical evaluation promotes stakeholder
engagement and ensures that diverse perspectives are considered in policy
formulation (Annet, 2024).

How can we better use evaluation?

The implementation of regular, external evaluations is to be encouraged.
Evaluation of this kind should be carried out by external evaluators in a pre-
planned way.

The use of already existing data is encouraged. This should be as comprehensive

a range of data as possible, and databases should be maintained and linked on




an ongoing basis in order to carry out data-driven evaluations and impact

assessments. It concerns data from Labour Offices, Social Security Agencies, etc.
The use of data is to be encouraged. It is noted that although most European
countries have extensive data collections in the youth field, these are rarely used
for data-based impact assessments. There is a need to increase the availability
and searchability of data.

Impact assessment: evaluations should seek not only to measure processes and
outputs, but also to apply impact assessment methods, both qualitative and
guantitative.

Participation: diverse stakeholders should be involved in the evaluation process.
Evaluation of innovative small-scale programmes: Support and evaluate small,
targeted projects, which should be evaluated meticulously so that their lessons
can be fed into the design of larger-scale projects.

Accessible evaluation and impact assessments: make the evaluations and
impact assessments produced accessible to policymakers, implementers,
stakeholders and researchers.

Timing: The timing of evaluations and planning needs to be improved. EU
planning periods are quite long and many impact assessments are carried out
only after projects have been completed. Consequently, these assessments
cannot meaningfully influence the planning of the next period. Consequently,
lessons learned can often only be applied in the subsequent period. Innovative
methods of real-time and foresight evaluation must be explored to facilitate
learning.

In many cases, policymakers and implementers cannot afford to fail
Consequently, evaluation is not embedded in organisational culture.
Evaluations are seen as a means of compliance, not learning. We need policy

makers to be more tolerant of errors. We also need to support a culture of

learning and a growth mindset.
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