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1. Introduction: Changing 
conditions for labour market 
inclusion 

This report examines changes over time among two categories of young 

adults that have experienced particular difficulties in achieving and re-

taining paid work in the ordinary labour market: youth with family back-

ground from non-Nordic countries and youth with disabilities in the Nor-

dic countries. The report identifies processes and mechanisms enabling or 

preventing the labour market prospects of the two youth groups. The 

report focuses on policy measures aiming at tackling demand-side barri-

ers to employment for the two youth groups.  

This chapter argues that inclusion in the labour market depends on 

several interrelated processes. First we examine the changing conditions 

for labour market participation. Second, we identify the challenges for the 

labour market inclusion of young adults. Third, we explain the policy rele-

vance of comparing the Nordic countries. Fourth, we account for the more 

specific aims and scope of the report and the choice of terminology. Fifth, 

we conclude by summarising what the report aims at.  

1.1 Changing conditions for labour market 
participation 

The transition from industrial society to knowledge society has changed 

the conditions for entering the labour market and in this respect becom-

ing “adult”, i.e. economically independent and being consider a responsi-

ble citizen (Bell 1973, Stehr 2004). The transitions from school to em-

ployment seem to have become more difficult or variable. Larger demands 

for complex skills, individual management of the work-life balance and 
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needs updating of skills have forced young adults to more active planning 

of their future and anticipation of the risks involved in their transitions 

between education, training and employment. Different from the early 

1900s the transition from education to work is not any longer necessarily 

a linear one-way process but involves more complex dynamics between 

education and work (e.g. circular processes or combinations of educations 

and work) (Allen and Velden eds. 2011).  

Changing occupational structures and new skills requirements have 

changed the conditions for inclusion of young adults in the economy. The 

knowledge-based economy is different from the industrial economy after 

the Second World War in the sense that knowledge plays a greater role as 

the driver of economic growth and productivity. With the changes in oc-

cupational structure, increasing demands for communication skills and 

social skills in the work place, competence in information processing and 

knowledge production, the conditions for participating in the labour mar-

ket have changed. Transitions from education to work have been post-

poned and entrance criteria to the labour market have changed with the 

increasing expectations to higher and more formal education. Such expec-

tations stimulate longer total periods in education and together with the 

more prominent role of temporary or precarious jobs they delay many 

young people’s establishment both in labour and housing markets.  

In knowledge society education is becoming increasingly important for 

the competitiveness of the European economies and consequently for the 

sustainability of current levels of income and welfare provisions in these 

countries. The Nordic countries are no exception. The educational level of 

the labour force is crucial to be able to process and develop new 

knowledge and information, and transform the expertise to goods and 

services that people have reasons to demand. As the new knowledge 

economy rest on a skilled and flexible work-force that easily adapt to rap-

idly changing needs in the economy, young adults are exposed to new 

expectations and conditions to succeed in the labour market.  

Inclusion in the labour market is not one single transition but depends 

on several interrelated and largely parallel transitions; from education to 

paid work as main activity, from living in parents’ household to being 

established in your own household, from being off-spring of your parents 

to having your own family and off-spring, from being dependent on par-
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ents advice and support to being economically independent and making 

independent choices. Overall these transitions tend to take longer time 

than before and difficulties in one may delay others. For instance, having 

children before you have finished education delays the completion of edu-

cation and achievement of paid work. Fluctuation between paid work and 

education, temporary positions and part-time work has been associated 

with risk of financial dependency of parents or social security benefits for 

shorter or longer time spells. Lack of affordable and relevant accommoda-

tion affects geographic mobility and consequently the ability to seek high-

er education and find paid work. Similarly a segregated housing market is 

likely to be associated with systematic differences in appreciation of edu-

cation and school performance depending on social class (parents’ educa-

tion, income and occupation) and differences in language skills between 

kindergartens, schools and after-school programmes.  

1.2 Challenges for the labour market inclusion of 
young adults 

The complexity of the transitions is associated with four interrelated chal-

lenges for the labour market inclusion of young adults: school drop-out, 

lack of employment opportunities, labour market segmentation and early 

exit and termination of contracts.  

First, in knowledge society school drop-out has become a challenge in 

itself. Educational reforms in the Nordic countries have changed the bal-

ance between theoretical education and vocational training, including the 

availability of apprenticeship schemes, giving more emphasis to theoreti-

cal knowledge at the expense of practical skills even in vocational subjects 

in secondary education (post compulsory education). Not only has the 

content changed. Also the duration (longer formal education) and organi-

sation of the education (more “tailor made” educational trajectories taking 

into account the talents and interests of the individual) have changed in 

many countries. Yet, despite such educational reforms more pupils and 

students are at risk of dropping out from school.  

Second, young adults within sufficient qualifications and low formal 

qualifications risk being conceived as unattractive and unqualified for the 
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job by employers. As the number of jobs available for unskilled workers 

has declined students with incomplete compulsory education and/or 

higher education or weak school achievements may have problems in 

entering the labour market. They face a lack of employment opportunities 

and risk entrapment in active labour market training programmes not 

necessarily providing qualifications to ordinary paid work. A particular 

case is immigrant youth who experience difficulties in having their foreign 

education recognised in their new host country. Other young immigrants 

experience unreasonable or disproportional skills and proficiency re-

quirements related to the dominant language in the host country.  

Another reason for the lack of entrance opportunities for young adults 

have been discrimination on grounds of inter alia ethnic origin, religious 

belief or disability in regard to recruitment and hiring of employees. Re-

search has demonstrated the prevalence of negative valuation in the mar-

ket place of personal characteristics of the worker that are unrelated to 

worker productivity, i.e. employers emphasising personal characteristics 

that are irrelevant for the job performance (Arrow 1973). According to US 

economist Garry Becker (1957) discrimination arises because employers 

are unable to observe directly the productive ability of individuals and 

therefore use characteristics such as gender, disability, or “race” as prox-

ies. Based on ignorance or prejudice the employer assumes that certain 

groups of workers are less productive than others and is therefore less 

likely to hire them, or pay them a wage or salary that fairly reflects their 

productivity, experience and applicability for a particular job.  

Third, a related problem is that especially young adults with difficul-

ties in entering the ordinary labour market are at risk of entrapment in 

temporary contracts, and low paid and unskilled jobs. As young adults are 

making their way from education and training to employment, the period 

of transition may be of some duration. Such experience of short-term 

transition problems, sometimes referred to as “frictional unemployment”, 

can be due to imperfect coordination of demand and supply in the labour 

market and resulting from employers and job-seekers having incomplete 

information about each other. Young adults seeking full-time work for 

their first time may lack resources to finding the company that has a posi-

tion that is both available and suitable for him or her. In other cases, em-

ployers may abstain from hiring new staff due to difficulties in recruiting 
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qualified individuals. However, a long period of transition from education 

to employment can have detrimental effects for the individual’s further 

their life-course. Such transitions from education to employment are more 

likely to prolong in periods of economic recession.  

Fourth, young adults are at risk of early exit and termination of em-

ployment contracts. In periods of economic recession young adults risk 

being hit first and hardest. If employers are reducing their workforce to 

adjust to a lower turnover, young adults without work experience are less 

likely to be hired and – due to seniority rules in many countries – often the 

first to be dismissed from their employment contract. 

Another reason for early exits is the exclusion risk inherent in treating 

all employees in the same manner. On occasions an individual’s character-

istics such as gender, religion, belief or disability can result in the inability 

to perform a particular function of job unless the difference is accommo-

dated by the employer (Waddington 2007: 631). Young adults with care 

obligations, ethnic and religious minorities and/ or disabilities may re-

quire “reasonable accommodation” of the work place, working hours or 

tasks to be able to perform the main functions. In general terms, to ac-

commodate means to take something into consideration and let this con-

sideration influence social arrangements, i.e. the workplace. The term 

reflects a claim for the need to move beyond tolerating and respecting 

difference to actually accommodating and taking into consideration the 

difference. The argument is that simply being treated in the same way as 

others may result in exclusion from the workplace, whereas different 

treatment could be essential to achieving equal opportunities in occupa-

tion and employment. The emergence of accommodation as a legal duty 

means that duty bearers need – within reasonable limits – to treat rele-

vant individuals differently from the way in which they treat others (ibid.).  

Lack of recognition or acceptance of diversity in the workplace may 

further that employers or co-workers believe the employee in question 

does not fit in or live up to the expectations of co-workers. If the diversity 

in an employee’s needs is not accommodated the employee may find it 

impossible to continue working for the employer or the employer may 

come to see the lack of conformity with the standard way of performing 

the job as a reason to release the person from the employment contract.  
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1.3 Consequences of exclusion from the labour 
market 

For various reasons the four interrelated challenges for the labour market 

inclusion of young adults in the Nordic countries (school drop-out, entrance 

troubles, segmentation and early exit) have given rise to concern among 

national, regional and supranational policy makers. Unless today’s young 

adults are able to establish themselves in the labour market the next gener-

ation’s labour force will decrease and fewer people will contribute to the 

economy, be economically independent and able to pay taxes.  

Young adults excluded from the labour market are at risk of becom-

ing dependent on social security, especially means-tested minimum in-

come support (Hammer and Julkunen, 2003). Due to scarce employment 

experience and weak entitlements to social insurance benefits young 

adults out of paid work tend to be at high risk of relative poverty 

(Kuivalainen and Nelson, 2012). Young adults with long-lasting welfare 

dependency and inactivity (neither in education, training nor employ-

ment) have larger risks of recurrent time spells of unemployment and 

remain in unskilled, part-time and temporary work (Nilsson and 

Bäckman, 2014, Hammer and Hyggen, 2006). The young adult is also at 

risk of learned dependency on public welfare. Proponents of discouraged 

workers theory have argued that persons with marginal or no attach-

ment to the labour market may prefer social security to employment not 

so much because of the economic disincentives as because of the sec-

ondary gains and self-protection of avoiding exposure to new and de-

grading experiences of failure or shortcomings in the labour market, or 

they assume that no work is available to them (e.g. Bjørnstad 2006). 

Associated with this, young adults with low educational attainments and 

no or little work experience have risked permanent exclusion from the 

labour market (Bell and Blanchflower 2010; 2011).  

A key concern is the prevalence of self-reinforcing mechanisms imply-

ing that initially short-time and apparently insignificant incidences of 

school drop-out, periods of unemployment or inactivity will set off a vi-

cious circle leading to discouragement, skills-deterioration and stigma, 

which again exacerbates the degree of detachment from work and educa-

tion (Raaum et al. 2009:173). The idea that some unemployment some-



  New Policies to Promote Youth Inclusion 15 

times leads to more unemployment is empirically well established, partic-

ularly for youth (Kieselbach 2004, Raaum and Røed 2006). Aside from the 

social degradation and discouragement associated with joblessness, there 

is a “scarring effect” whereby the experience of unemployment reduces 

employability (attractiveness in the labour market); skills gained in train-

ing depreciate when they are not used and employers are deterred from 

hiring applicants who show extended periods of unemployment (Bell and 

Blanchflower 2010, 2011; Fagan et al. 2012:135).  

For young adults education is a source of self-worth and pride in itself 

and considered appropriate for their stage in life and in line with domi-

nant expectations to sequencing of life events. Until their twenties school-

ing is conceived as appropriate and the students are considered fulfilling 

social obligations to acquire professional skills and increase the compe-

tence to be able to participate in the labour market. However, during their 

twenties young adults are usually expected to achieve paid work. For 

young adults who fail to succeed in education and/or employment the 

social costs (social devaluation, stigma) are high, especially in societies 

with high rates of persons completing post-secondary education and high 

employment rates, such as the Nordic countries.  

1.4 The Nordic model of labour market inclusion 

In general, Nordic labour markets have been characterized by high em-

ployment rates compared to other European countries in the population 

aged 15–64.  

Table 1.1: Employment rate in different age cohorts. 2012. Percent 

Country Age 15–64 Age 20–24 Age 25–29 

Iceland 78.3–87.1 66.5–80.3 72.4–87.3 

Norway  71.9–78.1 58.7–72.8 76.5–83.9 

Denmark 73.6–77.9 66.5–74.6 73.2–83.3 

Sweden 68.3–74.4 49.3–63.7 70.3–80.6 

Finland 59.7–71.1 41.5–65.1 65.9–79.3 

EU12 average 59.5–66.8 51.1–57.8 69.7–75.7 

Source: Eurostat LFS Database 2013.  
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Also for young adults in general the employment rates were higher in the 

Nordic countries than in most other European countries. For young adults 

of age 20–24 the employment rates were highest in Iceland, Denmark and 

Norway while Sweden and Finland were closer to the EU27 average. For 

young adults of age 25–29 the employment rates were highest in Iceland, 

Norway and Denmark while Sweden and Finland were closer to the EU27 

average (Table 1.1).  

The Nordic welfare model has largely made the individual independent 

of the family, e.g. public authorities have to a larger extent than most other 

European countries assumed responsibility for providing care services for 

the sick and elderly and for kindergartens for children (Esping-Andersen 

1999). For such reasons women have more easily been able to participate 

in the labour market and earn their own social rights from labour market 

participation rather than relying on a male breadwinner model (El-

lingsæter and Leira 2006).  

Since the 1960–70s the Nordic governments have adopted accommoda-

tion duties for employers in relation to pregnancy, maternity and parental 

leave. Such accommodation of the needs of parents and caregivers has con-

tributed to comparatively high employment rates among Nordic women. 

The last couple of decades the employment rate among Nordic women has 

been the highest in Iceland (76.2–83.8%), Denmark (67.0–74.1%), Norway 

(67.7–75.4%), and Sweden (66.4–72.6%) while Finland (58.1–69.0%) has 

been closer to the EU12 average (48.8–59.6%) (Eurostat LFS Database 

2013). At the same time the Nordic labour market has been more gender 

segregated than many other European countries. A large proportion of Nor-

dic women work part-time and in public sector, especially in education, 

health and social services (Jensberg et al. 2012, Teigen 2010).  

Of the Nordic countries Iceland had the highest employment rates in all 

age groups both among men and women during the 1990s and 2000s, even 

after the financial crisis which hit Iceland particularly hard in 2008. Com-

pared to other European countries the Nordic countries have had high em-

ployment rates both among young men and women. Since 2008 the Nordic 

have experienced much less unemployment and inactivity among young 

adults than the crisis-ridden Southern European welfare systems.  

Why then bother to examine the Nordic labour market inclusion policies 

and how they fare in terms of youth inclusion? Although the global econom-
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ic turbulence of recent years hit the Nordic countries to a lesser extent than 

other European countries several lessons can be learned by examining the 

Nordic experiences. Four observations are relevant in this regards:  

First, the relative success of the Nordic countries makes a case for ex-

amining the policy lessons and scope for policy learning and transfer for 

non-Nordic countries. We may ask what the Nordic countries have done to 

maintain high employment rates, even among young adults.  

Second, given that the Nordic countries have been relatively prosper-

ous and in advantaged economic situations compared to other European 

countries they ought to have been financially well positioned to deal with 

the difficulties in ensuring effective transition from education to employ-

ment for young adults with different needs and abilities. The question is 

how the Nordic countries have spent their resources and to what extent 

they have succeeded in including all youth groups in the labour market.  

Third, we find not insignificant differences between the Nordic coun-

tries in their employment rates for young adults. To the extent that the 

Nordic countries differ in their labour market inclusion policy we identify 

the scope for policy learning and transfer between the Nordic countries, 

and what policy lessons can be learned from the cross-national compari-

sons for other and non-Nordic countries. 

Fourth, while young adults in the Nordic countries in general have 

been in a more advantaged position than their peers in other European 

countries, the position of Nordic youth who are neither in employment, 

education nor training (NEET) are likely to have been more ambiguous. 

Social control mechanisms are likely to take other forms in prosperous 

welfare states and work-oriented societies than in societies with low em-

ployment rates and mass unemployment. In a country with a predomi-

nantly wealthy population and high employment rates the life situation of 

young adults out of paid work and with low formal qualifications can easi-

ly come to be seen as self-inflicted.  

Especially in the service-intensive and activation-oriented Nordic wel-

fare states young adults out of paid work and regular education have 

probably been more exposed to the help, control and moral concern of 

others. In other words we assume that Nordic youth out of paid work and 

regular education in certain respects have met more formal help and so-

cial control than young adults in countries with mass unemployment and 
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welfare states giving lower priority to active labour market measures. 

Different from the Nordic countries, youth in less prosperous countries 

and small welfare states may subjectively or objectively lack resources or 

be out of paid work, but nevertheless not be conceived as in need of help 

or assistance by others (Hvinden 1995).  

1.5 Scope of the present report: focus on social 
regulation 

As the Nordic countries are shifting towards advanced knowledge socie-

ties where high levels of education, research and innovation are the keys 

to continued growth and competitiveness in the market, low education 

and poor school performance are main barriers to inclusion in the labour 

market. Given structural changes in the market we may ask whether the 

educational systems in the Nordic countries are able to furnish groups at 

risk with the qualifications they need to find suitable jobs. Additionally we 

may ask if we find systematic differences in employment rates which can-

not be attributed to differences in school performance and education. The 

present report is mainly focusing on responses to the latter, i.e. social 

regulation of the demand side in working life.  

When we in this report use the term “social regulation” we basically re-

fer to three kinds of policy measures aiming to enable minority ethnic 

youth and youth with disabilities to find and retain suitable employment: 

policy measures to prevent negative discrimination (ensure difference 

blindness), policy measures to compensate for disadvantages in a transi-

tion phase through affirmative action programmes (quotas, wage subven-

tions, targeted training programs) and policy measures to provide rea-

sonable accommodation of employees’ needs in working life. The report 

examines under which conditions social regulation provisions are most 

likely to enhance the labour market inclusion of minority ethnic youth and 

youth with disabilities, in the context of other provisions of significance 

for these two groups.  

While the project started by asking what practical impact social regula-

tion provisions have on the employment opportunities and prospects of 

minority ethnic youth and youth with disabilities, the team has increasingly 
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discussed how the outcomes of social regulation needs to be considered as 

interacting with differences between the Nordic educational systems (e.g. 

degree of selectivity and work experience within the school system), redis-

tributive social services (especially active labour market training), and so-

cial benefits (income maintenance schemes). The report takes into account 

the role of existing redistributive arrangements and possible synergies or 

incompatibilities between regulatory and redistributive provisions.  

Nevertheless, as much as the redistributive influence employment op-

portunities and prospects of disadvantaged youth groups, the main focus 

of this report is on the role of social regulation policies (legislation, finan-

cial incentives, information) and their functional equivalents (informal 

norms and expectations about employers’ duties). 

By focusing on the cross-national comparison of the Nordic welfare 

systems we are able to analyse variation in policy, legal design and impact 

within a group of countries with a more or less shared priority given to 

redistribution-oriented provisions (both social benefits and services). 

Additionally they have largely similar responses to supranational and 

domestic expectations to adopt new and statutory social regulation in-

struments to ensure non-discrimination in the labour market. At the same 

time we are taking into consideration the variation in overall performance 

between the countries and the specific combination of policy elements in 

each of the five countries. 

Based on combined analyses of new statistical data, legal developments 

and interview data, the report explores the overall significance of social 

regulation (wage subsidy schemes, non-discrimination legislation, reasona-

ble accommodation, employment protection, voluntary agreements) and 

their functional equivalents (informal norms and expectations about em-

ployers’ duties or corporate cultures internalizing such obligations) in pro-

moting labour market inclusion of young adults. More specifically the report 

examines what impact social regulation provisions have had on the em-

ployment opportunities and prospects of persons belonging to two vulner-

able youth groups: minority ethnic youth and youth with disabilities.  
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1.6 Why compare disability and ethnicity? 

According to a popular notion of equal opportunities all people should be 

treated in the same way to ensure fair competition in the labour market. 

This notion overlooks that in many instances, treating persons who find 

themselves in different social and economic circumstances in exactly the 

same way will reproduce or even reinforce such differences (Kymlicka 

2002, Lawson 2008). Difference blind rules may disadvantage minority 

ethnic youth and young adults with disabilities in relation to the majority 

population youth. In these cases, equality in labour market participation 

can only be achieved by treating different persons in dissimilar ways. 

Accommodating or compensating for the initial differences between these 

persons is not only a question of different values and wants, but of recog-

nizing different social and economic conditions.  

So far the literature has not systematically examined how the legitima-

cy (recognition or misrecognition) of minority ethnic youth and youth 

with disabilities have impacted the accommodation of their needs in the 

Nordic countries. Our report aims to cover this gap in the literature.  

The report assesses the case for seeing misrecognition and lack of ac-

commodation as significant factors behind troubled transitions from 

school to work, and the case for regarding social regulation (or self-

regulation) as important ways of preventing, counteracting and correcting 

exclusionary factors in the transition from school to work in the Nordic 

countries. Focusing on the cases of minority ethnic youth and youth with 

disabilities the report examines how the legitimacy (recognition or mis-

recognition) of the two target groups influences the design and implemen-

tation of public policies to promote labour market inclusion.   

Following Schneider and Ingram (1993) we may ask to what extent the 

social construction of ethnic minority youth and youth with disabilities 

influence the design and implementation of the labour market inclusion 

policy. Target groups of welfare policy measures tend to be attributed 

rights and duties, benefits and burdens dependent on whether they are 

conceived as responsible citizens making valuable contributions to socie-

ty, persons who are worthy of help and assistance from others, or as im-

moral persons and scroungers of the welfare state.  
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If a person is believed to be the cause of his or her own disability policy 

makers may view the person as irresponsible. In contrast, an external 

reason of the disability suggests nothing about the integrity or character 

of the individual. This is consistent with the existing social psychology 

literature which demonstrates that, in a variety of contexts, external at-

tributions of responsibility for an event lead to a greater willingness to 

provide help and assistance (Mitchell and Kovera 2006). 

Social regulation to ensure equal opportunities for ethnic minorities 

and persons with disabilities has evolved in analogy. As the first country 

to adopt social regulation to ensure equal opportunities the US first 

adopted such policy measures to protect and promote the inclusion of 

minorities and later adopted the same legal principles to protect and 

promote the inclusion of persons with disabilities. Affirmative action pro-

grams to end discrimination of ethnic minorities in working life was first 

adopted in the US in 1961. Later the 1964 Civil Rights Act outlawed dis-

crimination in employment. The term “reasonable accommodation” was 

born in the United States and was first adopted in 1972 as a duty to ac-

commodate the religious beliefs of employees. Later the 1973 Rehabilita-

tion Act and accompanying administrative regulations required executive 

agencies to practice non-discrimination, affirmative action and reasonable 

accommodation for persons with physical or mental impairments, current 

or past, or only imagined (Dobbin 2009:38, Lawson 2008:5). Later this 

kind of social regulation has been introduced or reinforced in the EU 

member states and Norway by the adoption of the EU race directive 

(EC/43/2000) and the employment framework directive (EC/78/2000).  

For a long time, Nordic governments, researchers and the affected 

groups framed disability policy in terms of “welfare”, “redistribution” and 

“capacity-building”, while the same actors tended to frame ethnic minority 

policy in terms of “multiculturalism”, societal recognition and intergroup 

justice. Yet, even disability law and policy have to an increasing extent 

been based on notions of discrimination, misrecognition and oppression 

and modelled as parallels to the social regulation policy developed in the 

context of ethnicity and ethnic relations.  

Disability is different from ethnicity in the sense that many persons 

with impairments behave, work, speak and walk differently from others 

or have a reduced working capacity. Despite the continuing discussion 
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about the “social construction of disability” we often find visible and tan-

gible differences between persons with and without disabilities (Shake-

speare 2006). These differences may be job-relevant and require to be 

accommodated to enable to person with a disability to contribute equally 

at the workplace. The need for accommodation at the workplace will usu-

ally be less of a concern in the case of ethnicity, although e.g. demand for 

opportunities to observe religious rituals during or outside the work day 

may require accommodation on the part of employers. How and to what 

extent such differences between ethnic minority youth and youth with 

disabilities are reflected in the policy design and implementation in the 

Nordic countries will be examined in the next chapters of this report.  

1.7 “Minority ethnic youth” or youth with 
“immigrant background”? 

A recurring question during the preparation of this report has been how 

we should refer to youth with background from non-Nordic countries as 

“minority ethnic youth” or youth with “immigrant background”. Is it more 

relevant to emphasise that they represent and are members of a minority 

culture or that they have (family) background from of a different country? 

The question is whether we want to focus on the responses from the ma-

jority population to differences in culture (language spoken between the 

group members, religion, customs and traditions, norms and values, cloth-

ing) or the transitions from a foreign country to the new host country 

(validation of foreign education, acquirement of language skills, education, 

housing and settlement, adjustments to the new labour market). Obvious-

ly the two processes are interrelated: the responses from the majority 

population is likely to depend on the how successful the transition to the 

new country is. Newcomers who learn to master the dominant language of 

the new host country are more likely to receive positive response from the 

majority population. Likewise, the coping strategies adopted by the new-

comers in their efforts to acquire knowledge of the dominant language, 

achieve recognition of foreign education or follow education in the new 

host country, and achieve paid work are likely to be adjusted to reactions 

from the majority population.  
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When referring to the population as “minority ethnic youth” we are 

interested in the reactions of the majority population; e.g. to what extent 

the particular needs of the individuals as members of specific cultures 

be acknowledged in the workplace. As argued by Charles Taylor (1992) 

“our identity is partly shaped by recognition or its absence, often by the 

misrecognition of others, and so a person or group of people can suffer 

real damage, real distortion, if the people or society around them mirror 

back to them a confining or demeaning or contemptible picture of them-

selves.” Social identity is not achieved monologically. Rather ethnic 

groups are socially constructed and maintained through interaction 

between members of society.  

If we focus on the transition to the new host country the immigration 

(“foreign background”) is more relevant. From this perspective the focus 

is on whether the individual manage to achieve sufficient knowledge of 

and master the dominant language, sufficient formal qualifications and 

eventually paid work. One concern is whether we find differences in 

school performance and labour market participation dependent on the 

country they immigrated from and whether such differences persist in the 

next generation. A second concern is whether the individual is provided 

with the necessary resources and opportunities to participate as full 

members in all arenas of society – including the labour market. Although 

this does not preclude an examination of intermediary mechanisms (e.g. 

the coping strategies adopted by immigrants and the reactions of the ma-

jority population), the focus is to a large extent on the individual and their 

abilities to adjust to the needs and requirements of the new country.  

A risk inherent in this perspective is that issues of recognition of col-

lective rights as a cultural minority is ignored or less focused upon. In a 

Nordic context “ethnic minorities” have more commonly been used to 

refer to national minorities and indigenous populations with a long histo-

ry in the country. Persons with parents who have immigrated from other 

countries have more easily been referred to as “second generation immi-

grants” rather than ethnic minorities. For the majority population or offi-

cial representatives of society a concern has been whether population 

groups who more recently have arrived in the country has legitimate de-

mands to group rights equal to those of the Sami population, Jews or Ro-

ma or rather should be considered as individuals irrespective of any 
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group affiliation or identity. From the perspective of the persons who have 

immigrated it has been a concern how long they need to live and work in 

the country before they are recognised as full members of society, and on 

whether their cultural differences are respected.  

When examining the practical impact regulatory social provisions have 

on the employment opportunities and prospects of stigmatized young 

adults we are interested in the interaction between the majority and minor-

ity population, i.e. the action choices and counter-actions (reactions) of the 

minority and majority population. This suggests that “ethnic minority” is the 

more relevant term. At the same time and vexing with this we examine how 

regulatory social provisions interact with education, vocational training and 

other services in cash and in kind. Previous research has examined the im-

pact (“effect”) of education on the prospects of labour market participation 

and whether differences in education level and school performance disap-

pear from parents who have immigrated to the next generation who are 

native born (“second generation immigrants”). Our report discusses the 

relevance of the findings from research on education for our assessment of 

the practical impact regulatory social provisions.  

As our main focus and concern is with the reactions from the majority 

population to differences in culture in ensuring inclusion in the labour 

market we find it more accurate to refer to “minority ethnic youth”. The 

policy analysis and our in-depth interviews with young adults and em-

ployers provide data on this. As is often the case in statistical analysis, our 

quantitative data only provide information about country of origin and 

not self-definition or culture (language, religion, life-style) as such(Heath 

et al., 2008: 214).1 The choice of terminology depends, however, more on 

the perspective and research questions addressed than the data that are 

available per se. 

 

────────────────────────── 

1Jonsson 2007: 463 argues that available survey and register data makes it impossible to identify ethnic 

groups in Sweden. He also refers to that under the Council of Europe framework convention for the 

protection of national minorities only Finns, Finns from Tornedalen, Sami, Romanies and Jews are recog-

nised by Swedish authorities as national minorities. While we agree that the official classifications are 

relevant for the analyses we would argue that they should be considered as social constructions in need of 

interpretation and not be taken for granted.  
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1.8 Concluding comments 

This chapter has argued that inclusion in the labour market depends on 

several interrelated processes. Given the complexity of the challenges for 

the Nordic welfare states we are not likely to be able to identify single 

solutions that would “solve” the problem. Rather what we can hope for is 

to achieve a better understanding of the interdependencies between poli-

cy measures. At best we might be able to identify general principles that 

may guide the policy design and implementation. 

To answer the main question – under which conditions social regula-

tion is most likely to be effective – the report proceeds as follows: Chapter 

2 accounts for the overall analytic framework for the report as a whole. 

Chapter 3 accounts for the data collection. Chapter 4 identifies main fea-

tures in Nordic labour market inclusion policy the last two decades. We 

examine cross-national similarities and differences in the design of the 

social regulatory and redistributive provisions of relevance for the labour 

market inclusion of minority ethnic youth and youth with disabilities in 

the Nordic countries in the early 2000s. Based on time series data Chap-

ters 5 and 6 analyses the statistical evidence available about the outcomes 

of the labour market inclusion policies in the Nordic countries for youth 

with disabilities and minority ethnic youth the last decade. In Chapter 7 

we consider how young adults and employers respond to the different 

policy measures and the strategies they adopt to pursue outcomes that 

they value and have reason to value. Chapter 8 concludes by summarizing 

the main findings and provides recommendations for future directions in 

Nordic social protection policy to enhance the labour market participation 

of vulnerable youth groups.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 



2. Understanding the policy mix 

An analysis of the challenges faced by the Nordic countries in promoting 

employment among young adults requires a theoretical understanding of 

the social construction of social protection policy. By social protection 

policy we have in mind the totality of policy measures with the aims to 

foster quality of life and opportunities for participation. The report exam-

ines such policy measures and their interdependencies or interaction to 

the extent that they have intended and unintended effects for the labour 

market participation of young adults.  

In Chapter 1 we argued that the inclusion of young adults in the labour 

market depends on several and interrelated and largely parallel transi-

tions. A number of policy measures influence those transitions in multiple 

ways. To fully understand whether and under which conditions public 

policy achieve its goals we examine how countries combine different poli-

cy measures and establish under which conditions we are most likely to 

find synergies between the different policy measures. The overall policy 

approaches of Nordic countries have been shaped by different national 

policy traditions, division of responsibilities and sets of actors participat-

ing in the design and implementation of the labour market inclusion poli-

cies for young adults.  

By comparing the system of social protection policies in the Nordic 

countries, this report clarifies the strengths and weaknesses of existing 

approaches and the scope for policy learning and improvements. For this 

purpose we distinguish between three subsystems of social protection 

policy with intended or unintended consequences for the participation of 

young adults in paid work.  

 

 The social benefit subsystem aims at providing income security for 

young adults out of paid work, at redistributing monetary resources, 

and compensating for higher expenses (e.g. child care, medical 

treatment, diet, transportation, heating). The subsystem aims to 



28 New Policies to Promote Youth Inclusion 

ensure that the person is equipped with the necessary resources to 

achieve or return to paid work, and is able to live a life a according to 

prevailing standards in the country. By guaranteeing a safety net the 

policy measures aim to avoid that the person become socially isolated 

and exposed to deteriorating health conditions and thus larger 

difficulties in (re)entering the labour market.  

 The social services subsystem aims at providing benefits in kind to 

young adults to compensate for various disadvantages and enable 

them to participate in the labour market and other sectors of society 

(e.g. education, training, personal assistance, assistive technology, 

public child care, health services)  

 The social regulation subsystem involves government efforts at 

influencing the functioning of markets and the behaviour of employers 

with the aim of promoting labour market participation for young 

adults (e.g. employment protection, legal protection against 

discrimination, legal duties and financial incentives for employers to 

provide reasonable accommodation, affirmative action measures, 

quotas, wage subsidies for trainees and employees with reduced work 

capacity, voluntary agreements between employers, trade unions and 

public authorities with the aim to promote labour market inclusion).  

 

Both the social benefit and services subsystems aim at redistributing re-

sources among differing population groups and equalizing their life 

chances. The provisions are usually financed by general taxes or contribu-

tions from the protected person and employers.  

By contrast, social regulation policies aim at remedying market fail-

ures. Governments seek to influence the labour market and their function-

ing as well as the behaviour of employers, e.g. by setting legal standards 

for health, security and labour protection in the work place (Majone, 

1993; Jordana and Levi-Faur, 2004:3; King, 2007: 67, 107). While policy 

measures for social regulation may take different forms, many of them 

follow the distinction between legislative means, financial incentives and 

persuasion through information (Etzioni, 1961; Vedung, 1998).  
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Each type of policy measures depends on different assumptions about 

how one may influence non-governmental actors. Legislation presumes that 

it is possible to force actors to behave in certain ways, or at least prevent 

them from behaving in unwanted ways, given the prospects of punishment 

if they do not comply with the rules. Financial incentives presuppose that it 

is possible to encourage actors to act in certain ways, even if they do not 

have to, because such measures are cost-effective or profitable. Persuasion 

through information presupposes that it is possible to have actors behave in 

a certain manner by convincing them of the intrinsic benefit derives from 

compliance, that it is morally and normatively right to do so, and that it 

would adversely affect their conscience and self-respect if they did not 

comply with the moral standards of society (“name and shame”).  

While redistributive provisions mainly address the supply side in the 

labour market, regulatory provisions address the demand side. Redistrib-

utive provisions involve social security during periods outside employ-

ment and provisions to improve the employability of persons outside the 

labour market. To the extent that employers do not recruit, hire, accom-

modate, promote, and retain disadvantaged young adults, public authori-

ties may respond by providing social security benefits or other resources 

required to enable the person to participate in the labour market and 

meet the requirements of potential employers (e.g. through education, 

vocational training, personal assistance, assistive technology). Alternative-

ly or additionally, governments may seek to increase the employment 

prospects of groups at risk by changing the behaviour of employers 

through legislation, financial incentives, and persuasion strategies 

through information (Bemelmans-Videc et al., 1998).  

Of particular interest here are provisions aiming to prevent discrimi-

nation and failure to provide accessible work places and appropriate ac-

commodation, on the part of employers. The last decade the Nordic coun-

tries have to various extents introduced legislation and voluntary agree-

ments to prevent discrimination on grounds of ethnicity, religion and 

disability, often influenced by policy developments in the EU and policy 

learning from the UK and USA. We basically refer to three kinds of provi-

sions aiming to enable persons belonging to ethnic minorities and persons 

with disabilities to find and retain suitable employment; (i) legal provi-

sions giving employers possibilities and constraints regarding hiring and 
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firing, (ii) government-created financial incentive structures for employ-

ers, and (iii) voluntary agreements and commitments to an corporate 

culture promoting recruitment and accommodation of the workplace to 

promote diversity in the workforce.  

Figure 2.1: Social Protection Policy as a System 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

As Figure 2.1 suggests, we regard Social Protection Policy as a “system” in 

the sense that the three subsystems are interconnected and interdepend-

ent with the effect that changes in one part are likely to have consequenc-

es in the two others, whether by design (with intent) or default (without 

intent). Whether policy measures in one subsystem further increases in 

the labour market participation of young adults depends on the effects of 

the two other subsystems. The social benefit system may provide econom-

ic incentives for social security claimants to seek paid work and cover 

expenses to services which make it easier and realistic to achieve and 

retain paid work. The effects of the policy measures in the social benefit 

subsystem depends, however, on the provision of education and training 

and other service in kind and whether the regulatory policy measures 

succeed in influencing employers’ behaviour. 

This report undertakes a systematic investigation of these connections 

and dependencies and their implications. Particular attention will be given 

to whether the Nordic countries have the right balance between the dif-

ferent subsystems to promote labour market participation by young 
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adults. While sector specific analyses are numerous and offering im-

portant insights, the broader picture has often been missing. The cross-

national and comparative literature on the interactions between the three 

subsystems and their impact is still limited (Halvorsen and Hvinden, 

2009). This report aims at rectifying this gap in the current literature.  

The distinction between the social benefit system, social services sys-

tem and social regulation subsystem is analytic. In actual policy making, 

the three systems are usually combined, and in practice some policy 

measures do not fall neatly in one of the two categories redistribution or 

regulation: e.g. wage subsidies to employers (provision on the supply 

side) may resemble opportunities to combine social security and part-

time work (provisions on the demand side). Although they primarily ad-

dress the demand side of the labour market, wage subsidies may have 

some of the same effects as individuals’ opportunities or obligations to 

combine social security and part-time work.  

Arguably one could see financial schemes aimed at compensating the 

extra expenses of employers (relating to accommodation of the work-

place, training of employees with immigrant background, perceived or 

actual lower productivity among employees with disabilities) as redistri-

bution of resources among employers. However, we primarily analyse 

policy instruments on the basis of their primary objective and not their 

possible unintended side-effects. For the purpose of our analysis, we will 

regard financial subsidy schemes aimed at changing employers’ behaviour 

as regulatory measures.  

2.1 Social regulation and recognition of diversity 

Recognition of diversity in the labour market and the labour force im-

plies a focus on the relational processes behind the difficulties in achiev-

ing and retaining paid work for vulnerable youth groups. Such processes 

have included denial of worthiness, silencing, assimilation and discrimi-

natory practices. Difficulties in achieving and retaining employment in 

considered a result of the processes, mechanisms and interaction pat-

terns, coping strategies, reactions and counter reactions of the young 

adults, co-workers and the employers, or more broadly the interaction 
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between the vulnerable youth groups and their social environment. An 

underlying assumption has been that we find unequal relations of power 

in the opportunities to define the criteria for being included in the la-

bour market reflected in the dominant assumptions about the work ca-

pacity of minority ethnic youth and youth with disabilities and to what 

extent they fit in at the workplace.  

On occasions an individual’s characteristics such as sex, religion, belief 

or disability can result in the inability to perform a particular function of a 

job unless the difference is accommodated by the employer (Waddington 

2007: 631). Minority ethnic youth and youth with disabilities may require 

accommodation of the work place, working hours or tasks to be able to 

perform the main functions. In general terms, to accommodate means to 

take something into consideration and let this consideration influence social 

arrangements, i.e. the workplace. The term reflects a claim for the need to 

move beyond tolerating and respecting difference to actually accommodat-

ing and taking into consideration the difference. The argument is that simp-

ly being treated in the same way as others may result in exclusion from the 

workplace, whereas different treatment could be essential to achieving 

equal opportunities in occupation and employment. The emergence of ac-

commodation as a legal duty means that duty bearers need – within reason-

able limits – to treat relevant individuals differently from the way in which 

they treat others to promote parity of participation (Lawson 2008).  

The trend towards recognition of diversity in the labour market in Eu-

rope implies that employers are expected not only to be difference-blind, 

neutral and non-discriminatory in their recruitment, training, promotion 

and retaining of employees. Employers are also expected to take the dif-

ference into account and accommodate that difference; i.e. to adopt a dif-

ferential treatment which takes into account and recognises that the em-

ployees have different legitimate needs (“diversity management”). Recog-

nition policy in the workplace or the human resource policy of the 

employer differs from affirmative action, such as quota programs to com-

pensate for a disadvantaged position in a transition phase before one can 

return to difference-blindness. Rather recognition policy refers to a sus-

tained policy to protect and foster differences in cultural tradition, belief, 

religion and/or organize the workplace in a way that appreciates the di-

versity in human abilities.  
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In order to understand the role of social regulation in the on-going re-

forms in labour market inclusion policy to promote the participation of 

Nordic youth we need to appreciate the legitimacy of the target group 

intended to benefit from the non-discrimination policy. We argue that in a 

Nordic context accommodation of ethnic diversity in the workplace has 

proved to be more controversial than accommodation of disability. While 

disability has been conceived as a result of biology, sickness, or accidents 

(“destiny”) and the person cannot be blamed for his or her own situation 

(particularly when it comes to clear-cut medical diagnosis), many people 

tend to assume that ethnicity is a “chosen” status; i.e. that the person in 

question could just choose not to identify with an ethnic minority. Accord-

ing to this perception, people of indigenous, national minority or immi-

grant background could choose to assimilate to the majority by abandon-

ing their own language and culture (“become Norwegian”,), regardless of 

their different background and visible traits like colour of skin and hair 

(Kymlicka 2002: 339-40).  

First, such regulatory policy measures have aimed at difference blind-

ness to ensure meritocracy based on individual achievements in the la-

bour market and prevent employers from less favourable treatment of 

job-seekers and employees despite identical productive characteristics (“a 

taste for discrimination”) (Becker 1957). Second, such policy measures 

have aimed at compensating for a disadvantaged position in a transition 

phase before one can return to difference-blindness; notably different 

affirmative action programs (quotas, positive discrimination) to promote 

the inclusion of underrepresented and vulnerable population groups in 

the labour market. Third, such policy measures have aimed at accommo-

dating different forms of diversity in lifestyle, self-identity and abilities.  

Several observers have noted that while we have seen a relative shift 

towards recognition in many Western countries, “justice today requires 

both redistribution and recognition” (Fraser, 1995:2). The labour market 

has cultural dimensions, expressed in norms and beliefs. Cultural norms 

and images have been institutionalized (routinized and come to be taken 

for granted assumptions) in the organization of the labour market, and 

tend to be biased against some individuals and groups. To ensure that the 

labour market is inclusive governments need to combine redistributive 

and regulatory policy measures. As a relative shift towards recognition, 
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the field of labour market inclusion policy has become wider and more 

complex (Williams 1995: 129).  

The increasing salience of diversity in public labour market inclusion 

policy assumes that we not only recognise what makes us all alike but also 

what makes us different. This diverts from the idea of equality to the law, 

as some categories of people will be attributed rights not conferred to 

others, e.g., religious holidays, the use of self-expressive clothing or acces-

sible offices. At the same time, this is based on the principle of universal 

equality; that we are different but of equal worth (Taylor 1992).  

In Europe today we find the clearest and most straightforward practical 

meaning of accommodation to diversity in the workplace for persons with 

disabilities. For instance, in order for a person with a physical impairment 

to be able to perform a work task practical changes in the workplace or 

other premises may be required. In other cases, persons with impairments 

may need flexible working hours, the modification of equipment, an assis-

tant or supervisor, or reassessing of non-essential tasks to other employees.  

Such accommodation are issues of public policy, as there is usually a 

need for legislation, voluntary agreements, financial support schemes 

and/or awareness raising campaigns and guidance of a social regulatory 

nature to ensure their provision. A common and immediate reaction of 

many employers is, however, that accommodations are costly and represent 

a disproportional financial burden for the enterprise. Given that employers 

have a legal duty to provide “reasonable accommodation” for jobseekers or 

employees with impairments, this employer has to document or justify that 

the costs of accommodation are disproportionate. To the extent that public 

provisions can offer capital grants, subsidies, tax credits or other tax reduc-

tions, technical equipment, advice or assistance the employer has less op-

portunity to plead “disproportionate burden” (Quinn 2010: 267).  

The principle of “reasonable accommodation” is embedded in Article 5 

of the Employment Framework Directive (EC/78/2000). With the trans-

position of the directive in Denmark (2005), Finland (2004) and Sweden 

(1999), the principle has been incorporated in their national legislation, 

while Norway (2001/2004) has adopted shadow legislation of similar 

nature. Furthermore, the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with 

Disabilities (UN, 2006) establishes denial of reasonable accommodation as 

a form of discrimination in itself. All the Nordic countries have signed it, 
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and Denmark, Norway and Sweden have ratified it. Altogether this means 

that reasonable accommodation for jobseekers and employees with im-

pairments is not left to the discretion of Nordic employers.  

Compared to accommodation of disability, accommodation to ethnic di-

versity has different and distinct meanings. Accommodation to ethnic diver-

sity may include public recognition of ethnic minorities’ observance of reli-

gious and cultural practices, and the granting of possibilities for exercising 

such practices (e.g. rituals like prayers during working hours and time off to 

celebrate religious holidays), exemption from dress codes (e.g. allowing the 

wearing of kippa, turban or headscarf at work) and respecting rules for 

appropriate food (e.g. providing kosher or halal food in the work canteens).  

Other forms of accommodation are primarily related to being an immi-

grant from a faraway country (e.g. adding unpaid leave from work or tak-

ing children out of school for some extra weeks in connection to visits to 

the immigrant’s country of origin during the host society’s holiday sea-

sons), but many people belonging to the majority population probably 

perceive such accommodations as “ethnic” and an undue privilege.  

While the principle of reasonable accommodation is not explicitly men-

tioned in the Racial Equality Directive (2000/43/EC), the directive allows 

for positive action measures “to prevent or compensate for disadvantages 

linked to racial or ethnic origin”. With the transposition of the directive in 

Denmark (2004), Finland (2003) and Sweden (1999), the principle is incor-

porated in their national legislation, while Norway (2005) has adopted 

shadow legislation of similar nature. Furthermore, the UN Convention on 

the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination (1965) Article 2(2) 

contains a certain obligation to protect the equal enjoyment of human rights 

through the establishment of special measures when the circumstances so 

warrant. Special measures are defined in article 1(4) as measures taken for 

the sole purpose of securing adequate advancement of certain racial or 

ethnic groups or individuals to ensure their equal enjoyment or exercise of 

human rights and fundamental freedoms. The recommendations of the 

Committee on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination provide 

practical guidance on the meaning of special measures and more specifically 

on the scope of the state party obligation to establish such measures (UN 

2009). All Nordic countries have ratified the convention.  
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2.2 Labour Market Inclusion as the result of social 
interaction 

In structuration theory a social system is defined as a set of reproduced 

social practices and relations between actors. Social systems are relatively 

bounded social practices that link persons across time and space 

(Giddens, 1984:25). In line with this perspective we regard “the social 

protection system” as relatively bounded practices that link actors togeth-

er across time and space with the aims to foster quality of life, social secu-

rity and opportunities for participation; we are not only focusing on the 

rules and resources which frame practices but also the relevant actors and 

the relations between them. In other words, social systems can be regard-

ed as reproduced social interaction patterns. 

The focus on the systemeness of social practices allows examinations 

of the relations between different loosely coupled practices. When analys-

ing the “systemeness” of Nordic social protection we are interested in how 

social entities as wholes, comprised of interacting components, are oper-

ating in and co-evolving with their environment; i.e. to what extent the 

policy measures and actors are coordinated, support or contradict each 

other, and how they evolve within their environment.  

While a system perspective may provide a view of the relations be-

tween the policies and practices which by design or default influence the 

quality of life and employment opportunities of young adults, we need a 

focus on agency to examine how interaction between actors in the labour 

market (employers, jobseekers) and staff in social services influence the 

outcome of the policy measures.  

If we viewed the social protection policy only from a system perspec-

tive (without a view of how the bounded practices are produced and re-

produced by social actors) we would risk ignoring how reasoning and 

purposeful actors influence the social protection policy and its outcomes. 

Not only do actors have different and sometimes conflicting interests and 

values. They also have unequal access to symbolic, social and economic 

resources to pursue their interests. 

Efforts to explain the labour market inclusion of young adults solely in 

terms of relations between policy subsystems would miss out how actors’ 

choices and interaction influence the extent to which young adults man-
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age to achieve and retain paid work. Only by examining the experiences of 

the employers and vulnerable youth will we be able to achieve a complete 

picture of the practical impact of the policy measures.  

2.3 Concluding comment 

This chapter has argued that social protection policy can be viewed both 

from a system perspective and an interactionist perspective. We distin-

guish between three subsystems of social protection policy which by de-

sign or default influence the participation of young adults in paid work; 

the social benefit, the social services subsystem and the social regulation 

subsystem. To better understand the policy outcomes we complement the 

system view of the policy measures by an interactionist perspective on the 

reactions to the official policy objectives and measures by employers and 

vulnerable youth. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



3. Data collection 

Based on combined analyses of new statistical data, policy documents and 

interview data, the report examines the mechanisms influencing the role 

of social regulation in Nordic policies to enhance the employment oppor-

tunities for minority ethnic youth and youth with disabilities in the Nordic 

countries (Denmark, Finland, Iceland, Norway and Sweden).  

First, we have collected aggregated time series data (surveys and reg-

ister data) enabling analyses of changes in the rates of education, training, 

employment, school drop-out and NEET (neither in employment, nor in 

education nor training) for vulnerable youth groups in the Nordic coun-

tries. The data provide descriptive statistics about the development and 

insight in the factors that influence the activity and in-activity rates. Sec-

ond, we have collected qualitative interview data which provide insights 

in the social mechanisms and processes that may account for the devel-

opment trends and systematic differences we identify in the statistical 

data. Third, we have collected policy documents and available figures on 

priorities in Nordic welfare policy. 

3.1 Time series data and outcome measures 

Our collection of time series data has enabled analyses of changes in the 

rates of education and training, employment and NEET (Not in Employ-

ment, Education or Training) for minority ethnic youth and youth with 

disabilities in Denmark, Finland, Norway and Sweden. Unfortunately, 

relevant data have not been available from the Icelandic statistics bureau. 

However, for young adults with disabilities we have achieved time series 

data from Iceland via EU-SILC.  

Time series data have allowed us to examine whether we find changes in 

the activity rates for young adults that can be related to significant changes 

in public policy and not only the business cycle. We have examined whether 
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we find breaks in the time series which can be related to changes in the 

social redistribution (income maintenance, active labour market measures) 

and/or social regulation (employment protection, non-discrimination, quo-

tas). Because such reforms are specific for each country we have looked for 

any results of the national reforms separately for each country.  

In the study we report from, we have been particularly interested in 

whether we find any evidence of changes in the employment rates. Addi-

tionally we have examined participation rates in education and training, 

and also the inactivity rates among young adults. While regular employ-

ment has been a main objective of the social policies in the Nordic coun-

tries, participation in education and training and NEET rates provides 

supplementary information about the activities of the two target groups, 

and to what extent Nordic social policy reforms have succeeded in en-

hancing the employment opportunities and preventing social exclusion of 

the two target groups.  

Arguably, for young adults the NEET rate (neither in employment, nor 

in education nor training) is more relevant than the unemployment rate. 

The share of young adults who are registered as “unemployed” is not re-

flecting the average youth population but only those seeking paid work. 

Because many young adults are studying full-time and are therefore nei-

ther working nor looking for a job, the group of unemployed persons aged 

15–24 is not necessarily particularly large. In some countries (including 

Sweden) the unemployment rate includes students who are seeking part 

time work in addition to their full time studies. Whereas the number of 

young adults who want paid work is interesting (also while they are com-

pleting their education) the most critical is whether students achieve reg-

ular paid work after completing their education or dropping out from 

school (Statistics Sweden, 2013).  

Because the categorisation of “education” and “employment” varies be-

tween the countries the opportunities for direct cross-country compari-

sons of the two activities are limited. Different from the other Nordic 

countries, in Denmark apprenticeships are classified as employment. This 

means that especially in the age groups 15–18 and 19–23 the employment 

rates are higher in Denmark than in the other Nordic countries. 
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3.2 Data on ethnicity in the Nordic countries 

In the case of minority ethnic youth we have collected time series data de-

rived from national register data. The data provide descriptive statistics 

about the development and insight in the factors that influence the activity 

and in-activity rates in 1997–2011. While individual level data would have 

been preferable only aggregate data has been possible to purchase from the 

national statistics bureaus (due to national data protection legislation). 

For all countries a division is made in five groups: 1) Native born with 

native born parents, 2) native born with parents born in Australia, New 

Zealand, North America, and EU/EEA countries except the Nordic countries, 

3) native born with parents born in Africa, Asia (including Turkey), Latin 

America, Oceania (except Australia and New Zealand) and Europe (except 

EU/EEA countries), 4) born in Australia, New Zealand, North America, and 

EU/EEA countries except the Nordic countries, and 5) born in Africa, Asia 

(including Turkey), Latin America, Oceania (except Australia and New Zea-

land) and Europe (except EU/EEA countries). We show the mean values for 

the group each year. For the year 2010 the information has been broken 

down according to three age groups 15–18(16–19; 18–19), 19–23 (20–24), 

and 24–28 (25–29) and gender (all, men and women). 

As a note of caution the composition of the group changes over time 

due to immigration and emigration (Swedish Government 2013:35-37, 

41). In some cases the NEET-rates in national registers might be too high 

because persons emigrating from the country do not report to the public 

authorities. In such cases the person will be registered as NEET while they 

in fact have emigrated.  

Especially in Finland – the Nordic country with the smallest number of 

immigrants and shortest story of immigration – some of the subcategories 

of young adults are too small to provide statistically significant data (es-

pecially for native born with two immigrant parents) as Finland historical-

ly have been more a country of emigration than immigration) (Korkiasaari 

and Söderling, 1998, Swedish Government 2013:27).  
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3.3 Data on disability in the Nordic countries 

We are at much more disadvantaged situation data wise in relation to 

disability than to ethnicity.  

Although the Nordic countries have put a great emphasis on strength-

ening the social and labour market inclusion of persons with disabilities, 

there is little statistical data of employment rates of persons with disabili-

ties. This kind of data has not been gathered systematically and all togeth-

er there is little information about the number of persons with disabilities. 

Therefore, the key question whether recent reforms have achieved their 

tended effect has remained inadequately answered.  

For Norway, Sweden and Denmark, some information is available. Statis-

tics Norway has collected data for the disability module to the national la-

bour force surveys from 2002–2012 (Bø and Håland, 2013). Statistics Swe-

den produced consistent time-series of disability surveys every second year 

from the 1990s until 2008(Statistics Sweden, 2009). Denmark – through SFI 

in Copenhagen – has produced consistent time series but at irregular inter-

vals (Kjeldsen et al., 2013b). In Finland no such information is available.  

The importance of improving disability data and statistics has been 

stressed by many (e.g. UN, WHO and EU). Wim van Oorscot et al. (2009) 

who carried out a comprehensive analysis of European comparative data 

on the situation of persons with disabilities conclude that although the 

efforts to collect disability statistics have increased significantly over the 

past decades, there is a great need for EU comparative data on the situa-

tion of persons with disabilities. They also point out that with a view to 

monitoring, cross-nationally, developments in the situation of persons 

with disabilities it is imperative to have longitudinal data.  

There are several reasons for the lack of statistical data on disability. 

One reason is the lack of international standards to guide the production 

and compilation of statistics in the field of disability. A second reason is 

that in many countries disability or health information is deemed as sensi-

tive personal data and collecting such data is prohibited under the law. 

Therefore national registers of persons with disabilities are rare. As a 

result, data about the employment rates for persons with disabilities are 

almost non-existing.  
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One way to obtain data on disability and to estimate the prevalence of 

disability among population is to use data collected in an administrative 

recording and registration systems on services for persons with disability. 

This kind of data is available in the Nordic countries, as they provide ser-

vices and income transfers for persons with disabilities. The differences in 

disability definition between countries and organisations constitute how-

ever a serious problem (Ward and Grammenos 2007). The number of 

disability pensioners of working age varies sharply across countries as a 

result of different eligibility criteria.  

Administrative data seldom covers information on participation rates 

of persons with disabilities. Prevalence data on disability is often collected 

through censuses and surveys. Survey-data enable to have information on 

the activities and well-being of persons with disabilities. In surveys disa-

bility is identified through questions such as, “Do you have any chronic or 

mental health problem, a (longstanding) illness?” and “Do you have any 

long-standing illness/disability/health problem/handicap that limits  

your work/daily activities in any way?”. There is quite some variation in 

identification questions between the surveys (Oorschot et al. 2009). 

Thereby, the findings are uncertain due to different definitions of “disabil-

ity” in the surveys and small subsamples of persons with disabilities 

(Blekesaune 2007, Molden and Tøssebro 2011).  

With few exceptions available surveys have not provided the oppor-

tunity to compare time series across different European countries. Often 

the samples have been too small to allow statistical inferences for young 

adults with disabilities. Consequently it has so far been difficult to deter-

mine whether reforms in the social protection policy have increased the 

employment prospects for young adults with disabilities in the Nordic 

countries and how they have fared compared to other countries.  

One exception to the general situation is the data sets from the disabil-

ity ad hoc module to the Eurostat Labour Force Survey in 2002 and 2011. 

The two data sets provide the opportunity to compare the employment 

prospects for young adults with disabilities in Europe with a ten year in-

terval. In the same decade the Nordic countries adopted a number of new 

social regulations to improve the employment prospects of young adults 

with disabilities. Given that all other factors were equal during the same 

period we should be able to evaluate the result of the policy reforms.  
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The team collected data from the disability ad hoc module to the Euro-

stat Labour Force Survey in 2002 and 2011 from the national statistics 

bureaus in Demark, Finland, Norway and Sweden. Because individual level 

data could not be provided between the Nordic countries we purchased 

aggregate data in cross-tables we sent to the national statistics bureaus. 

While Iceland did participate in the disability ad hoc module to the Euro-

stat Labour Force Survey in 2011 their capacity to provide the aggregate 

data appears to have been limited.  

This report utilizes the two ad hoc modules on employment of persons 

with disabilities. Data allow for an adequate distinction between persons 

with and without disabilities. 

As usually the case in population surveys based on interviews, disabil-

ity was defined on the basis of self-assessment. In 2002 the respondents 

were asked whether they had a longstanding health problem or a disabil-

ity. In 2011 the respondents were asked what kind of longstanding health 

condition or disease they have. If a respondent had at least one of the 

listed long-standing health problems the person was regarded as disabled. 

Both in 2002 and 2011 the respondents were asked if they were limited 

by health problems with regard to the amount of hours they could work, 

the type of work they could perform, and in their opportunities to travel 

to and from the workplace but the questions were structured differently. 

As a result of the differences, there are uncertainties of comparability. 

Only Norway posed the same initial question both in 2002 and 2011.2 

The reasons for the change in wording in 2011 was to investigate in 

more details health problems and difficulties in basic activities (separately 

and by listing diseases and basic activities) so that respondents did not 

forget to mention any problems. Contrary to the 2002 module, health 

problems and difficulties in basic activities are asked separately.3 Then, 

for pragmatic reasons, restrictions in participation in the labour market 

────────────────────────── 

2 See descriptions of the surveys available at http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/statistics_explained/ 

index.php/EU_labour_force_survey_-_ad_hoc_modules and Bø, T. P., Håland, I. 2013. Funksjonshemma på 

arbeidsmarknaden i 2013. Oslo-Kongsvinger, Statistics Norway SSB.  
3 “Do you have a longstanding health problem or sickness/disability?” and “Do you have any longstanding 

or permanent difficulties in the following activities?”.  



  New Policies to Promote Youth Inclusion 45 

(limitations in work) are linked to health or difficulties in basic activities 

by asking the respondent about his or her subjective view of the most 

important reason for the restrictions. To reflect the interaction between 

limitations in work and the environment of the person, a question on oth-

er reasons for limitations in work is added.  

The idea was to implement as far as possible the concept of disability 

as defined by the International Classification of Functioning, Disability and 

Health (WHO, 2001). According to this model limitations to work should 

be viewed in the context of interaction between the environment and the 

person; i.e. a relational model or “gap” model of disability. In practice, the 

2011 data set is closer to a medical model of disability.  

Table 3.1: Prevalence of long-standing health problem in four Nordic countries. 2002 and 2011. 
Both sexes. Percent 

 DK FIN SE NO 

2002     

16–64 19.9 32.2 19.9 16.4 

16–29 12.0 17.2 11.6 9.3 

2011     

16–64 23.8 57 41.1 16 

16–29 14.5 39 31.3 8 

Source: Eurostat LFS, Disability ad hoc module. Reported by the National statistical offices.  

 

For all countries except Norway we find an increase in the rate of self-

reported health problem, sickness, illness or disability (Table 3.1). Of 

those aged 16–29 years who reported a health problem or disability, the 

share of respondents with mild disabilities increased significantly in Swe-

den (from 53 to 72.9%) and Finland (from 47 to 78%). In Denmark the 

share of mild self-reported disabilities decreased (from 46.1. to 35.3%) 

and remained unchanged in Norway (34%) according to this survey.  

The national questionnaires suggest that the national statistics bu-

reaus have asked different questions, despite the effort to collect compa-

rable data. This may in part account for some of the national differences. 

While Sweden and Finland asked whether the health problem or sickness 

had existed or would exist for at least six months, Denmark and Norway 

asked for “long standing problems”. While Sweden referred to “health 

problem or sickness” and Finland to “illness and health problems”, Nor-

way and Denmark referred to “health problem or disability”. Different 
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from the other countries, the Finish interviewers emphasised that the 

problem did not need to have been diagnosed by a doctor. Such differ-

ences in the questions may have given different associations and may 

account for some of the differences between the countries.  

In the data we have purchased from the Nordic statistics offices we on-

ly have access to the self-reported health problem, not self-reported prob-

lems in basic activities. A recent publication of the first results from the 

disability ad hoc module 2011 suggest that “problems in basic activities” 

could have been equally relevant (Table 3.2). Discrepancy between the 

data we have received from the national statistical offices (Table 3.1) and 

the data reported by Eurostat (Table 3.2) give reason to caution. Obvious-

ly, uncertainty about which population groups the data covers may influ-

ence the rates of participation in employment and education, and the rates 

of inactive persons (NEET).  

Table 3.2: People aged 15–64 reporting a longstanding health condition or a basic activity 
difficulty in 2011. By age. Both sexes. Percent 

Country Age Only a basic 

activity difficulty 

Only a longstanding 

health condition 

Both health problem 

and activity difficulty 

Denmark 15–64 years 2.2 9.5 12.9 

 15–24 years 2.3 7.1 4.9 

 

Finland 15–64 years 1.3 33.5 20.9 

 15–24 years 1.3 27.3 6.5 

 

Iceland  15–64 years 2.0 29.4 17.2 

 15–24 years 2.8 26.3 15.0 

 

Sweden 15–64 years 1.3 26.4 14.7 

 15–24 years 0.9 21.6 8.3 

Source: Eurostat LFS, Disability ad hoc module 2011. Reported by Eurostat.
4
 

 

Table 3.2 suggests that of the Nordic countries, Finland had the highest 

share of persons with a longstanding health condition and also the highest 

share of persons with both a health and activity difficulty in the general 

adult population (15–64 years). Of the Nordic countries, Iceland had the 

────────────────────────── 

4http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/portal/page/portal/health/disability/data/ad_hoc_module 
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highest share of persons with a longstanding health condition and also the 

highest share of persons with both a health and activity difficulty in the 

youth population (15–24 years). Figures for Norway was not available. 

Although the age groups are different in Table 3.1 and 3.2, figures about 

the general adult population suggest that we get significantly smaller per-

centages if we only focus on those with both a health problem and activity 

difficulty. Arguably this later population group is more relevant in our 

examinations of “disability policy” than the broader category of all per-

sons with a self-reported health problem.  

Another dataset that enables some analyses on the employment of dis-

abled youth is the EU-Statistics on Income and Living Conditions (EU-SILC) 

which has annual data for the European Union countries and for several 

other countries, including Iceland and Norway. Although the sample size 

is large, the number of cases belonging to a more specific population 

group remains low. This is also the case for youth with disabilities. 

In EU-SILC disability is defined on the basis of self-assessment of health. 

Respondents are asked whether they suffer from any a chronic (long-

standing) illness or condition. Answer alternatives are yes and no. A further 

question concerns the limitations in activities owing to health problems. An-

swer alternatives are yes, strongly limited, yes, limited, and no, not limited.  

For our purpose we have constructed three groups to make a differ-

ence between those whose health problems which limit daily activities 

from those whose health-problems which do not limit their activities. The 

three groups we compare are thus 1) young people with no long-standing 

health problems, 2) young people who have long-standing health prob-

lems, but their daily activities are notlimited owing to these problems and 

3) young people with long-standing health problems whose daily activi-

ties are strongly or to some extent limited.  

Due to a small number of respondents, in some parts of the analyses, 

only two groups can be separated; young people without long-standing 

health problems (i.e. young people without disability) and young people 

with disability (having some long-standing health problems). The number 

of youth with long-standing health problems vary from 104 to 409. The 

number of youth with more severe disability (whose daily activities are 

strongly limited because of health problems) is very low. Because of the 

small number of cases, it is in most cases impossible to draw reliable anal-
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yses for this sub-category. In Chapter 5 on disability, following the guide-

lines of the EU-SILC, we use an asterisk (*) if the unweighted number of 

cases is smaller than 20. 

Table 3.3: Percentage of young people with long-standing health problem as a share of age 
group and those with activity limitations (some or strong) as a share of those having long-
standing health problems (number of unweighted cases)  

  2005 2008 2011 

Denmark Young with long-standing health problems  13.7% (130)  13.5% (123)  15.3% (109)  

 – of which those with activity limitations  48.4% (68)  60.5% (73)  50.3% (61) 

 

Finland Young with long-standing health problems 20.3% (409) 17.3% (311) 19.3% (290) 

 – of which those with activity limitations 58.2% (229)  40.3% (141) 45.2% (141) 

 

Iceland Young with long-standing health problems 16.3% (111) 16.4% (104) 20.6% (139) 

 – of which those with activity limitations 72.0% (81) 48.8% (57) 58.7% (83) 

 

Norway Young with long-standing health problems 18.6% (221) 22.6% (234) 26.4% (209) 

 – of which those with activity limitations 46.9% (105) 33.2% (75) 61.0% (127) 

 

Sweden Young with long-standing health problems  22.9% (288) 20.8% (291) 17.0% (198) 

 – of which those with activity limitations 43.1% (124) 35.7% (100) 40.4% (80) 

Source: EU-Statistics on Income and Living Conditions.  

 

Table 3.3 suggests that there a no clear trends in the rate of youth with long-

standing health problems and activity limitations between 2005 and 2011. 

The share of young people with long-standing health problems varies be-

tween 13 to 26%. Denmark displays the lowest shares, and has a rather 

stable development. Finland is another country with a rather stable devel-

opment, but the share of young people with long-standing health problem is 

higher than in Denmark. In Norway and Iceland the share of young people 

with long-standing health problem has increased over the period of exami-

nation, whereas the share has declined in Sweden.  

The share of young people whose long-standing health problem limit 

their daily activities either to some or strong extent varies also across 

countries and time. A rough approximation is that half of those with a 

long-standing health problem has some activity limitations.  

The Eurostat data (Table 3.1) suggests that a somewhat larger propor-

tion of young people see themselves as having a disability now than a 

decade ago, but first of all in Finland and Sweden. The EU-SILC data sup-

ports that a higher share of young people in Finland report to have a 
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health problem (Table 3.3). According to national labour force surveys the 

rate of young adults with self-reported disability has been unchanged in 

Norway since 2002 (8 to 9%) (Bø and Håland, 2013). Mykletun and Knud-

sen (2009) find that the prevalence of psycho-social disabilities has been 

stable in Norway between 1992 and 2003.  

The surprising intra-Nordic differences in reported disability are 

probably due to different operationalizations of disability. In an examina-

tion of how disability definitions affect research results Molden and 

Tøssebro (2012) reported that the employment rate among Norwegians 

with disabilities varied with as much as 26% in the same data set depend-

ing on the definition of disability. Overall, these provisional findings em-

phasise the need to see employment or NEETs rates in the light of how 

large proportion of the group who report having a disability in each of the 

Nordic countries.  

3.4 Interview data 

Based on a common topic guide employers (four in Iceland, eight in Nor-

way), professional service providers (eight in Iceland) and vulnerable youth 

were interviewed (sixteen in Iceland, twelve in Norway). The interview data 

provide insights in how relational factors further or hamper the transition 

from education to employment for vulnerable or stigmatized young adults.  

The employers were invited to participate because of their reputation to 

be more active promotion of diversity in the workforce compared to many 

other enterprises. The sample of employers include enterprises where the 

leaders have committed themselves to inclusion of ethnic minorities or 

persons with disabilities, i.e. employers who are known to have an active 

policy to recruitment and promote the inclusion of ethnic minorities and/or 

persons with disabilities in the workforce. The employers represented pub-

lic and private enterprises with more than 400 employees.  

The interviews with the employers documented the perception and 

experience of employers with social regulation policy measures, their 

working relationship with public employment agencies and support ser-

vices for employers, and to what extent they assumed any social responsi-

bility in recruiting vulnerable youth (ethnic minorities or persons with 



50 New Policies to Promote Youth Inclusion 

disabilities) in their workforce. By asking for real examples we achieved 

data beyond general and official statements (the espoused values), and 

achieved data about the employers’ actions and initiatives.  

Additionally we have interviewed minority ethnic youth and youth 

with disabilities who have succeeded in achieving paid work. The sample 

of interviewees has provided new insight in the conditions for success and 

practical solutions. To be able to identify conditions for success we were 

interested in recruiting interviewees who had work experience.  

The semi-structured interviews with the youth documented their trajec-

tories into the labour market and how they achieved paid work. Of particu-

lar interest were their experiences with social regulation measures aiming 

to prevent discrimination and/or failure to provide accessible work places 

and appropriate accommodation, on the part of employers. In addition we 

were interested in their experiences with redistributive policy measures 

(social services in cash and in kind: compulsory education and training, 

active labour market training programmes, employment services, place-

ment services, apprenticeship schemes, income maintenance).  

In recruiting young adults who had achieve employment and did have 

work experience we relied on snowball sampling (Iceland) – including 

assistance from municipal activation specialists – and the assistance of 

organisations of ethnic minority youth and youth with disabilities (Nor-

way).The majority of the interviews were conducted face-to-face in the 

setting of the participants’ choosing. Two interviews in Iceland and one in 

Norway were conducted by telephone, and one conducted with the assis-

tance of a family member at the participant’s request (Iceland). Important 

insights were gained through comparing and contrasting the categories of 

youth with disabilities and youth with ethnic minority backgrounds, as 

well as considering differences internal to these categories.  
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The interviews provided data about the social mechanisms and process-

es which determines the practical impact of regulatory policy measures 

aiming to enable vulnerable youth to find and retain suitable employment. 

The main aim of the interviews was to gain in-depth insights into the social 

mechanisms and processes which determine the impact of innovative 

measures designed to facilitate entry and sustainability within the labour 

market for minority ethnic youth and youth with disabilities. The central 

aim of the interviews was to gain a deeper understanding of processes un-

derpinning adjustment strategies of vulnerable youth and employers.  

3.5 Policy documents and legal data 

With the assistance of the other team members we have collected data 

about the labour market inclusion policy system (social benefits, services, 

regulation) in the Nordic countries. In particular we have benefited from 

comparative statistics from Eurostat and the OECD database. Additionally 

we have reanalysed existing research literature and policy documents 

from the Nordic countries.  

3.6 Concluding comment 

Altogether, the three main types of new data (statistics, interviews data 

and law and policy documents) provide a fuller picture ofunder which 

conditions social regulation is most likely to be effective. Until now longi-

tudinal data enabling examinations of changes over time have been scarce. 

This chapter has explained why the statistical data should be interpreted 

with caution. Small samples and differences in definitions of the popula-

tions and the dependent variables (employment, education, NEET) make 

it difficult to draw definitive conclusions. However, the analysis of our 

primary data allows for tentative suggestions (or hypotheses) which 

should be examined in more detailed in future research. In the concluding 

chapter (Chapter 8) we identify how the Nordic governments may facility 

higher quality (improved reliability and validity) in cross-national re-

search between the Nordic countries in the future.  



 

 

 



4. Changing balances in Nordic 
social protection systems 

To fully understand whether and under which conditions social regulation 

policies is most likely to promote labour market participation among 

young adults we want to examine how the Nordic countries combine dif-

ferent policy measures and opportunities for synergies between the dif-

ferent policy subsystems; social benefits, services and social regulation.  

A key concern is the relative weight of and interaction between the 

three subsystems within the overall national system. Different countries 

do not only use different policy instruments; their efforts to enhance em-

ployment for persons with disabilities do also have distinct overall pro-

files. The policy profile or approaches in the countries have been influ-

enced by or framed within different national policy traditions, distribution 

of roles and influence between different actors participating in the design 

and implementation of the labour market inclusion policy (Halvorsen and 

Hvinden, 2009 , Hvinden, 2010, Halvorsen and Hvinden, 2011).  

4.1 Nordic labour market inclusion policy and 
vulnerable youth 

In general, the Nordic model of welfare has stood for public responsibility 

for guaranteeing cash benefits and social services to citizens through pub-

licly funded provisions that cater to all needs and the whole population, 

financed largely through tax revenues. The Nordic income maintenance 

(social benefit) systems have been comparatively generous, with the offi-

cial aim of providing benefits enabling people to maintain about the same 

standard of living during periods of unemployment. To fund these sys-

tems, the Nordic countries have promoted as high labour market partici-

pation as possible. Public authorities have taken an active role vis-à-vis 
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other main social institutions, especially through regulation of the labour 

market, stimulating tripartite collaboration and encouraging renewal and 

innovation in the economy in general (Barth et al., 2003, Moene and 

Wallerstein, 2001).  

4.2 Social benefit subsystem: health and residence 
as criteria 

In the Nordic countries redistributive policy measures have aimed at be-

ing “universal” and not limited to specific business sectors (or population 

groups. Generally entitlement to income maintenance during periods out 

of paid work has been restricted by the country’s rules for legal residence. 

Hardly any provisions have been dependent on becoming naturalized and 

being granted a formal citizenship in a Nordic country. However, we find a 

number of differentiations of the entitlements.  

Entitlement to rights-based social security benefits has been condi-

tional on a minimum duration of legal residence in the country and the 

amount of earnings and tax contributions made as an employee in the 

labour market. Young adults immigrating to the Nordic countries have 

been excluded from rights-based social security until they have a suffi-

cient record of labour market participation and legal residence in the 

country. For instance a single mother immigrating to Norway has not been 

entitled to single parent allowance the first three years she lives in the 

country (Hatland, 2011). While newly arrived migrants with legal resi-

dence have been eligible for means-tested financial assistance, the pay-

ments have in some programmes been lower than the regular social assis-

tance payments. This has been the case with the Danish Start Help and 

Introduction Allowance (Leibig, 2007). 

The distinction between rights-based social security benefits and 

means-tested social assistance implies a two-track system for income 

maintenance in the Nordic welfare states: Young adults have qualified for 

social insurance benefits if they have a previous record of labour market 

experience. Those with no or a poor record of labour market participation 

have been deferred to means-tested social assistance. The scope for local 

discretion in defining the benefit level has been greatest in Norway and 
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most restricted in Denmark and Finland, with Sweden in an intermediate 

position (Kuivalainen and Nelson, 2012).  

From a costs perspective many today argue that the level of Nordic so-

cial benefits – in interaction with relative compressed earnings in the 

labour market –create disincentives for young adults with little or no for-

mal education to find paid work (OECD and Canadian Policy Research 

Networks, 2005, OECD, 2013). Since the 1990s Nordic governments have 

adjusted their income maintenance systems on grounds of the changing 

demographic and economic conditions to strengthen the sustainability of 

social benefit systems. The Nordic countries have introduced stricter qual-

ifying criteria and/or reduced the benefit levels to avoid disincentives in 

the income maintenance system and reinforced their orientation towards 

employment-promoting measures – particularly in connection with young 

adults (Bonoli, 2010, Nelson, 2013).  

While the level and duration of participation in the labour market have 

been important criteria for being entitled to social security benefits, poor 

health and impairments have been important justifications for being grant-

ed rights-based social security benefits. To be classified as sick, impaired or 

having a reduced working capacity provide more legitimacy than being 

“unemployed”. If the person out of paid work does not have a diagnosis the 

person has more easily been blamed for his or her own situation.  

In the Nordic countries health-related reasons have been important 

justifications for claiming social benefits in cash and in kind. The last two 

decades the Nordic countries did not differ much from other Northern 

European countries with regard to total expenditures on social protection. 

However, the Nordic countries gave higher priority to disability issues: 

during the last two decades they individually spent more on income 

maintenance for persons with disabilities than most other European coun-

tries, except for Iceland which historically has been closer to the average 

for EU15 (Table 4.1).  

 

 

 

 

 

 



56 New Policies to Promote Youth Inclusion 

Table 4.1: Public social expenditures on disability related benefits. Year 2011. In percent of GDP 

Country Disability related benefits in cash and kind Non-means tested disability cash benefits 

Denmark 4.1 3.9 

Finland 3.5 3.5 

Iceland 3.5 1.6 

Norway 4.3 4.2 

Sweden 3.9 3.9 

EU15 2.1 1.6 

Source: Eurostat, Database for Social Protection Expenditure and Receipts, 2014. 

 

For newly arrived immigrants and young adults without a previous record 

of labour market experience and earnings (or contributions) means-tested 

social assistance has been the most relevant income maintenance scheme 

(Hatland, 2011). Nelson finds that Nordic social assistance programmes 

were among the European programmes with the highest adequacy level 

for alleviating poverty in the 2000s (Nelson, 2013:392-93). Yet the benefit 

level remained below 60% of the median income in the Nordic countries. 

In the general youth population aged 18–24 the risk of poverty was higher 

in Denmark, Sweden and Norway and to lesser extent in Finland than in 

other European countries (Eurostat, 2009 :42). This may reflect the work 

or contribution requirement in the Nordic social protection schemes other 

than means-tested social assistance. 

Altogether, in the Nordic countries young adults with disabilities have 

benefited from higher degree of legitimacy than young adults with short 

legal residence in the country and no diagnosis to justify receipt of social 

security provisions.  

4.3 Social services subsystem: education and on-
the-job training 

Expenditures: Generally, the Nordic countries have spent more on active 

labour market measures (ALMM) than other EU countries (except the Neth-

erlands). In 2010 ALMM expenditures ranged from 0.51% of GDP in Nor-

way to 1.40% in Denmark, with Finland (0.86%) and Sweden (0.8%) in the 

middle, compared to the 0.49% average for the OECD countries (OECD, 

2012). Although the expenditure on ALMM will drain the public purse in the 



  New Policies to Promote Youth Inclusion 57 

short run, the assumption has been that improved skills and competencies 

in the labour force will benefit the national economy over time.  

We find large differences in how the Nordic countries allocated the re-

sources to ALMM in general in the 2000s Among the Nordic countries 

Finland and Norway spent a larger share of total public expenditures on 

active labour market programs on income maintenance for persons with-

out paid work while they were participating in qualifying measures, often 

education. Sweden and Denmark gave higher priority to providing em-

ployers with financial incentives (cash benefits and tax reductions) for 

offering employment opportunities to persons at risk of exclusion from 

the labour market; on-the-job experience through support schemes for 

employers and wage subvention (OECD 2012, Table A and K). Although 

some of these differences undoubtedly are related to differing and incon-

sistent classifications of expenses across the countries, the broad pattern 

agrees with past research (Marin et al., 2004, Prinz, 2003).  

Number of participants in ALMM: Consistent with the priorities of pub-

lic expenditures, all Nordic countries except Sweden had the largest share 

of ALMM participants in training. Finland (52.5%) had the highest per-

centage of ALMM participants in training, followed by Norway (42.4%) 

and Denmark (41.3%), and with Sweden (8.4%) as the clear exception. 

Sweden (62.2%) had the largest share of participants in employment in-

centives, followed by Denmark (24.0%), Norway (22.4%) and Finland 

(19.5%). Denmark (34.7%) had the largest and Finland (7.7%) the small-

est share of participants in supported employment with Sweden (26.5) 

and Norway (25.8) in intermediary positions.  

In addition to the general labour market inclusion policies Nordic gov-

ernments have introduced targeted policy measures for young adults to 

enhance their inclusion in the work force. In particular the Nordic coun-

tries have since 2008 – in response to the international economic turbu-

lence – expanded education and training programmes targeted at young 

adults under age 25 to adjust their individual skills and increase their 

professional attractiveness for employers. Finland, Norway Sweden and 

have introduced a social right (“the youth guarantee”) to education, train-

ing or work for youth aged 16–24 years, while Denmark has introduced 

several “youth-packets”. Iceland has, among others, invested in early in-

tervention, counselling and education for young adults (“ungt folk til 
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athafna”). Norway has introduced the Qualification Programme which is 

an offer of training and vocational training for persons (often young 

adults) who have received means-tested social assistance for a long time 

(Halvorsen et al., 2012). 

In Iceland supported employment programmes (AMS – atvinna meᵭ 

stuᵭningi) has offered support to anyone with intellectual or physical dis-

abilities in regard to assistance with job search and placement, direct sup-

port within the work place if needed and acted as a liaison between the 

employee and employer. While the staff in the supported employment 

programmes generally do not work directly alongside individuals, they do 

liaison with employers if any issues arise. During the time of our research 

there were 332 individuals employed with supported employment pro-

grammes in Reykjavik. Of those, 58 received daily visits by support staff at 

the workplace. A further 108 received support visits once or twice a 

month and another 100 seldom required such support. The programme 

has not intended, nor likely funded, to have a support worker assist the 

employee throughout the work day. As such, the programme functioned 

more as an employment finding resource through the contacts the AMS 

staff had with local employers, as well as acting as a counselling service 

for employers.  

A prominent feature of Nordic labour market inclusion policy has 

been that policy measures should not be designed for immigrants specif-

ically or targeted at immigrants or their native born children. With the 

exception of Denmark (some job-centres have started initiatives special-

ly targeted at minority ethnic youth in the age 15–17 years old) we find 

no specific strategies for minority ethnic youth. Rather they are sup-

posed to be covered by the general labour market inclusion policy and 

general youth policy. One argument has been that targeted measures 

would be stigmatizing. All countries have, however, adopted measures 

for newly arrived immigrants; the underlying assumption has been that 

only if they are newly arrived they have special needs that are derived 

from their immigration. The programmes and requirements differ be-

tween the countries. Several of the countries have emphasized language 

training for immigrants.  

On-the-job experience through support schemes for employers and 

wage subvention have been used to a lesser extent among immigrants 
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than in the general population of out paid work (Leibig, 2007, Leibig, 

2009, Hardoy and Zhang, 2010). More often than for the general youth 

population education appears to have been preferred to on-the-job train-

ing on grounds that it has been more “difficult to find suitable training 

opportunities” for immigrants than others (Djuve and Tronstad, 2011).  

4.4 Social regulation subsystem 

To encourage employers to hire young adults Sweden and Denmark have 

reduced the tax for employers who hire young adults, while Finland has 

introduced wage subsidies to temporary positions for graduates below 25 

years(NOSOSCO, 2011, Ramböll Management Consulting, 2010). 

In the Nordic countries disability has justified more entitlements to 

reasonable accommodation and positive action measures than ethnicity. 

While the prohibition against discrimination on grounds on ethnicity was 

introduced earlier than for disability, Nordic policies to promote employ-

ment prospects of disability have to a much larger extent included the 

adoption of reasonable accommodation and positive action measures. 

4.4.1 Disability  

In the Nordic countries, early regulatory measures included legal provi-

sions giving employers duties in relation to employees with disabilities, 

such as strengthened job security through the general labour code. For a 

long time Sweden has had one of the strongest frameworks of labour pro-

tection legislation (OECD, 1994). Of the Nordic countries Sweden contin-

ued to have the strongest and Denmark the weakest employment protec-

tion provisions for employees on permanent contract in the 2000s, with 

Norway and Finland in the middle and Iceland closer to Denmark(Venn, 

2009 , OECD, 2013).  

Of the Nordic countries, Sweden has practiced a stricter enforcement 

of employer obligations for workplace accommodation on the grounds of 

disability than the other Nordic countries. By contrast Denmark has been 

among the OECD countries with the weakest job security protection and 

obligations for employers, and – of the Nordic countries – the weakest 
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protection against workplace discrimination on grounds of 

disability(Inghammar, 2006, Liisberg, 2011).  

Again this policy shift was embraced earlier and more clearly in Sweden 

than in the other Nordic countries. Sweden adopted non-discrimination 

legislation in working life in 1999. From 2006 the duty of employers to 

accommodate the workplace also includes new employees. The other Nor-

dic countries have partly followed up by introducing legal provisions 

against discrimination in employment and occupation: Inspired by Sweden, 

Norway first adopted legal protection against discrimination in 2001 and 

later amended the non-discrimination provisions in 2004 to ensure the 

same level of legal protection as in the EU Employment Framework Di-

rective (2000/78/EC). Additionally Norwegian state enterprises have the 

opportunity to give priority to job applicants with disabilities but in practice 

the use of the opportunity has been left to the discretion of employers and 

used to a little extent(Bull and Andreassen, 2007). Finland transposed the 

employment framework directive in 2004 and Denmark in 2005. Iceland 

has not adopted non-discrimination legislation to protect youth with disa-

bilities from discrimination and ensure the right to reasonable accommoda-

tion in the work place (Icelandic Human Rights Centre, 2011). However, in 

Iceland the law provides for affirmative action: disabled persons shall have 

preference for government employment over other applicants if equally 

qualified (Icelandic Human Rights Centre, 2008). 

There is no systematic information about the extent to which Nordic 

authorities have provided financial support or actually reimbursing em-

ployers’ expenses related to on-the-job adjustments or accommodations 

for persons with disabilities.  

Of the Nordic countries Norway gave the largest priority to voluntary 

social regulation to enhance the employment prospects of young adults; a 

Memorandum of Understanding to promote an inclusive working life was 

first adopted in 2001. Employers have entered into a collaborative agree-

ment with the NAV Inclusive Workplace Support Centre and committed 

themselves to work towards the objectives of the Memorandum of Under-

standing. In return the enterprises have been eligible for financial support 

to reasonable accommodation, but recruiting persons with disabilities has 

been given lower priority than reducing sick-leave absence and early exist 

from working life (Ose et al., 2013). Denmark and Sweden channelled 
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more resources in the form of subsidies for employers (wage subventions) 

to achieve work experience (Eurostat, 2013).  

In Iceland wage subvention has been adopted to foster the employ-

ment opportunities for youth with disabilities. The employment contract 

for disabled pensioners (Vinnusamningur öryrkja) provides the opportuni-

ty for the Social Insurance Administration (Tryggingastofnun) to negotiate 

with employers in the private sector to hire individuals with reduced 

working capacity and whose main source of income is typically a disability 

or rehabilitation pension. The initial contract typically beings with a three 

month trial period, which is then re-negotiated on a yearly basis (Regula-

tion on the employment of disability pensioners 159/1995). The Social 

Insurance Administration will subsidies the wages of the employee for a 

maximum of 75% but no less than 25%, with the intent that the subsidy 

will decrease each year until the 25% minimum rate is met. Thus the in-

tent appears to be that the subsidy is to act as a hiring incentive for em-

ployers, and if successful the employees are to be gradually shifted toward 

employment with little or no state subsidy.  

In 2011 there were 461 wage subsidy contracts made. The figure may 

not appear to be significant considering that in 2011 there were 15,197 

registered disability pensioners in Iceland (Social Insurance Administration, 

2011). However, more than 400 such contracts is still an indicator that they 

are a draw for employers and all of the Icelandic employers the team inter-

viewed used this wage subsidy programme. Interviews the team conducted 

with employers – both in Iceland and Norway – revealed overt references to 

employing persons with disabilities in reference to social responsibility or 

“the right thing to do”, rather than the financial compensation for doing so, 

but one could make inferences about the financial incentives in the subsidy 

programme for employers.  

Thus far none of the Nordic countries has required public employers to 

anticipate the needs of employees with disabilities to ensure workplace 

accessibility (anticipatory accommodation). Neither has any of the coun-

tries required that a party contracting with a public authority for the pro-

curement of goods or services take affirmative action to employ and pro-

mote qualified individuals with disabilities. However, the Norwegian gov-

ernment has adopted legislation to the effect that from 2009 public 

employers, private employers who regularly have more than 50 employ-



62 New Policies to Promote Youth Inclusion 

ees, and the social partners have a legal duty to work “actively”, in a “goal-

oriented” way, and “systematically” to promote equal opportunities and 

prevent discrimination against persons with disabilities. As is also the 

case for the other new social regulation instruments adopted by Nordic 

countries since the late 1990s, it is still an open questions how systemati-

cally and thoroughly the government ensures that relevant actors are 

aware of the rights and duties involved and puts in place appropriate ar-

rangements for supervision and enforcement, e.g. simple and accessible 

channels for filing complaints. 

4.4.2 Ethnicity  

International human rights conventions prohibiting discrimination on 

grounds of race, religion and ethnicity were ratified by the Nordic coun-

tries in the 1960s but the commitment was limited to ensure difference 

blindness and not accommodate that difference. Since the 1990s the Nor-

dic countries have to an increasing extent incorporated international hu-

man rights in national legislation, notably prohibition against discrimina-

tion on grounds of inter alia religion, belief and ethnicity in the Constitu-

tion and/or the Penal code.  

Sweden adopted a law against ethnic discrimination in 1993 and later 

amended it in 1998 with a special law against discrimination in working 

life (Proposition 1997/98). Inspired by Sweden, Norway first introduced 

legislation against discrimination on grounds of race, colour, national or 

ethnic origin in 1998 and adopted shadow legislation to the race directive 

in 2005. Denmark transposed the Race Equality Directive in 2003 and 

Finland in 2004.  

Non-discrimination legislation in Iceland has fallen short of the mini-

mum requirements set out in the Directive. Currently, there are no sub-

stantive policies concerning the promotion of the hiring, recruitment or 

inclusion of ethnic minority youth in Iceland. Arguably an underlying ten-

dency has been to view persons of immigrant origin as an economic re-

source rather than as full members who are entitled to corresponding 

rights in Iceland(Icelandic Human Rights Centre, 2009 ).  

Of the Nordic countries Sweden has adopted the most and Denmark 

and Iceland the fewest positive action measures to improve the employ-
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ment prospects of minority ethnic youth. Different from the other Nordic 

countries Swedish social regulation requires employers to carry out ac-

tions so as to ensure that recruitment methods reach an ethnically diverse 

pool of potential applicants. Whereas Sweden and Norway do not impose 

specific obligations on employers regarding the identification of barriers 

to equality, both countries mention in their administrative guidelines 

certain techniques that an employer may carry out so as to identify barri-

ers to equality (Craig, 2013).  

Since 2007 all Norwegian state enterprises have been encouraged to 

adopt recruitment plans to ensure the inclusion of immigrants and children 

of immigrants, In 2008 Norway adopted a moderate quota for persons with 

two foreign-born parents. In 2008–2012 public employers could choose to 

hire applicants with a minority background even if the applicant was 

ranked behind the most qualified candidate (Orupabo et al., 2009). From 

2012 public employers have to choose the applicant with a non-Western 

background if the person has approximately the same qualifications. 

In Finland (2004) “persons with an immigrant background” can be fa-

voured in recruitment when the candidate’s qualifications otherwise are 

equal. Additionally public employers must develop an equality action plan, 

identifying measures to foster equality and prevent discrimination.5 

There are currently no substantive policies concerning the promotion 

of the hiring, recruitment or inclusion of minority ethnic youth in Iceland. 

The emphasis has been on the conditions upon which foreign workers 

may seek to enter Iceland for the purpose of work and the grounds on 

which permits can be extended and terminated. This is suggestive that 

foreign labour is mainly conceived of by Icelandic authorities as a tempo-

rary resource. This is echoed in a report by the Icelandic Human Rights 

Commission: “In general, there still appears to be an underlying tendency 

to view persons of immigrant origin as an economic resource rather than 

as full members of Icelandic society, who are entitled to the corresponding 

rights” (Icelandic Human Rights Centre, 2009 ).  

────────────────────────── 

5 Act on the Promotion of Integration of Immigrants 1386/2010, Finland.  
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While Denmark has adopted the European Council Racial Equality Di-

rective (EC/2000/43), the Danish government has been reluctant to pro-

vide the opportunity to favour employees with an immigrant background 

in employment and occupation in a transition period “and only in excep-

tional cases [made] juridical and political allowance for minority rights 

and cultural claims based on minority status” (Hedetoft, 2006:403).  

4.5 Summary of priorities in Nordic labour market 
inclusion policy for vulnerable youth groups 

This chapter has reviewed the overall balance between social benefits, 

services and social regulation in the Nordic countries. Arguably the Nordic 

countries are witnessing a shifting balance between redistributive and 

regulatory policy measures to promote employment among young adults 

in general and minority ethnic youth and youth with disabilities in partic-

ular: While Nordic welfare states have a tradition of encompassing redis-

tributive or transfer-oriented arrangements to enhance employability and 

provide income security during periods outside employment, regulatory 

provisions to accomplish welfare policy objectives have been relatively 

less developed. Since the late 1990s, however, the labour market inclusion 

policy of the Nordic countries has shifted in composition and balance be-

tween policy measures. 

The Nordic have to various extents introduced reforms to enhance the 

financial incentives to seek and retain paid work (i.e. reforms in the social 

benefit and services subsystems). At the same time, the Nordic countries 

have introduced new legal provisions, financial incentives and voluntary 

agreements to prevent discrimination, positive action duties and/or fail-

ure to provide reasonable accommodation on the part of employers (i.e. 

reforms in the social regulation subsystem). 

Altogether the increasing salience of diversity has furthered a more 

complex mix of policy measures combining redistributive and regulatory 

policy instruments in Nordic labour market inclusion policy. Often the 

new policy mixes have transcended the public-private divide and required 

coordination between public authorities and employers. This transfor-

mation has in part been a response to demands for voice, visibility and 
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equal worth on the part of ethnic minorities and persons with disabilities 

(Hobson, 2003). However, Nordic public policies have also been influ-

enced by broader international changes such as the emergence of an in-

ternational human rights regime and the emerging EU policy mix of mar-

ket integration and social regulation to correct for market deficits 

(Halvorsen and Hvinden, 2009 , Whittle and Halvorsen, 2007).  

Of the Nordic countries Sweden adopted the broadest set of policy 

measures within all three subsystems of labour market inclusion policy in 

the 2000s. Finland and Norway allocated relatively more resources to 

income maintenance for persons participating in ALMM (labour market 

training, education in regular schools), while Denmark and Sweden chan-

nelled more resources in the form of subsidies for employers (wage sub-

sidies) and programmes to achieve work experience (Eurostat, 2013). 

Denmark introduced the “flexjobs” program in 2003 (Brix Pedersen 

2010). Sweden has invested more in sheltered work (Halvorsen and 

Hvinden, 2011). Still, redistributive or transfer-oriented arrangements to 

enhance employability and provide income security during periods out-

side employment are more developed than regulatory provisions as 

means to accomplish welfare policy objectives.  

Regulatory provisions as means to accomplish welfare policy objec-

tives have been relatively less developed although with not insignificant 

differences between population groups. The last 15 years the meaning of 

accommodation to disability have been codified in legal documents. In a 

Nordic context, accommodation of ethnic diversity in the workplace has 

proved to be more controversial. While the Nordic countries have adopted 

a number of positive action measures to improve the employment pro-

spects of young adults with disabilities the parallel policy measures tar-

geting minority ethnic youth have been more limited.  

In the last decade Danish policy has been more dominated by scepti-

cism towards ethno-cultural diversity than the other Nordic countries. 

While all Nordic countries have attributed importance to cultural “same-

ness” as a precondition for societal cohesion Danish welfare policy has 

become more influenced by scepticism to ethno-cultural diversity than the 

other Nordic countries (Kymlicka, 2012:14, 26).  
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Arguably the relatively low public legitimacy of ethno-cultural diversity 

has been reflected in the reluctance among Nordic politicians to adopt regu-

latory policy measures and innovative strategies to ensure the accommoda-

tion of ethnic diversity in the workplace and increase the participation of 

minority ethnic youth in employment (Halvorsen and Hvinden, 2014). 



5. The employment 
opportunities and prospects 
of youth with disabilities in 
the Nordic countries 

Have reforms in the labour inclusion policy improved the employment 

prospects for young adults with disabilities in the Nordic countries? Chap-

ter 5 examines whether we find any evidence of changes in the participa-

tion rates that can be connected to the introduction of new policy instru-

ments in the Nordic countries in the last decade and not only fluctuations 

in the business cycle. Based on time series data Chapter 5 examines the 

NEET (not in education, employment or training) rates and participation 

rates in education, training or employment for youth in general and youth 

with disabilities.  

5.1 Disability in the Nordic labour markets 

Several national studies provide indicators on the employment and em-

ployability of persons with disabilities (Linnenkangas et al., 2006, Holm 

and Happonen, 2007, Laiho et al., 2010 , Gould and Kaliva, 2010 , 

Hannesdóttir, 2010, Hannesdóttir et al., 2010, Andersen et al., 2011, 

Kjeldsen et al., 2013a). These studies show that persons with disabilities 

have much lower employment rate than those without disabilities. Alt-

hough employment rates are relatively high in the Nordic countries in 

general, this has not been the case for persons with disabilities nor for 

young adults with disabilities. Surveys among persons with disabilities 

suggest that a large proportion of Nordic citizens with disabilities have 

been practically excluded from gainful employment (Halvorsen and 
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Hvinden, 2009 ). To the extent that they were employed, they more often 

had marginal positions, e.g. as part-time or temporary workers.  

OECD (2009 ) aimed to collect comparative data on the disability bene-

fit recipiency rates. Although figuresfor the rates of disability benefit re-

cipiency were incomplete or uncertain, available data suggest that the 

Nordic countries were among the European countries with the highest 

proportion of recipients of disability related income transfers in the work-

ing age population (20–64 years) in the 2000s. 

Despite attempts at making the eligibility criteria more restrictive, the 

share of the working age population receiving disability benefits increased 

between 2000 and 2008 in Norway (from 9.1 to 10.3%) and Sweden 

(from 8.6 to 10.3%, with a peak at 11.3% in 2005) and remained almost 

unchanged in Denmark (7.0–7.2%). Only Finland witnessed a decrease in 

the disability recipiency rate for the working age population as a whole 

(from 8.8 to 8.5%) (OECD, 2009 ). 

The general picture is reflected in the disability recipiency rates for 

young adults aged 20–34. In the 2000s the Nordic countries were among 

the European countries with the highest disability recipiency rates among 

young adults (together with UK, the Netherlands, Ireland and Poland). 

Moreover, during the last decade all Nordic countries witnessed an in-

crease in the disability recipiency rate for this age group, with Sweden 

(1.7 to 2.6%) and Norway (1.7 to 2.0%) having the highest disability take-

up rate. Denmark (1.4 to 1.8%) and Finland (1.6 to 1.8%) had a relatively 

lower disability take-up rate for this age group (Figure 3).6 

 

 

 

 

 

 

────────────────────────── 
6To improve comparability across countries, persons receiving sickness benefits for more than two years 

are counted towards disability benefit recipiency (which matters for Sweden). The same pattern has been 

reported in NOSOSCO 2012, Figure 2.8 (Norway), Figure 3.9 (Sweden) and Figure 6.9 (Finland).  
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Figure 5.1: Disability benefit recipiency rates. Percent of all aged 20–34.  
(OECD, 2009 ) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

More recent figures about a slightly younger age group (16/18–29 years 

old) demonstrates that of the Nordic countries Iceland had the highest 

proportion of young adults in receipt of disability benefit (nearly 3%), 

followed by Norway and Sweden (between 2 and 3%): During 1998–2011 

Norway and Sweden has had a similar development with a constant in-

crease of young adults in receipt of disability benefits, although the ratio 

has been higher in Norway than in Sweden. Denmark and Finland has 

remained at a lower proportion of young disability benefit recipients 

(about 1.5%) than Iceland, Norway and Sweden (Bernitz et al., 2013: 40).7 

According to Bernitz et al. (2013:41) the number of young males claim-

ing disability benefits was slightly higher than the number of women in 

Finland and Denmark. In Norway and Sweden, the distribution was rela-

tively even between the sexes, while Iceland had a slightly higher number 

of women with disability benefits. In all the Nordic countries, mental and 

behavioural disorders was the most common diagnostic group among 

young adults on disability benefits  

────────────────────────── 

7 For an overview of the social benefit schemes included in the figures, see Bernitz, B. K., et al. 2013. Unga 

förtidspensionärer. Studie av sju europeiska länder (Young Adults on Disability Benefits). Stockholm, 

Swedish Social Insurance Inspectorate (Inspektionen för socialforsäkringen) , page 37.  
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National data from the Finnish centre for pensions show that the num-

ber of young people (16–29 years) receiving disability pensions has slight-

ly increased in the 2000s. At the end of 2010, there were nearly 13,000 

young people on disability pension, which equals 1.4% of those aged 16–

29 years. According to Raitasalo and Maaniemi (2011) five young people 

under the age of 30 retire each day due to mental health problems. From 

2004 to 2009, the amount of depression-caused retirement in young men 

increased 60% and the amount of women increased as much as 42% in 

Finland (ibid.).  

5.2 Employment rates among youth with disabilities 

During the first decade of the 2000s young adults have lower employment 

rates than the working age population as a whole. According to Eurostat 

Labour Force Survey their employment has also developed less favoura-

bly. Apart from Sweden, the employment rates among the young de-

creased in all Nordic countries. The decrease in youth employment was 

most remarkable in Denmark (down 8%). In Denmark and Norway, where 

employment rates for those aged 16–64 decreased, the employment rates 

for young adults decreased even more. In Sweden and Finland where em-

ployment rates increased in the general working age population, the em-

ployment increased less among the young in Sweden and decreased in 

Finland (Table 5.1).  

Due to the methodological problems accounted for Chapter 3 (change 

in definition of disability and small N) the findings should interpreted 

with caution.  
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Table 5.1: Employment rates
8

 in 2002 and 2011, percent. All and self-reported health prob-

lem.16–64 years (all) and 16–29 years
9

 

Employment rate Denmark Finland Norway Sweden 

16 – 64 all     

2002 77 70 78 70 

2011 

 

74 (-3) 71 (+1) 76 (-2) 75 (+5) 

Youth all     

2002 73 59 66 51 

2011 

 

65 (-8) 56 (-3) 63 (-3) 54 (+3) 

Youth without disabilities     

2002 73 59 67 52 

2011 

 

68 (-5) 56 (-3) 64 (-3) 54 (+2) 

Youth with disabilities     

2002 63 58 54 55 

2011 

 

50 (-13) 57 (-1) 48 (-6) 55 (0) 

Absolute difference in employment rate between youth with and without disabilities 

2002 -10 -1 -13 +3 

2011 -18 +1 -16 +1 

Source: Eurostat LFS disability ad hoc module 2002 and 2011.  

 

Regarding the development in employment rates among youth with disa-

bilities we find two groups of countries: In Denmark and Norway the em-

ployment rates decreased, while in Sweden and Finland the employment 

rates remained unchanged (Table 5.1).  

When compared to young adults without disabilities we find again the 

same two groups of countries: In Denmark and Norway youth with disa-

bilities have lower employment rates than youth without disabilities. The 

difference between young adults with and without disabilities has in-

creased the last decade and more so in Denmark than Norway. In Sweden 

────────────────────────── 

8Employed was defined as those who during the reference week performed work, even for just one hour a 

week, for pay, profit or family gain, or who were not at work but had a job or business from which they 

were temporarily absent because of, e.g., illness, holidays, industrial dispute or education and training.  
9 For Finland the age groups follow the national statistical definitions. From 2005 the employment statis-

tics only cover adults (18 years and older); i.e. the age group for the Finish 2011 data are 18-74 years and 

18-29 years.  
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by severity of disability (all persons aged 16-29)

Youth employment rate in 2002 and 2011 (%)

very severe severe

moderate mild

and Finland the employment rates do not differ, nor do we witness any 

significant improvement.  

Unsurprisingly the employment rate was highest among young adults 

with mild disabilities and declined with increasing degree of severity. Of 

the Nordic countries Denmark and Norway had the highest employment 

rate for youth with mild disabilities both in 2002 and 2011. In all Nordic 

countries the employment rate decreased for youth with mild disabilities 

between 2002 and 2011, except Norway where the rate increased. For 

youth with severe and very severe disabilities the employment rate de-

creased in Denmark (from 57 to 30%), Finland (from 56 to 51%) and 

Norway (from 39 to 37%), but increased in Sweden (from 39 to 49%) 

(Figure 5.2). 

Figure 5.2: Youth employment rates in 2002 and 2011 (%). Eurostat LFS disa-
bility ad hoc modules 
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In Norway the decline in employment rate was most significant for young 

adults with disabilities in the age group 15–19 years and 20–24 years. 

More detailed data from Norway suggests that for this country the differ-

ence between persons with and without disabilities in employment was 

small for the youngest age cohort (age 15–19) but was larger for the older 

age groups. The employment gap increased with increasing age. This sug-

gests that while youth without disabilities achieved paid work when they 

had finished their studies youth with disabilities did so to a lesser extent.  

In the age group 15–19 years the employment rate declined from 43% in 

2002 to 39% in the general population and from 42 to 30 among youth with 

disabilities. In the age group 20–24 years the employment rate remained 

unchanged at 67–68% for the general population and declined from 56 to 

47% for youth with disabilities. In the age group 25–29 the employment 

rate remained unchanged at 80–81% in the general population and 59–57% 

for youth with disabilities. In the age group 30–34 the employment rate 

declined from 90 to 84% in the general population and from 57 to 40% 

among adults with disabilities (Statistics Norway 2013, LFS disability ad hoc 

modules 2002, 2007 and 2012)(Bø and Håland, 2013). 

The Eurostat LFS ad hoc modules suggest that the employment gap has in-

creased between young adults with and without disabilities, notably in Den-

mark and Norway. Do we find the same trend in the EU-SILC panel data?  
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Table 5.2: Employment rate among young without disability, young with disability (i.e. long-

standing health problem) and young with severe disability (some or strong limitations)
10

16–29 
years. Both sexes 

  2005 2008 2011 

Denmark Young adults without disability 52% 42% 32% 

 Young adults with disability  49% 51% 18%* 

 Young adults with severe disability  50% 40% 26%* 

 

Finland Young adults without disability 49%  50% 42% 

 Young adults with disability  46% 48% 45% 

 Young adults with severe disability  45% 40% 35% 

 

Iceland Young adults without disability 67% 54% 38% 

 Young adults with disability  75% 58% 35% 

 Young adults with severe disability  68% 36% 25% 

 

Norway Young adults without disability 46% 54% 43% 

 Young adults with disability  50% 46% 42% 

 Young adults with severe disability  40% 43% 34% 

 

Sweden Young adults without disability 44% 49% 48% 

 Young adults with disability  48% 50% 51% 

 Young adults with severe disability  36% 40% 49% 

Source: European Union Statistics on Income and Living Conditions (EU-SILC)  

 

In Denmark, Finland and Iceland the development is rather similar over 

the period of examination: the employment rates among young adults has 

declined between 2005 and 2011. In Iceland and Denmark, the drop is 

more notable among those young people with disability and especially 

among those young adults whose long-standing health problem limits 

their daily activities. The difference in employment rates between young 

adults without disability and those with severe disability was approxi-

mately 10% in 2011, while in 2005 the difference was much smaller.  

The development in Norway resembles that of the Danish, Finish and 

Icelandic: the trend is similar, yet more modest. Employment rates have 

declined both among young people without disability and young people 

with disability. In Norway, the difference between young people without 

disability and young people with severe disability has, however, remained 

stable over the period.  

────────────────────────── 

10 * If un-weighted number of cases if smaller than 20. 
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Sweden differs from other Nordic countries as the employment rates 

have increased rather than decreased over the period of examination. The 

increase is particularly noticeable among young adults with severe disa-

bility, and there is no difference in employment rates in 2011.  

Overall, available employment data provide a mixed picture of the 

Nordic countries. While some of the findings clearly are related to meth-

odological problem, the general trend is that the difference in employment 

rate between young adults with and without disabilities has increased or 

remained unchanged the last decade (Sweden being the exception). More 

detailed Norwegian data suggest that the difference increases when the 

young adults have finished their tertiary education, .i.e. after they have 

turned 20 years old.  

5.3 Education rates among youth with disabilities 

Employment rates and incomes are strongly correlated with educational 

level and qualifications(OECD, 2012 ).A regression analysis of EU-SILC 

data from 2010 found that on average in Europe having a tertiary educa-

tion increases the employment probability of males by 7% in comparison 

to people with (at most) lower secondary education. The equivalent for 

females was about 11% (Grammenos, 2013:285).The returns of education 

for persons with disabilities were significantly higher compared to per-

sons without disabilities (ibid. 287-88).  

In Norway, persons with higher education are more likely to be em-

ployed among all population groups, but among persons with disabilities 

this impact was twice that of non-disabled persons (Molden et al., 

2009).Survey data from 2007 found that 23% of Norwegians with disabili-

ties had higher education, compared to 37% of persons without disabili-

ties. More women than men have higher education, and the same is the 

case for disabled people (26 and 18% for women and men respectively) 

(ibid.). When controlling for a range of other factors (including gender) 

and adopting different operational definitions of disability, the most sig-

nificant factors for predicting employment participation among Norwe-

gians with disabilities were educational level, and next, severity of disabil-

ity and age (Molden and Tøssebro, 2012).  
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In Denmark,Kjeldsen et al. (2013a) found that among Danes with disa-

bilities (16–64 years old), 15% had reading and writing problems, while 

this was the case for 6% among Danes without disabilities. Among Danes 

with disabilities and reading and writing problems, 28% were employed, 

while this was the case for 47% among Danes with disabilities but without 

reading and writing problems. The corresponding figures for Danes with-

out disabilities were 69% and 78%. The findings regarding reading and 

writing problems demonstrate that not only health issues impact on the 

employment prospects of persons with disabilities but also depends on 

the design and inclusiveness of the national education system. For these 

reasons, a critical question is to what extent Nordic education systems are 

able to furnish youth with disabilities with the qualifications they need to 

find suitable jobs.  

For such reasons, a critical question is to what extent the educational 

systems in the Nordic countries are able to furnish youth with disabilities 

with the qualifications they need to find suitable jobs. In the previous 

section we demonstrated that the employment rate has declined or re-

mained unchanged among youth with disabilities. We may ask if this is 

because young adults with disabilities take more or longer education than 

10–15 years ago.  

The LFS disability ad hoc module data demonstrates that the develop-

ment in education rates11 differed between the Nordic countries. Among 

youth without disabilities the education rates increased in Sweden be-

tween 2002 and 2011, whereas in the other countries it remained at the 

same level. Among youth with disabilities education participation rates 

declined in Denmark and Finland, whereas it increased in Sweden and 

Norway. When looking at the absolute difference in education rates, we 

see that in Finland and Denmark the difference in education rates be-

tween youth with and without disabilities increased. In Norway the differ-

ence remained unchanged. In Sweden, however, the difference between 

────────────────────────── 

11Education covered students and apprentices in regular education during the last four weeks, and partic-

ipation in any courses, seminars, conferences, private lessons or instructions outside the regular educa-

tion system within the last four weeks.  
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youth with and without disabilities decreased, and in 2011 we find no 

difference between the two youth groups (Table 5.3).  

Table 5.3: Youth (aged 16–29) in education in 2002 and 2011. Percent 

 Denmark Finland Sweden Norway 

All aged 16–29     

2002 55 56 52 41 

2011 

 

55 (0) 52 (-4) 61 (+9) 43 (+2) 

Young without disability     

2002 56 57 54 42 

2011 

 

56 (0) 55 (-2) 61 (+7) 44 (+2) 

Young with disability      

2002 54 54 48 33 

2011 

 

45 (-9) 48 (-6) 60 (+12) 36 (+3) 

Absolute difference in education rate between youth with and without disabilities 

2002 (-2) (-3) (-8) (-9) 

2011 (-11) (-7) (-1) (-8) 

Sources: Eurostat LFS disability ad hoc modules 2002 and 2011.  

 

We find two contrasting development trends in educational attainment in 

the Nordic countries: declining participation rates and increasing differ-

ences in Denmark and Finland versus increasing participation and de-

creasing differences in Sweden. Norway has remained unchanged.  

More detailed data from Norway suggests that for this country the ed-

ucation rate remained unchanged between 2002 and 2012 for men and 

women in general but with an increase in educational participation for 

women aged 20–24. We find a more mixed picture among men and wom-

en with disabilities. Some of the variations are probably due to the smaller 

samples for young adults with disabilities. We might, however, observe an 

increase in the share of young men with disabilities in education (aged 

20–24) (Table 5.4 and 5.5).  
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Table 5.4: Men. Youth in education. All and disabled (self-reported). Percent. Norway  

All men  Men with disabilities 

Age/year 2002 2007 2012  2002 2007 2012 

15–19  83.6 79.8  82.6  77.8 87.5 78.5 

20–24 33.1 31.7 32.7  20.0 23.1 38.5 

25–29  13.1 9.5 13.8  20.0 8.3 6.3 

Source: Statistics Norway, LFS disability ad hoc modules (AKU)  

Table 5.5: Women. Youth in education. All and disabled (self-reported). Percent. Norway  

All women  Women with disabilities 

Age/year 2002 2007 2012  2002 2007 2012 

15–19  88.5 85.4 87.3  87.5 83.3 62.5 

20–24 40.3 40.6 45.9  27.3 33.3 31.3 

25–29  17.3 14.7 16.3  14.3 20.0 13.3 

Source: Statistics Norway, LFS disability ad hoc modules (AKU).  

 

EU-SILC data suggest that there is a link between employment rates and 

education participation rates. In countries where employment rates have 

decreased over the period of examination, education rates have increased 

and vice versa. Denmark and Finland had an increase in education partici-

pation rates, while Sweden had a decrease. In Iceland and Norway the 

development was more mixed or the education participation rates re-

mained unchanged (Table 5.6). 
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Table 5.6: A share of those in education (education rate) among young without disability, 
young with disability (i.e. long-standing health problem) and young with severe disability 
(some or strong limitations)  

  2005 2008 2011 

Denmark Young adults without disability 51% 60% 66% 

 Young adults with disability  52% 39% 62% 

 Young adults with severe disability  47% 54% 66% 

 

Finland Young adults without disability 53% 54% 55% 

 Young adults with disability  59% 56% 58% 

 Young adults with severe disability  40% 46% 48% 

 

Iceland Young adults without disability 56% 53% 61% 

 Young adults with disability  49% 45% 59% 

 Young adults with severe disability  51% 33% 53% 

 

Norway Young adults without disability 57% 46% 52% 

 Young adults with disability  54% 49% 56% 

 Young adults with severe disability  50% 46% 55% 

 

Sweden Young adults without disability 47% 46% 42% 

 Young adults with disability  46% 42% 42% 

 Young adults with severe disability  46% 38% 33% 

Source: European Union Statistics on Income and Living Conditions (EU-SILC)  

 

During the period of study the changes in education rates are more mod-

est than in employment rates. The most notable changes have taken place 

in Denmark, where education rates among severely disabled young adults 

have increased significantly and in Sweden where it has on contrary de-

clined (but on the other hand their employment rate has increased over 

the period of examination). 

Not only Eurostat LFS disability ad hoc modules and Norwegian survey 

data but also EU-SILC data demonstrate that the difference between 

young adults with and without disability is smaller in education than in 

employment rates (Sweden being an exception) (Table 5.6). 

5.4 NEET-rates among youth with disabilities 

NEET rates has a an additional value to that of unemployment rates as it 

eliminates those still in school and identify those who are disengaged 

from labour market, education or training, and who potentially may be 

mobilised to participate in the labour market. The denominator of the 
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NEET rates is the total population of young adults while the unemploy-

ment rates only refers to the economically active members of the popula-

tion. This is why NEET rates tend to be lower than unemployment 

rates(Eurofound, 2012: 23).  

NEETs covers a heterogeneous population, including young carers and 

young adults with family responsibilities not available to the labour mar-

ket. Included in the NEET figures are also the conventional short-term and 

long-term unemployed who are actively seeking employment as well as 

discouraged workers (ibid., p. 24). The NEET population covers early 

school leavers and drop-outs who lack formal qualifications, persons who 

have a diploma but nevertheless experience difficulties in achieving paid 

work, as well as persons not available to the labour market (including care 

givers) (OECD, 2010).  

Earlier research suggest that the NEET population fluctuates during 

the course of the year (Quintini and Martin, 2006). Short time spells as 

NEET is likely to reflect frictional unemployment; i.e. short transition pe-

riods between education and employment. As argued by Bäckman and 

Nilsson (2013) the young adults most at riskare those in NEET for longer 

time spells. To get a more accurate picture of the temporal dimension of 

the transitions in and out of the labour market we would need individual 

level data – which has not been available. While available aggregate data 

do not provide information about the duration of the NEET status, change 

in the NEET rates the last 10–15 years is nevertheless an indicator of the 

changes in difficulties in converting education to employment or the fric-

tion in the transition from school to work.  

In the general youth population, NEET rates in the Nordic countries are 

larger in the older age groups. In 2012 gender differences were small except 

for the oldest age group with a larger NEET among women (Table 5.7).  

Table 5.7: NEET rates in the general youth population (%). 2012. Age/gender difference* 

 15–19 years 15–24 years 25–29 years 

 Total  Gender difference Total Gender difference Total Gender difference 

DK 3.8 -0.6 6.3 -0.3 10.5 2.9 

FIN 4.3 0.1 8.4 -0.5 13.0 6.6 

SE 4.2 -0-9  7.5 -0.3 8.4 3.7  

Source: Eurofound (2012: 29). Data from Iceland and Norway were not available.  

* female – male difference. 
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What is new information in this section is data on development trends in 

NEET among Nordic youth with disabilities. According to the LFS disability ad 

hoc module data from 2002 and 2011, the NEET rate remained unchanged for 

young adults without disabilities in all four Nordic countries. For young adults 

with disabilities the NEET rate increased in Denmark (from 11 to 19%) and 

Norway (from 21 to 24%) while the rate remained unchanged in Finland 

(from 15 to 14%) and decreased in Sweden (from 13 to 8%). Both young 

adults with disabilities had significantly higher NEET rates in all Nordic coun-

tries, except Sweden in 2011.  

Table 5.8: Youth (aged 16–29) Not in in employment, education or training in 2002 and 2011. Percent 

 Denmark Finland Sweden Norway 

All aged 16–29     

2002 6 11 9 7 

2011 8 (+2) 11 (0) 7 (-2) 7 (0) 

Without disability     

2002 5 9 8 6 

2011 6 (+1) 9 (0) 7 (-1) 6 (0) 

With disability      

2002 11 15 13 21 

2011 19 (+8) 14 (-1) 8 (-5) 24 (-3) 

Absolute difference in NEET rate between young with and without disabilities 

2002 (-6) (-6) (-5) (-15) 

2011 (-13) (-5) (-1) (-18) 

Source: Eurostat LFS disability ad hoc module 2002 and 2011.  

 

More detailed data from Norway suggests that for this country the NEET 

rate was higher for persons with disabilities in all age groups but particu-

larly from the age of 20 and older. Between 2002 and 2012 the NEET rate 

decreased among men and women with disabilities aged 15–19 and men 

with disabilities aged 20–24 but increased for all other age groups.12 

We find the same basic trend reflected in the EU-SILC data. For this da-

ta set we have available two alternative NEET measures: those not in em-

────────────────────────── 

12LFS disability ad hoc modules, Statistics Norway 2002, 2007, 2012. Because we do not have the NEET 

figures for this particular Norwegian data set we use the figures for those not in employment or education as 

a proxy for NEET. The figures may include persons participating in active labour market training courses. 
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ployment, education or training (NEET RATE 1) and those not in employ-

ment, education or training or not taking care child or in military service 

(NEET RATE 2). The trends and picture is rather similar with the two 

alternative measures of NEET rate but for obvious reason the rates are 

lower in the second alternative (Table 5.9). 

Table 5.9: Share of those not in employment, education or training (NEETRATE 1) among young 
adults with and without disability (long-standing health problem) and share of those not in 
employment, education or training or not taking care child or in military service (NEETRATE 2, 
in brackets).Percent. Weighted 

  2005 2008 2011 

Denmark Young people without disability 8.4 

(3.9) 

9.8 

(4.5) 

13.2 

(5.2) 

 Young with disability  12.7* 

(9.4*) 

 

18* 

(11.0*) 

16.5 

(8.4*) 

Finland Young people without disability 13.3 

(5.9)  

12.6  

(3.7) 

16.5  

(6.5) 

 

 Young with disability  21.4 

(14.7)  

20.4  

(11.7)  

20.7  

(13.1) 

Iceland  Young people without disability 5.0 

(2.7*) 

6.5  

(2.2 *) 

9.5  

(5.0) 

 

 Young with disability  9.6  

(7.3*) 

21.4  

(14.5 *)  

22.0  

(18.2) 

 

Norway  Young people without disability 6.4  

(0.3 *) 

11.3  

(3.2) 

15.7  

(1.8 * ) 

 

 Young with disability  10.4 

(5.0) 

16.4  

(8.1 *) 

16.0  

(6.7 *) 

 

Sweden Young people without disability 10.7  

(8.7) 

6.6  

(5.3) 

11.7  

(9.5) 

 

 Young with disability  14.6  

(14.4) 

13.1  

(11.6) 

12.6  

(11.7) 

Source: European Union Statistics on Income and Living Conditions (EU-SILC).  

*If un-weighted number of cases if smaller than 20. 
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Young adults with disabilities have higher NEET rates than young adults 

without disabilities. The difference is most visible in Iceland. In Sweden 

the rates are almost the same for young adults with and without disabili-

ties in 2011. NEET rates have increased over the period of examination 

apart from Sweden. The increase had been particularly strong in Norway 

and more modest in Finland. In Denmark, Iceland and Norway NEET rates 

have increased more among young people with disabilities than among 

young people without disabilities (ibid.).  

5.5 Concluding comment 

This chapter has examined whether reforms in labour inclusion policy 

has increased the employment prospects and opportunities for young 

adults with disabilities in the Nordic countries. In all Nordic countries – 

except Sweden – the employment rates decreased in the first decade of 

the 2000s. Additionally NEET rates increased in Denmark, Iceland and 

Norway. To some extent national authorities appear to have succeeded 

in increasing the rate of students in higher education to maintain a low 

NEET rate (although the LFS ad hoc module data and EU-SILC data con-

tradict each other at this point). Finally, the rate of young adults in re-

ceipt of disability benefits increased in all the Nordic countries during 

the last decade.  

In conclusion, there is little evidence which suggest that the Nordic 

countries managed to improve the employment prospects for young 

adults with disabilities in the last decade. In addition to methodological 

problems associated with varying definitions of “disability” and in-

stability over time in the respondents who report to have a “disability” 

(Molden and Tøssebro, 2012), lack of individual level data prevents us 

from drawing conclusions about the duration of time spells outside em-

ployment, education or training. Despite the uncertainties related to the 

reliability and comparability of available figures, there can be no doubt 

that a large proportion of young adults with disabilities have been practi-

cally excluded from gainful employment in the Nordic countries.  
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Returning to the question of the impact of regulatory social policies on 

the employment prospects of young adults with disabilities, we may ask 

why we do not find any evidence of improvements despite the policy re-

forms the last decade. Apart from the methodological issues we find at 

least two alternative interpretations. First, we may ask whether the intro-

duction of new regulatory policy measures has been counterproductive or 

not properly enforced. Second, the outcomes or policy returns can be due 

to design and implementation issues in other subsystems of the social 

policy system (including the education system) during the same period 

and affecting the employment prospects of young adults with disabilities. 

We will examine this in more detail in the concluding Chapter 8.  



6. The employment 
opportunities and prospects 
of minority ethnic youth in 
the Nordic countries 

Have reforms in the labour inclusion policy improved the employment 

prospects for minority ethnic youth in the Nordic countries? Chapter 6 

examines whether we find any evidence of changes in the participation 

rates that can be connected to the introduction of new policy instruments 

in the Nordic countries in the last decade and not only fluctuations in the 

business cycle. Based on time series data Chapter 6 examines the em-

ployment, education and NEET rates for minority ethnic youth and com-

pares with youth in general. The emphasis in this chapter is a comparison 

after country of origin – natives with native born parents and persons 

born in different categories of other countries and their children.  

6.1 Ethnic stratification in the Nordic labour markets 

The study of ethnic stratification – the construction of social boundaries 

based on race or ethnicity – in working life is expanding in sociological 

research. Due to an increase in cross-national mobility and ethnic diver-

sity the Nordic countries have seen a growing concern that ethnic diver-

sity is accompanied by ethnic stratification, with white majority ethnic 

groups at the top of the hierarchy and visible minority ethnic groups 

with origin in developing countries at the bottom(Bevelander et al., 

2013, Heath et al., 2008).  

The notion of “equal opportunities” in the labour market is attributed 

different meanings. The notion initially referred to absence of legal barriers 
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which prevent certain ethnic groups from obtaining employment. Sociolo-

gists have used the notion more broadly to include the absence of the de 

facto barriers to participation, e.g. recognition of education credentials and 

work experience from other countries, access to training in the language of 

the majority population, reasonable accommodation, and absence of dis-

crimination and harassment in working life.13 

Their disadvantages in the labour market are, however, not necessarily 

indicative of inequality of opportunity per se but rather differences in 

aspirations or investment in education or socialization into the cultural 

codes in national educational systems. Such alternative interpretations 

have emphasised the impact of socio-economic background and parental 

involvement on educational attainment(Boudon, 1974 , Lauglo, 2000).  

Several national studies provide indicators on the employment and em-

ployability of minority ethnic groups in the Nordic countries. These studies 

show lower employment rates for first generation minorities than for the 

native born population, especially for persons immigrating from developing 

countries. The employment gap has been particularly high between women 

who have immigrated from developing countries and native born women 

(Bevelander et al., 2013, Jonsson, 2007, Schröder, 2007).  

This is balanced by two facts: first, a number of studies find that the la-

bour-market attainment of first generation minorities increases with 

years of residence in the host country (Brekke and Mastekaasa, 2008, 

Jonsson, 2007). Second, second generation minorities tend to perform 

better than their parents in the labour market (Jonsson, 2007). Several 

studies find that some minorities outperform majority ethnic students in 

higher education (Fangen and Frønes, 2013).  

After controlling for educational attainment and the resources of the fami-

ly of origin some studies find no or insignificant differences in activity level 

(continued education or employment)among 20–29 years old in the Scandi-

navian countries (Olsen, 2012). Activity level was only marginally affected by 

gender and immigration status. However, Olsen (2012) found that an im-

────────────────────────── 

13 Other sociologists have used the notion to refer to equality in outcome. In this context we retain the use 

to a focus on the conditions for participation.  
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portant reason for differences in activity level between the population groups 

was that first generation minorities, and to some extent second generation 

minorities, have larger shares with only compulsory education.  

Other studies find “a gradient in the disadvantages faced by second-

generation [minorities] suggesting that the more visible the ethnic origin, 

the lower the probability of being employed” (Jonsson, 2007:452). Espe-

cially non-European (notably African) minority ethnic groups experience 

difficulties in achieving paid work. In Norway, Brekke (2007:1299) found 

that transition from education to employment takes longer time for those 

with a minority ethnic background (especially for persons with back-

ground from Africa) compared to the majority ethnic group. Insofar as 

ethnic stratification is reproduced between first and second generation 

minorities in Norway, this appears “not to happen via differential alloca-

tion to occupational positions, but primarily within the educational sys-

tem and at the entrance to the labour market” (Hermansen, 2013:517).  

Below we examine new and updated data on the labour-market at-

tainment of ethnic majority and minority youth in the Nordic countries. 

We focus particularly on those who according to earlier research experi-

ence the largest difficulties in achieving employment e.g. minorities with 

background from Africa and Asia (Jonsson, 2007). As these minority 

groups have been most at risk of experiencing discrimination in the labour 

market, regulatory social policy measures have potentially the largest 

impact for these minority groups. Recent labour immigration from 

EU/EEA countries to the Nordic countries, especially from Poland, Lithua-

nia and other Central and Eastern European countries, make these popu-

lation groups interesting comparators (Friberg and Eldring, 2013).As 

employment rates vary considerably dependent on the country of origin 

we want to avoid generalisation about entire immigrant populations. The 

data we have available are, however, limited to broad categories of coun-

tries and may hide important differences within the categories.  
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6.2 Employment rates among minority ethnic youth 

On the one hand, we expect smaller ethnic penalty for younger age co-

horts than for the older age cohorts, especially for first generation minori-

ties. Younger age cohorts are more likely to acquire the majority language 

and complete education in the new host country. On the other, first and 

second generation minority ethnic youth experience other and additional 

problems in transition from education to employment than majority eth-

nic youth (cf. Chapter 2).  

Norwegian register data indicate that we find the largest ethnic pen-

alty among those expected to be at their peak working age (born 1955–

1975).We find the clearest gap in employment rates between all men of 

working age and men born in Africa, except for the earliest (born before 

1935) and latest (born after 1985) cohorts. Likewise, we find a tendency 

to growing gaps in employment of all men of working age and men born 

in Asia, especially for cohorts that are now in late middle age (born be-

fore 1965). The differences in employment rates are much smaller be-

tween all men of working age and men born in new EU member states 

(independent of age cohort).These cross-sectional data suggest that the 

employment gap increases when most people have finished their educa-

tion and decreases when people get closer to retirement age, especially 

for first generation minorities from Africa and Asia (Figure 6.1–6.3, also 

Table1–3 in the Annex).  
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Figure 6.1: Cohort specific employment rate. Age. Total men (TM) (upper curve) and men born 
in Africa (AFM) (lower curve).Percent. Norway. 2000–2010 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: Register data, Statistics Norway 2001, 2004, 2009. 

Figure 6.2: Cohort specific employment rate. Age. Total men (TM) (upper curve) and men born 
in Asia (ASM) (lower curve). Percent. Norway. 2000–2010 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: Register data, Statistics Norway 2001, 2004, 2009. 
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Figure 6.3: Cohort specific employment rate. Age. Total men (TM) (upper curve) and men born 
in new EU member states (NEU) (lower curve). Percent. Norway. 2000–2010 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: Register data, Statistics Norway 2001, 2004, 2009. 

 

This gives reasons to concern about the opportunities for new generations 

minority youth to enter the labour market. To what extent has the labour 

market situation of minority ethnic youth changed the last decade? The 

general picture is that when looking at young adults aged 16–29, all eth-

no-cultural groups follow the same changes in the business cycle (Figures 

1–4 in the Annex). We find, however, some variations: 

 

 In Denmark the difference between native born with native born 

parents (down from 74.7 to 63.8%) and persons born in Africa or Asia 

(up from 36.3% to 43.7%) decreased between 1997 and 2011.  

 In Finland the increase in employment rate among young adults was 

larger among those born Africa or Asia (from 22.65% to 43.62%) than 

among native born with parents native born (from 48.5 to 60.08).  

 In Norway the employment rate for native born with native born 

parents remained at 67.1–71.5% while persons born in Africa or Asia 

remained at 46.7–51.9%. 
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 In Sweden minority ethnic youth were more affected by changes in the 

business cycle. On the positive side persons born in Africa or Asia had 

a larger increase in employment than other groups between 1997–

2000 (from 22.4 to 36.0%). On the negative side persons born in 

Sweden with parents born in Africa or Asia had a persistent decline in 

employment rate after 2000 (from 42.3 to 33.9%) while the 

employment rate for native born with native born parents fluctuated 

between 50.8 and 58.2%.  

 

Overall available figures for the Nordic countries provide a mixed picture 

of developments in the employment rates in the last decade.  

The real test is, however, what is happening in the age groups when 

most people have completed their education. Table 6.1 compares the em-

ployment rates for native born with native born parents and immigrants 

from Africa etc. in the oldest age group (25–29 years). Between 1997 

(2001) and 2010 the employment gap was reduced from 45.5 to 23.5% in 

Denmark, from to 41.72 to 24.68% in Finland and from 42.4 to 31.7% in 

Sweden, but remained unchanged in Norway at about 25%.  

Table 6.1: Youth aged 25–29 in employment.
14

 1997 (2001) and 2010. Both sexes. Percent 

 1997 (NO: 2001) 2010 

 Native Born in Africa, Asia Native Born in Africa, Asia 

DK 80.6 35.1  75.5 52.0 

FIN 66.85 25.23 74.68 50.0  

NO 83.0 57.9 82.0 57.2 

SE 73.7 31.3 78.5 46.8  

Sources: National statistical bureaus in the Nordic countries, register data.  

 

 

 

 

 

────────────────────────── 

14 As the definition of employment varies between the countries the figures are not directly comparable 

between the countries.  
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To complete the picture we compare the same five groups broken down 

for men and women and three different age groups separately for the 

year 2010. The more detailed data demonstrate that we find the largest 

ethnic penalty in the oldest youth group (25–29 years old) and larger 

differences among women than men. The difference was particularly 

high for women aged 25–29 born in Africa in all Nordic countries except 

Sweden (Tables 6.2–6.5). 

6.3 Employment rates: more about Denmark 

Denmark has a large share of the young people in apprenticeship training. 

As earlier mentioned apprentices are classified as employed in the Danish 

statistics. This is the reason why the employment rate was relatively high 

for those aged 15–18 and 19–23 in Denmark compared to the correspond-

ing age groups in the other Nordic countries. The employment rate was, 

however, not higher for those aged 24–28 than in the other Nordic coun-

tries. The employment rate was not very much higher for those who were 

24–28 compared to the younger age groups in Denmark.  

First and second generation minority youth had lower employment 

rates than the native born with native born parents. This was especially 

the case for those born in a non-Nordic country. For the youngest age 

group one reason is likely to be that fewer minority youth being appren-

tices (which in Denmark are categories as employed). For the older ones 

the lower employment rate probably reflects that minority youth have 

larger difficulties in achieving gainful employment.  
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Table 6.2: Share of youths in employment in Denmark in 2010. Percent 

 All Men Women 

Native born with both parents native born (N= 700.405)  

 Age 15 –18 50.8 47.8 54.0 

 Age 19 –23 66.1 65.2 67.0 

 Age 24 –28 74.3 76.3 72.4 

Native born with both parents born in Australia, etc. (N=3.176)  

 Age 15 –18 47.9 42.2 53.8 

 Age 19 –23 59.8 57.8 62.1 

 Age 24 –28 66.1 63.5 68.7 

Native born with both parents born in Africa, Asia, etc. (N= 25.782)  

 Age 15 –18 43.0 40.5 45.6 

 Age 19 –23 54.9 55.1 54.8 

 Age 24 –28 62.0 64.0 60.0 

Born in Australia etc.(N=38.462)  

 Age 15 –18 31.4 30.1 32.7 

 Age 19 –23 36.3 38.6 34.2 

 Age 24 –28 54.1 57.2 50.6 

Born in Africa, etc.(N=76.838)     

 Age 15 –18 33.3 32.5 34.2 

 Age 19 –23 46.3 50.2 42.4 

 Age 24 – 28 49.8 58.6 42.3 

N = total population.  

6.4 Employment rates: more about Finland 

Finland has had a vocational school system. This means that few of the 

teenagers were counted as employed. Consequently, the employment rate 

of teenagers was rather low in Finland compared to Denmark. If we, how-

ever, compare those who were of an age when most have left the educa-

tional system, we find more or less the same share in employment as in 

Denmark among the native born. The employment rate for those in the 

older age group was more or less the same for men and women. Young 

adults born in a non-Nordic country had lower employment rates in most 

age groups and for both sexes.  
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Table 6.3: Share of youths in employment in Finland in 2010. Percent 

 All Men Women 

Native born with both parents native born (N= 723.040)  

 Age 18 –19 32.2 26.0 38.7 

 Age 20 –24 56.5 53.1 60.2 

 Age 25 –29 74.7 75.5 73.8 

Native born with both parents born in Australia, etc. (N=144)  

 Age 18 –19 37.2 32.6* 43.8* 

 Age 20 –24 42.2* 35.1* 48.0* 

 Age 25 – 29 57.1* 78.6* - 

Native born with both parents born in Africa, etc. (N=806)  

 Age 18 –19 26.2 21.5 32.0 

 Age 20 –24 55.5 49.6 62.1 

 Age 25 –29 73.1 69.7 76.5 

Born in Australia, etc.(N= 13.690)   

 Age 18 –19 29.1 25.4 32.6 

 Age 20 –24 47.7 48.1 47.3 

 Age 25 –29 58.3 61.4 54.7 

Born in Africa, Asia etc. (N=39.813) 

 Age 18 –19 19.8 17.1 22.8 

 Age 20 –24 41.8 44.8 38.5 

 Age 25 –29 50.0 57.8 41.4 

*Below 20 observations.  

N = total population.  

6.5 Employment rates: more about Norway 

Like Denmark, Norway has had an extensive apprenticeship system, but in 

Norway the first two of the four years have been school based. This may 

explain why Norway had a slightly lower employment rate among teenag-

ers than Denmark but a higher rate than Finland. For all three age groups 

and for both sexes the employment rate was higher for the native born 

with native born parents than the four groups of minority youth. The em-

ployment rate in the oldest age group was especially low among women 

born in Africa etc. 
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Table 6.4: Share of youths in employment in Norway in 2010. Percent 

 All Men Women 

Native born with both parents native born (N=460.833)  

 Age 16 –19 47.1 44.8 49.6 

 Age 20 –24 71.7 71.8 71.5 

 Age 25 –29 82.0 82.9 81.0 

Native born with mother born in Australia, etc.** (N=678)  

 Age 16 –19 33.7 27.8 39.6 

 Age 20 –24 58.3 55.6 61.1 

 Age 25 –29 74.3 78.1 69.9 

Native born with mother born in Africa, etc.** (N= 9871) 

 Age 16 –19 34.3 33.3 35.4 

 Age 20 –24 64.8 62.7 67.0 

 Age 25 –29 72.2 74.6 69.6 

Born in Australia, etc.(N= 25.784)  

 Age 16 –19 29.7 29.0 30.3 

 Age 20 –24 57.3 61.2 53.2 

 Age 25 –29 73.4 77.1 68.8 

Born in Africa, Asia etc. (N=40.980)    

 Age 16 –19 28.1 25.6 31.2 

 Age 20 –24 51.7 56.0 48.0 

 Age 25 –29 57.2 66.0 50.3 

** In cases where the country of origin of the mother was unknown, the country of the origin of 

the father has been used.  

N = total population.  

6.6 Employment rates: more about Sweden 

In Sweden almost all young people have continued to secondary school. 

This meant that few teenagers were in the labour force. It has, however, 

not been uncommon to have a part-time job besides studies (classified as 

employed) or to be looking for a part-time job (classified as unemployed). 

In 2010 the employment rates were low for all young adults irrespective 

of origin. It was low for both majority (natives) and minority ethnic youth. 

The differences were, however, larger between the older age groups; i.e. 

the ethnic penalty increased with increasing age. The employment rates 

were lower for the minority youth. This indicates that first and second 

generation minority youth had larger difficulties in establishing them-

selves in the labour market than the native born with native born parents.  
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Among those who were in their late twenties in Sweden, the employ-

ment rates were higher than in Denmark and Finland but at about the 

same level as in Norway.  

Table 6.5: Share of youths in employment in Sweden in 2010. Percent 

 All Men Women 

Native born with both parents native born (N= 1.181.216)  

 Age 16 –19 20.4 19.1 21.7 

 Age 20 –24 62.2 62.7 61.7 

 Age 25 –29 78.3 79.4 77.0 

Native born with both parents born in Australia etc. (N = 8.951) 

 Age 16–19 18.5 16.1 20.9 

 Age 20 –24 47.4 48.6 46.2 

 Age 25 –29 63.4 65.7 60.9 

Native born with both parents born in Africa, etc. (N=65.446) 

 Age 16 –19 11.7 10.5 12.9 

 Age 20 –24 46.6 46.6 46.6 

 Age 25 –29 68.3 69.6 66.8 

Born in Australia, etc. (N= 40.909) 

 Age 16 –19 10.1 8.5 11.9 

 Age 20–24 37.7 37.1 38.4 

 Age 25–29 60.6 62.3 58.7 

Born in Africa etc.(N= 211.774)    

 Age 16 –19 11.9 11.5 12.3 

 Age 20 –24 44.0 44.9 43.0 

 Age 25 –29 63.6 65.1 61.9 

N = total population.  

6.7 Education rates among minority ethnic youth 

In all Nordic countries native born with parents born in a non-Nordic 

country had the highest share of young adults in education (Figure 9–12 

in the Annex, also Swedish Government 2013:51). This probably reflects 

the emphasis on redistributive measures to increase the employability of 

minority ethnic youth in the Nordic countries. Partly, second generation 

minorities may invest more in education to increase their likelihood of 

achieving paid work. Partly, prolonged participation in education may 

have become a substitute for lack of employment opportunities.  

In Denmark the share of young adults in education has increased in all 

ethno-cultural groups, especially since the financial crisis in 2007. Native born 

with parents born in Africa etc. (up from 19.6 to 27.7%) and native born with 
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parents born in Australia etc. (up from 14.1 to 21.7%) had the highest share 

of young adults in education, followed by native born with native born par-

ents (up from 13.2 to 20.2%). Immigrants born in Africa etc. (up from 10.9 to 

15.4%) or Australia etc. (up from 8.4 to 14.1%) had the lowest rates of young 

adults in education.  

In Norway the share of young adults in education has changed in dif-

ferent directions for different ethno-cultural youth groups. The rate of 

persons in education increased the most among native born with mother 

from Africa etc. (from 23.6 to 33.9%) or Australia etc. (from 24.6 to 

30.6%). The rate for native born with native born parents increased mar-

ginally (from 17.5 to 22.3%) and remained unchanged for immigrants 

from Africa etc. (at 15.3–19.8%). The number of immigrants from Austral-

ia etc. in education declined, which reflects the labour immigration from 

those countries (including the EU member states).  

In Sweden the share of young adults in education has changed in differ-

ent directions for different ethno-cultural youth groups. While the rate for 

native born with native born parents remained unchanged (46–49%), the 

rate increased for native born with both parents born in Africa etc. (from 53 

to 62%) and declined for immigrants from Australia etc. (from 42.5 to 

34.1%) and Africa etc. (from 47.0 to 42.5%).  

In Finland the share of young adults in education remained unchanged 

during 1997–2010.  
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6.8 Education: More about Denmark 

In Table 6.6 we see that only 37% of the native born with native born par-

ents teenagers were classified as being in education in spite of the fact that 

the group we have information on in Denmark was slightly younger than 

the corresponding groups in the other three countries. The reason is that 

many were employed as apprentices (and received payment for that).  

Table 6.6: Share of youths in education in Denmark in 2010. Percent 

 All Men Women 

Native born with both parents native born (N= 700.405)  

 Age 15 –18 36.8 39.4 34.0 

 Age 19 –23 16.1 16.2 16.0 

 Age 24 –28 8.1 7.5 8.8 

Native born with both parents born in Australia, etc. (N= 3.176) 

 Age 15 –18 34.8 39.4 29.9 

 Age 19 –23 17.4 17.5 17.2 

 Age 24 –28 6.4 5.2 7.5 

Native born with both parents born in Africa etc. (N= 25.782) 

 Age 15 –18 40.6 41.1 40.0 

 Age 19 –23 20.1 17.7 22.6 

 Age 24 –28 7.5 6.6 8.3 

Born in Australia etc. (N= 38.462) 

 Age 15 –18 40.8 43.6 37.9 

 Age 19 –23 14.2 14.4 14.0 

 Age 24 –28 5.9 5.4 6.5 

Born in Africa etc.(N= 76.838)     

 Age 15 –18 42.3 42.7 41.8 

 Age 19 –23 15.0 14.9 15.1 

 Age 24 –28 6.3 5.6 6.9 

N = total population. 

 

The pattern of the share in education was more or less the same for the 

five groups with different origin. The share was slightly higher for three of 

the four groups with minority background. One reason may be that they 

experienced more difficulties in achieving apprenticeship places and – 

partly related to this difficulty – they more often chose theoretical studies 

in secondary education.  
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6.9 Education: More about Finland 

In 2010 the share in education was higher in Finland than in Denmark. For 

the teenagers the difference can be explained by the differences between 

the two educational systems. For those in their twenties the pattern and 

the share in education was more or less the same in the two countries.  

Table 6.7: Share of youths in education in Finland in 2010. Percent 

 All Men Women 

Native born with both parents native born (N=723.040)   

 Age 18 –19 49.6 50.4 48.7 

 Age 20 –24 24.4 24.3 24.5 

 Age 25 –29 9.8 9.7 10.0 

Native born with both parents born in Australia, etc. (N= 144) 

 Age 18 –19 41.0 37.0* 46.9* 

 Age 20 –24 26.7* 25.0* 28.0* 

 Age 25 –29 14.3* 0.0* 42.9* 

Native born with both parents born in Africa, Asia etc. (N= 806) 

 Age 18 –19 51.2 53.0 49.1 

 Age 20 –24 16.6 16.0 17.2 

 Age 25 –29 4.5* 6.1* 2.9* 

Born in Australia, etc (N= 13.690)  

 Age 18 –19 40.6 42.2 39.1 

 Age 20 –24 14.9 14.6 15.3 

 Age 25 –29 7.8 7.1 8.6 

Born in Africa etc. (N= 39.813)     

 Age 18 –19 40.5 39.8 41.3 

 Age 20 –24 19.9 19.7 20.2 

 Age 25 –29 9.5 9.0 10.0 

*Below 20 respondents.  

N = total population. 

 

For those with foreign background the pattern and level was more or less 

the same as for those with native background with a few exceptions. The 

low number of native born with foreign born parents in Finland may ex-

plain why the results are a bit surprising for some of the groups.  
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6.10 Education: More about Norway 

Norway has a partly school-based, partly work-place based apprentice-

ship system. It explains that the share of the teenagers classified as being 

in education is higher than in Denmark but a bit lower than in Finland. 

Note that fewer aged 25–29 years are in education in Norway compared 

to those in the other three countries. 

Table 6.8: Share of youths in education in Norway in 2010. Percent 

 All Men Women 

Native born with both parents native born (N=460.833)   

 Age 16 –19 46.8 48.4 45.0 

 Age 20 –24 16.6 15.6 17.7 

 Age 25 –29 5.8 5.3 6.4 

Native born with mother born in Australia** (N= 678)  

 Age 16 –19 50.5 57.5 43.4 

 Age 20 –24 25.2 27.2 23.0 

 Age 25 –29 5.4* 5.6* 5.2* 

Native born with mother born in Africa etc.** (N=9.871)  

 Age 16 –19 56.0 56.3 55.6 

 Age 20 –24 18.0 17.9 18.1 

 Age 25 –29 6.3 6.3 6.3 

Born in Australia etc.(N= 25.784)  

 Age 16 –19 46.2 47.4 45.0 

 Age 20 –24 9.8 9.1 10.5 

 Age 25 –29 2.1 1.5 2.9 

Born in Africa, etc. (N= 40.980)     

 Age 16 –19 44.1 42.5 46.0 

 Age 20 –24 15.7 16.3 15.1 

 Age 25 –29 7.0 6.7 7.2 

*Below 20 respondents.  

N = total population  

** = in cases where the country of origin of the mother was unknown, the country of origin of the 

father has been used.  

 

The share being in education was more or less the same irrespective of 

native or foreign origin. An exception was that the native born with for-

eign born parents were more often in education than the natives with 

native born parents.  
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6.11 Education: More about Sweden 

Sweden was an outlier regarding the share in education compared to the 

other three countries. The reason is that secondary education has been 

school-based but also that many have continued to higher education. The 

share of teenagers in education was much higher in Sweden than in the other 

Nordic countries and the shares were also higher in the older age groups.  

Table 6.9: Share of youths in education in Sweden in 2010. Percent 

 All Men Women 

Native born with both parents native born (N= 1.181.216)   

 Age 16 –19 70.4 71.1 69.7 

 Age 20 –24 23.0 21.4 24.6 

 Age 25 –29 10.8 9.6 12.0 

Native born with both parents born in Australia etc. (N= 8.951)  

 Age 16 –19 65.4 68.1 62.8 

 Age 20 –24 31.7 28.0 35.5 

 Age 25 –29 10.2 10.1 10.3 

Native born with both parents born in Africa etc. (N= 65.446)  

 Age 16 –19 77.7 77.7 77.6 

 Age 20 –24 33.2 30.3 36.4 

 Age 25 –29 12.1 11.2 13.0 

Born in Australia etc.(N= 40.909)  

 Age 16 –19 73.7 76.2 70.9 

 Age 20 –24 39.7 39.8 39.4 

 Age 25 –29 15.8 13.9 17.9 

Born in Africa etc.(N= 211.774)     

 Age 16 –19 70.9 70.9 71.0 

 Age 20 –24 33.1 29.8 36.7 

 Age 25 –29 13.3 11.3 15.5 

N = total population 

 

The pattern was mainly the same for the five ethnic groups. The main 

exception was that native born youth with parents from Africa etc. to a 

higher extent than the other four groups of teenagers were in education. 

For those aged 20–24 first and second generation minority youth were to 

a higher extent in education than native born with native born parents.  
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6.12 NEET rates among minority ethnic youth 

Between 1997 and 2010 Denmark (down from 53.2 to 38.8%) and Fin-

land (down from 62.99 to 38.48%) witnessed a decrease in the NEET 

rates for young adults born in Africa etc., while the NEET rates remained 

unchanged in Norway (varying between 28.6 and 33.6%) and Sweden 

(varying between 30.5 and 40.0%) for young adults born in Africa etc. 

(Figure 1–4 in the Annex).  

During the entire time period 1997–2010 (2011) the NEET rates were 

higher for young adults born in Africa etc. than for those who were native 

born in all Nordic countries except Sweden where native born youth with 

parents born in Australia etc. had the highest NEET rate. One reason could 

be that labour immigrants from Australia etc. do not report to Swedish 

authorities when they leave the country and remain registered as NEET 

(while persons born in Africa etc. immigrate for different reasons and 

often on a more permanent basis); i.e. the NEET rate might de facto be 

lower for this category of youth.  

In all the Nordic countries the NEET rates were the highest in the old-

est age group. With increasing age the difference increased between the 

native born with native born parents and youth born in Africa etc. I.e. the 

ethnic penaltywas larger in the older age cohorts. In Denmark (50.8%), 

Finland (48.2%) and Norway (43%) women born in Africa etc. and aged 

24–28 (25–29) had a higher NEET rate than any other youth groups. 

Again Sweden was the exception with the highest NEET rate among native 

born women aged 25–29 with parents born in Australia etc. (28.6%). 

6.13 NEET rates: more about age and gender 

Table 6.10 compares the situation in Denmark for the five groups in 2010 

with information for men and women and three different age groups. The 

pattern was more or less the same for men and women. For all other 

groups than native born with native born parents the situation differed 

much between different age groups. The NEET rate was higher for the 

older age groups and the differences were larger for first and second gen-

eration ethnic minorities. The teenagers were to a high extent in school. 
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Note that the NEET rate was highest for women aged 24–28 years born in 

Africa etc.; just over 50%.  

Table 6.10: Share of youths not in education or employment in Denmark in 2010. Percent 

 All Men Women 

Native born with both parents native born (N= 700.405)   

 Age 15 –18 12.4 12.9 12.0 

 Age 19 –23 17.8 18.6 17.0 

 Age 24 –28 17.5 16.2 18.9 

Native born with both parents born in Australia, etc. (N= 3.176)  

 Age 15 –18 17.3 18.3 16.3 

 Age 19 –23 22.8 24.8 20.6 

 Age 24 –28 27.5 31.3 23.8 

Native born with both parents born in Africa etc. (N= 25.782)  

 Age 15 –18 16.4 18.4 14.4 

 Age 19 –23 25.0 27.2 22.6 

 Age 24 –28 30.5 29.4 31.7 

Born in Australia etc. (N= 38.462)  

 Age 15 –18 27.8 26.2 29.4 

 Age 19 –23 49.5 47.0 51.9 

 Age 24 –28 40.0 37.3 42.9 

Born in Africa etc. (N= 76.838)     

 Age 15 –18 24.4 24.8 24.0 

 Age 19 –23 38.7 4.9 42.6 

 Age 24 –28 43.9 34.9 50.8 

N = total population 

 

Table 6.11 shows the situation for the five groups in 2010 with infor-

mation separately for men and women and for three different age groups 

in Finland. The pattern differed between men and women. For the four 

groups – other than the native born with native born parents – the situa-

tion differed much between the age groups. The NEET rate was higher for 

the older age groups. The NEET rate was highest for women aged 25–29 

years born in Africa etc.; almost 50%.  
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Table 6.11: Share of youth not in education or employment or in military service in Finland in 
2010. Percent 

 All Men Women 

Native born with both parents native born (N= 723.040)   

 Age 18 –19 11.7 12.1 11.7 

 Age 20 –24 14.9 15.9 14.1 

 Age 25 –29 14.9 14.3 15.6 

Native born with both parents born in Australia, etc. (N=144)  

 Age 18 –19 16.7* 21.7* 9.4* 

 Age 20 –24 22.2* 25.0* 20.0* 

 Age 25 –29 28.7* 21.4* 42.9* 

Native born with both parents born in Africa etc. (N=806)  

 Age 18 –19 20.5 21.8 18.9 

 Age 20 –24 23.1 25.2 20.7 

 Age 25 –29 22.4 24.2* 20.6* 

Born in Australia etc. (N=13.690) 

 Age 18 –19 27.9 28.1 27.6 

 Age 20 –24 35.9 35.3 36.5 

 Age 25 –29 33.5 31.2 36.2 

Born in Africa etc.(N= 39.813)     

 Age 18 –19 38.3 40.8 35.5 

 Age 20 –24 36.5 32.8 40.5 

 Age 25 –29 40.1 32.8 48.2 

N = total population.  

* Below 20 respondents.  

 

Table 6.12 compares the situation for the same five groups for 2010 with 

information for men and women and for three different age groups in 

Norway. The pattern was similar for men and women. For the four groups 

other than native born with native born parents the situation differed 

much between different age groups. The NEET rate was higher for the 

older age groups than for teenagers, but less so for the native born with 

native born parents. The NEET rate was highest for women aged 25–29 

years who were born in Africa etc.; almost 45 percent.  
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Table 6.12: Share of youths not in education or employment in Norway in 2010. Percent 

 All Men Women 

Native born with both parents native born (N= 460.833)  

 Age 16 –19 6.1 6.8 5.4 

 Age 20 –24 11.7 12.5 10.8 

 Age 25 –29 12.2 11.8 12.7 

Native born with mother born in Australia, etc.* (N= 678)  

 Age 16 –19 15.8 14.6 17.0 

 Age 20 –24 16.5 17.1 15.9 

 Age 25 –29 20.2 16.3 24.8 

Native born with mother born in Africa, etc.* (N= 9.871) 

 Age 16 –19 9.7 10.4 9.0 

 Age 20 –24 17.2 19.4 15.0 

 Age 25 –29 21.5 19.1 24.1 

Born in Australia etc. (N= 25.784)  

 Age 16 –19 24.1 23.6 27.7 

 Age 20 –24 32.9 29.6 36.3 

 Age 25 –29 24.5 21.5 28.2 

Born in Africa etc. (N= 40.980)     

 Age 16 –19 27.8 31.9 22.8 

 Age 20 –24 32.6 27.7 36.9 

 Age 25 –29 35.5 27.3 43.5 

N = total population.  

* = in cases where the country of origin of the mother is unknown, the country of the origin of 

the father is used. 

 

Table 6.13 compares the situation for the same five ethnic groups in 2010 

with information for men and women and three different age groups in 

Sweden. The pattern was more or less the same for men and women. The 

NEET rate was low for the teenagers, especially for native born with native 

born parents. The teenagers were most likely in school. For all groups the 

situation differed much between different age groups. The NEET rate was 

higher for the older age groups. The NEET rate was highest for native born 

women aged 25–29 years with parents who were born in Australia etc.; 

almost 30%. The later counter-intuitive finding might reflect shortcomings 

in the register data rather than the actual situation in Sweden.  
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Table 6.13: Share of youths not in education or employment in Sweden in 2010. Percent 

 All Men Women 

Native born with both parents native born (N=1.181.216)  

 Age 16 –19 3.6 3.9 2.7 

 Age 20 –24 12.4 13.4 11.4 

 Age 25 –29 10.4 10.5 10.3 

Native born with both parents born in Australia, etc. (N=8.951) 

 Age 16 –19 8.0 8.2 7.8 

 Age 20 –24 18.5 20.5 16.5 

 Age 25 –29 25.9 23.4 28.6 

Native born with both parents born in Africa, etc. (N= 65.446) 

 Age 16 –19 6.0 6.9 5.1 

 Age 20 –24 16.2 18.9 13.5 

 Age 25 –29 18.7 18.3 19.1 

Born in Australia etc.(N= 40.909) 

 Age 16 –19 9.8 9.4 10.3 

 Age 20 –24 19.1 19.6 18.5 

 Age 25 –29 22.6 22.6 22.6 

Born in Africa etc.(N= 211.774)    

 Age 16 –19 12.0 12.0 12.0 

 Age 20 –24 18.3 20.4 15.9 

 Age 25 –29 21.9 22.4 21.2 

N = total population. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



  New Policies to Promote Youth Inclusion 107 

6.14 Concluding comment 

The results demonstrate a mixed picture. Some categories of minority 

ethnic youth are clearly more at risk of social exclusion from the labour 

market than native born youth with native born parents (and some sub-

categories of minority ethnic youth). The situation has been particularly 

disadvantaged for youth who have immigrated from Africa. Our data 

demonstrate that especially young women born in Africa etc. aged 25–29 

had a high NEET rate. There are reasons to believe that women in this 

category to larger extent have had unpaid housework and have relied on a 

male breadwinner model. 

As data have been missing it is not entirely clear the extent to which 

minority ethnic youth are excluded from the labour market in Iceland. A 

report from the Icelandic Red Cross (2010) suggests that the children of 

immigrants are at risk of isolation and marginalisation due to difficulties 

in coping with language and cultural barriers, though there has been no 

data regarding employment, education and NEET figures available for 

young adults from this country.  

Earlier research has found that while completion of secondary and ter-

tiary education have increased the chances of achieving gainful employ-

ment, fewer persons immigrated from non-Nordic countries have com-

pleted higher education (Olsen, 2012). This give reasons to ask if the Nor-

dic educational systems and training opportunities are sufficiently 

accommodated to the needs of first and second generation minority youth. 

Danish and Norwegian data suggest that minority youth experience larger 

difficulties in achieving apprenticeship than majority ethnic youth. With 

the exception of language training for newly arrived immigrants, the Nor-

dic countries have emphasised inclusion through to general education and 

training programmes on grounds of avoiding stigmatizing solutions.  

The last decade the Nordic countries have increased the conditionality 

for receiving means-tested benefits and expanded the education and 

training programmes targeted at young adults under age 25, much in line 

with their tradition for investments on the supply side of the labour mar-

ket to increase the “employability” of individuals at risk of exclusion. Dur-

ing the same period the adoption of new regulatory policy measures have 
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increased but are still moderate and with not insignificant differences 

between the Nordic countries.  

During the last decade we find some evidence of increased employ-

ment prospects for minority ethnic youth in Denmark, Finland and Swe-

den (Figure 5–8 in the Annex). Also the NEET rates have declined in Den-

mark and Finland from a relatively high level compared to Norway and 

Sweden (Figure 1–2 in the Annex). In Denmark the decline in NEETs may 

in part be explained by the increasing education rate during the same time 

period; more young adults may have been transferred to or chosen to 

follow continued education to We find the smallest signs of improvements 

in Norway where the ethno-cultural divides in NEET and employment 

rates remained unchanged. At the same time, in Norway the rate of per-

sons in education increased the most among native born youth with a 

mother from a non-Nordic country (Australia etc. and Africa etc.). In other 

words, the Norwegian investment strategy fostered an increase in educa-

tion rates but has – at least so far – not witnessed any returns in the form 

of increased employment in the minority youth populations.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



7. Implementing social 
regulation – local 
negotiations 

To understand under which circumstances social regulation of diversity is 

most likely to be effective we need to appreciate the perceptions and ex-

periences of employers and young adults seeking or aiming to retain em-

ployment. Only by documenting the experiences of the employers and 

vulnerable youth will we be able to achieve a complete picture of the prac-

tical impact of the policy measures aiming to enable vulnerable youth to 

find and retain suitable employment.  

The outcome of the social regulation of diversity can be construed as 

the result of reciprocity between suppliers and demanders of manpower 

and public officials; i.e. the result of the dynamic interplay between insti-

tutionalized expectations (legal and moral duties), the extent to which 

employers manage to comply with, neutralize or avoid the expectations of 

conformity from the public officials, and to what extent the youth groups 

manage to present and justify claims to reasonable accommodation and 

protection from discrimination. Ultimately the outcomes of Nordic social 

regulation depend on the adjustments the actors in the labour market 

make to the situations in which they find themselves.  

We may argue that what happens to the social regulation in the end is 

constructed through a social, rather than entirely policy driven, process. The 

American sociologist Anselm Strauss (1988) asserted that prior decisions, 

legislation and customs (“rules”) only were sociologically effective if the 

actors perceived, experienced and defined them as significant in the pre-

sent. Negotiations occur among individuals as a consequence of their indi-

vidual strategies for adjustment to norms and values rules. Generally, some 

rules tend to be broken, stretched or ignored when certain exigencies arise. 
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All rules are not enforced with the same determination or in all relevant 

circumstances. In other cases rules are ignored, forgotten or fall into disuse.  

With regard to Nordic regulatory policy instruments their sociological 

effectiveness depends not only on how they have been designed by the 

Nordic governments but also to what extent actors in the labour market 

(employers, employees, public officials) define the regulatory policy in-

struments as important and relevant to themselves. This is not to say that 

employers can define the situation just as they please. Employers cannot 

simply ignore social expectations, legal and moral duties in the labour 

market but have to relate to the constraints actions and decisions of prior 

and higher-level actors – policies and rules – set to local “negotiations” or 

adjustments of official labour market policy in the individual workplace.  

Employers need to account for their choices; how they relate to legal 

and moral obligations and expectations from public officials and employ-

ees. Individual employers shape their own actions in conformance with 

the structures, policies and traditions in the labour market – a social 

world that is already structured, not one that is self-defined.  

In their capacity as job applicants and employees vulnerable youth need 

to “negotiate” with employers to achieve and retain employment. While the 

young adults have less power than employers they may adopt several strat-

egies to pursue their interests. Vulnerable youth groups strive to gain access 

to or keep paid work. Despite their real constraints and sharp power differ-

entials, young job applicants and employees are social actors who have 

freedom to operate strategically. On the backdrop of the actual and antici-

pated reactions from employers and greater society, and the resources 

available to them, young adults aim to pursue their own objectives in life in 

how they choose to present themselves to employers and co-workers.  

Among the resources which structure the capacity for voice and 

agency on the part of young adults, is the extent to which they have ac-

cess to – or are dependent on – formal and informal relations which can 

facilitate actions.  

According to Mark Granovetter’s strong and weak tie hypothesis the 

role of a social network depend on the nature of the social ties (Granovet-

ter 1973, 1983). Granovetter noted that information and support gained 

from strong ties – characterized by frequent and heterogeneous interac-

tion –offer multiple benefits; it is inexpensive, more trustworthy, more 
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detailed and accurate. Nevertheless, strong ties have been perceived as 

redundant information since the actors can be anticipated to move in 

similar, if not the same, social circles. The value of weak ties – character-

ized by infrequent and limited interaction – has been in the possibility of 

connecting to new social systems. The literature on social networks has 

found that while strong ties may provide support and motivation in find-

ing gainful employment, weak ties can provide access to job opportunities 

outside one’s own close circle.  

In negotiations with employers about hiring and retaining employ-

ment, a third party (family, friends, acquaintances, trade unions, NGOs or 

public agencies) may intervene, provide support or information to foster 

inclusion in the labour market. Compared to direct communication with 

employers the interference of a third party – or a mediator –may change 

the nature of the negotiations (Simmel, 1950:145ff.).  

In the next sections we first examine the direct negotiations between 

employers and jobseekers on the basis of the Norwegian data. We then 

compare the role of a third party in Iceland and Norway before we conclude.  

7.1 Negotiations between employers and 
vulnerable youth 

In contemporary Nordic countries the norms of equality are so strong 

employers are likely to feel uncomfortable expressing negative opinions 

about youth with disabilities or ethnic minority youth. When asked ques-

tions about sensitive issues in the workplace, employers may be led by 

these pressures to present their accounts in ways they perceive to be the 

most socially acceptable. To the extent that real-world discrimination 

continues, this has the effect of biasing their accounts in the direction of 

politically correct, non-prejudicial responses.  

Nevertheless earlier studies have found that Nordic employers often 

are reluctant to hire persons with disabilities and persons born in Africa 

even if they have higher education (MMI, 2006) but with not insignificant 

differences between business sectors (Andreassen, 2012).A field experi-

ment among Norwegian employers found that the likelihood of being 

summoned to a job interview was 25% less if the applicant has a “foreign 
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sounding” name indicating an ethnic minority background compared to a 

job applicant with the same qualifications but with a name suggesting a 

majority background (Midtbøen and Rogstad 2012). Similarly, OECD 

(2013a) has reported how discrimination prevent full inclusion of first 

and second generation minorities in the labour market. 

7.1.1 Defence of meritocracy and self-regulation  

Nordic employers have largely supported a meritocratic system and fo-

cused on formal equality of opportunities in the labour market. While the 

employers did not necessarily support stereotypes about persons with 

disabilities as having a reduced working capacity, they have not given 

priority to adopt more inclusive recruitment processes and accommoda-

tion procedures – despite the affirmative action duty covering persons 

with disabilities in the 2008 Norwegian accessibility and non-

discrimination act (Svalund and Hansen, 2013, Ose et al., 2013).  

Several of the interviewees were not aware of or interested in the af-

firmative action duty adopted in 2008 to promote non-discrimination in 

recruitment, working conditions, promotion and protection against har-

assment and to report annually on measures to promote the objectives of 

the discrimination act. In one case the annual report was presented as of 

marginal interest and importance (“drudgery”). In a second case the ef-

forts by the staff member to present a more elaborate section on diversity 

management in the annual report had been cut off by the board of direc-

tors. Some of the enterprises did, however, complete annual Health, Safety 

and Security surveys to map inter alia the job satisfaction and experiences 

with bullying, harassment and discrimination at the workplace.  

While the employers were eager to present their voluntary commit-

ments and self-initiated activities, they knew little or nothing about their 

legal duty since 2009 to report annually on the work to promote equal 

opportunities and prevent discrimination against persons with disabili-

ties. When asked about their experiences with employees with disabilities 

the employers tended to frame their activities as part of their work with 

the voluntary tripartite agreement on inclusive working life in Norway 

rather than as a legal duty to comply with existing non-discrimination 

legislation and promote diversity in the workplace.  
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7.1.2 Barriers and bridges to the recruitment of 
vulnerable youth 

Both in the case of minority ethnic youth and youth with disabilities em-

ployers were concerned whether the job candidates would fit in at the 

workplace. Earlier research suggests that employers often consider “per-

sonal qualifications” or “suitability” as relevant criteria for hiring an em-

ployee. In the case of minority ethnic youth the concept is sometimes used 

as a generic term or euphemism for explaining why ethnic minority can-

didates do not fit in at the workplace. Employers have referred to as-

sumed co-operation skills, flexibility, adaptability, honesty, punctuality 

and expectations to participate in social events outside work (e.g. wine 

lottery, Christmas table). This suggests that employers use their preroga-

tive to construct a difference between “us” and “them”, between personal 

qualifications assumed to be common among the employees at the work-

place and others. The underlying assumptions about the community at the 

workplace may serve to exclude ethnic minority candidates from being 

considered qualified for the job, even if they have the same professional 

qualifications as the majority population candidates (Midtbøen and 

Rogstad 2012, Tronstad 2010:35, Sandal, 2009).  

One could have imagined that experience or suspicion of negative 

discrimination would have given reasons to protests and demands for 

amendments on the part of employers. Several of the regulatory policy 

instruments require that individual citizens or citizens groups publicly 

present claims to benefit from protection against discrimination and 

harassment, present complaints to the Discrimination and Equality Om-

bud or even take legal actions in individual cases. However, as the young 

adults were vulnerable to criticism from the majority population they 

were concerned to avoid conflicts and embarrassing situation with po-

tential employers.  

“Some places you just understand they are not interested. You can see it on 

the environment it wont work. (...) I was earlier at a job interview at [hard-

ware store]. They talked Swedish. It was hard to understand what they said. I 

felt I said the same all the time. In the end I told “this won’t work”.”  

(Woman 22 years, from Afghanistan, 10 years in Norway, working part 

time and attending ALMP, October 2012)  
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“I have never experienced any difficulties with employers – except once. I 

stopped by [kiosk] to ask for a trainee position. The boss asked about lots 

of funny things. Can you work without the headscarf? He was going to ask 

people higher in the system. I just cut and ran from the place.”  

(Woman 21 years, born in Norway, parents from Somalia, part time posi-

tions as interpreter and assistant teacher, October 2012) 

In addition to conflict avoidance the interviewees stressed their demon-

strative loyalty and fulfilment of societal expectations to achieve higher 

education and find paid work (“I am very busy. I like to be active”, “always 

looking for something to do”). Several of the minority ethnic youth had 

presented their CV in grocery stores without success. However, some of 

them had managed to achieve unskilled work and summer jobs by turning 

up at the workplace.  

In some cases the interviewees had achieved the first job through the 

social network of their Norwegian boyfriend, through vocational training in 

secondary education (16–18 years), or – in absence of a relevant social net-

work – by assistance from NGOs of and for ethnic minorities. In other cases 

the interviewees had received assistance in writing a CV, practicing on job-

interviews and breaking the code for what is required from employment 

certificates. When applying for jobs the applicant has to master the required 

format and content of CVs and employment certificates, i.e. they have to 

adjust to expectations of formal certification and documentation of skills 

and experiences (job description, period of employment, signature, true 

copy stamp, enterprise letterhead, copy on white – not coloured – paper). 

Written applications submitted trough electronic web portals are to be 

tailor-made and expected to identify how the skills of the applicant meet the 

call text. Oral communication is not filed or processed in bureaucratic en-

terprises. Undocumented skills cannot be validated in the system.  

In several cases the interviewees stressed their efforts not only to im-

prove individual skills but also to adjust to what was considered realistic 

employment opportunities (“teacher is a bit difficult, kindergarten teacher 

is easier”, “an apprenticeship certificate is perhaps possible but not higher 

education.”). In this respect the interviewees seemed to echo the recom-

mendations of staff in NAV (the integrated employment and social securi-

ty agency) and other social services. Additionally the interviewees often 

downplayed the assistance they had received from NAV. Given that they 
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did everything possible to achieve paid work they were in a better posi-

tion also to criticizing public authorities for not doing enough.  

While most interviewees accepted the importance of education and 

language training they also criticized the system for not achieving its offi-

cial objectives. Such complaints included barriers to a well-functioning 

meritocracy; lack of recognition of foreign third level education, insuffi-

cient teaching in Norwegian, and barriers in accessing the labour market. 

The strategies of the interviewees sometimes resembled what Norwegian 

criminologist Thomas Mathiesen (1972) referred to as “censoriousness”: 

the individual did not present him or herself as part of a subculture of 

alternative norms but as carrier and defender of dominant norms.  

In the case of youth with disabilities Norwegian employers have ex-

cused themselves by claiming they never receive any applications from 

persons who explicitly state that they are disabled (Falkum 2012). The 

legal opportunity for Norwegian public sector employers to favour job 

applicants with disabilities requires that the applicant state to have a dis-

ability in the first place. However both youth with mobility and sensory 

impairments and with mental-health problems reported about their ef-

forts to pass as non-disabled; hide the hearing aid, conceal the reason for 

sick-leaves or their medical record (“have never talked about sickness at 

work”). Several of the interviewees aimed to reduce the importance of the 

impairment (“milder mental health problems than many others”) or con-

sidered it irrelevant for the kind of work they were looking for. While 

openness about disabilities, impairments or sickness could be seen as 

desirable the interviewees considered it too risky due to the anticipated 

level of prejudices and/or stereotypical images among employers (“will 

never tell anything before people ask”).15 

 

 

 

 

────────────────────────── 

15Due to obvious signs of difference (language, physical features and a foreign-sounding name) conceal-

ment or detachment did not emerge as an option for the minority ethnic youth. 
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Few employers were aware of the affirmation action duty to promote 

non-discrimination in recruitment, working conditions promotion and 

protection against harassment under Norwegian law. To the extent that 

employers did recruit persons with disabilities to temporary vocational 

training positions they identified candidates through NGOs or NAV. Such 

initiatives tended to be framed in terms of corporate social responsibility 

and compliance with the voluntary Inclusive Working life agreement.  

7.1.3 Reasonable accommodation for youth with 
disabilities 

When asked about their experience with recruiting employees with disa-

bilities the employers sometimes expressed more concern about the in-

teraction between employees with disabilities and co-workers than their 

performance of the work tasks (“scepticism at the workplace”).  

“She worked with administrative tasks here for ¾ year. She was about 30 

years, had had a stroke and had difficulties in walking. It was a larger burden. It 

was more unpopular than popular among the employees. She needed assis-

tance from time to time, for instance to carry the tray in the restaurant. She 

could not carry a glass of water without spilling it while she was walking.”  

(HR director, public sector enterprise, November 2012) 

“It was not an easy decision to hire her. She remained a bit longer on tem-

porary contract than usual but it would have been inhuman not to employ 

her. It would have been easier to say no but you have the human factor. She 

has a good memory and is bright. She does a good job but it is no always 

easy to organize the practical issues. Now is it usually the youngest assis-

tant in the office who assists her. Some of the other employees feel uncom-

fortable. They have to be very careful and are afraid to hurt her. It is not a 

pleasant task to assist her.”  

(Section manager, large private sector enterprise, November 2012)  

In some cases the burdens for co-workers appeared to be of larger concern 

for the employer than the economic costs to accommodation in the work-

place. In other cases the section managers and co-workers found it easier to 

accept trainees with disabilities if they did not replace employees on ordinary 

employment contracts and the enterprise section did not have to charge their 

own budget but received additional allocations for this purpose.  
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Several of the employers expressed more willingness and interest in 

accommodating the workplace for employees who acquired as disability 

after they had been hired. Some interviewees presented unsolicited 

accounts for their work to reduce the rate of sick-leave in the workplace 

and prevent that people were transferred to disability benefit (“skills 

development strategy”). Others emphasized they were flexible and ac-

commodated the needs of the employees as long as it was compatible 

with their business strategy and objectives; e.g. flexible working hours, 

home office, adjustable office table, elevator and barrier-free access (“we 

often have cases of ankle sprain, tendinitis and so on”). Some employers 

stated they did not aim at an active recruitment of employees with disa-

bilities but focused on employees being able to perform optimally in 

their work (“no mercy”).  

Others did accept trainees with disabilities from NAV but expressed 

less flexibility towards those candidates than towards employees who had 

worked in the enterprise for many years (“expect them to deliver”). In one 

case the enterprise accepted trainees with disabilities (often mental 

health conditions) from NAV only after consultations with the employees; 

they would not accept any candidates unless they had the time and re-

sources to follow them up. Both employers and co-workers excused them-

selves that in some periods they had too much to do and did not have the 

capacity to accept trainees with disabilities.  

Co-workers and trade unions have more easily defended the needs of 

employees who acquired disabilities. At the same time and vexing with this 

the co-workers expressed concern that employees with disabilities created 

additional work or required assistance with tasks which were considered 

too private, intimate or simply not part of the official and “proper” tasks 

associated with prestige and awards for the other employees.  

“We had one employee who became a wheelchair user after a heart-attack 

and a hemorrhagic stroke. (…) The co-workers tried to help him and some 

claimed we had not done enough for him. Especially one person was critical 

but when we tried to involve him he soon discovered how difficult it was.”  

(HR Director, independent research and development organization, No-

vember 2012)  
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While employers were more prepared to take responsibility for employ-

ees already hired before they acquired a disability, they considered 

those on the outside of the labour market have tended to be the respon-

sibility of public authorities and to fall outside the scope of the compa-

ny’s social responsibilities. Through this reasoning, employers created 

or reinforced an insider/outsider division in the labour market for young 

adults with disabilities.  

The youth with disabilities tended to see employers’ concern about 

their work capacity or possible needs for accommodation as part of the 

difficulties in achieving and retaining paid work.  

“When I attended a second interview for a summer job I was asked whether I 

was able to use a regular computer. If this had been a problem I would have 

brought up that issue long time ago. From my CV it was clear that I had had 

three jobs as executive officer already. I was chocked that people look at you 

as different. It was almost like asking if you are able to use a computer be-

cause you are a woman. Anyway, it is the employer’s duty to accommodate. It 

is something that should be taken care of after you have been employed. If 

the employer addresses it in the interview this may overshadow the qualifi-

cations. It is not a reason for not being offered the job. … It was insulting but I 

did not argue about it. You could have contacted the Discrimination Ombud 

but who does that? To go to court is demanding. In the end I was offered the 

job but declined it because I got a better offer.”  

(Woman, 24 years, dexterity impairment, MA student, April 2012)  

In another case the interviewee had learned from previous experience and 

avoided demanding accommodation from employers. Instead she now 

looked for workplaces with little noise and not so hectic work environ-

ment. At the same time she had become more reluctant to have a part-

time job in addition to being a student.  
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“It was a lot of noise. They gave messages from the loudspeakers at the 

mall. Constant background noise. I discussed it with the boss but she did 

not want to do anything. Other employees had complained as well. (The 

trade union) referred to the duty to reasonable accommodation. But it 

turned out that they had economic difficulties. … The boss made a large is-

sue of my hearing impairment. She was nagging about it. She could com-

ment: “hey, I do not think you heared what the customers said.” She got 

very occupied with that. The boss complained she lost profit on me and 

would not give me more shifts than I had been allocated already. But I was 

not dismissed before the shop was insolvent.”  

(Woman, 24 years, hearing impairment, dyslexia and difficulties concen-

trating, BA-student, April 2012)  

In these ways, youth with disabilities experienced difficulties in maintain-

ing and enforcing their legal entitlements to reasonable accommodation in 

negotiations with employers. Moreover, the employees with disabilities 

refrained from presenting their needs.; e.g. one interviewee reported she 

avoided asking for accommodation but brought her own lap-top to work 

to be able to perform her work to avoid being considered a financial bur-

den (“expenditure item”). Although Norwegian employers in certain cases 

can be compensated 100% for costs to accommodation in the workplace, 

the employee could risk a conflict with the employer and being labelled as 

a potential social problem at the workplace. However, in some cases the 

assumed reluctance from employers turned out not to be real. As the ex-

ternal barriers disappeared the internal barriers to present demands for 

accommodation became more apparent.  

While youth with mobility, dexterity and sensory impairments might 

require assistive technology or accommodation of the working environ-

ment, youth with mental health problems sometimes needed flexible 

working hours or reduced working hours in periods with sickness. 

“I got new medicines in September and I told the employer it could make 

me listless. It was the first time I told the employer about the mental health 

problems. In the job interview they asked if there was any underlying rea-

son [to my earlier career changes] but I did not answer that. It was none of 

their business. But then I overslept three days in a row. The boss was not 

so happy when he learned it. He claimed they had a right to be informed in 

the job interview. It got worse after that. (…) I talked with the assistant 

manager but it was not much he could do. I complained to LO [the trade 

union] and The Norwegian Labour Inspection Authority and received in-
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formation about what I should do. The manager got furious and thought I 

was doing this behind his back. The Norwegian Labour Inspection Authori-

ty visited at the workplace but it was only a conversation with the deputy 

manager and me. I tried to work together with the assistant manager ra-

ther than the manager. It worked for a month. Then it was back to the boss 

again and after another month I resigned. I do not tolerate this!.”  

(Man, 28 years, mental health problem, previous apprentice in electrician 

trade)  

In this case exit from working life emerged as a self-protective strategy to 

avoid further negative reactions from the employer.  

7.1.4 Reasonable accommodation for minority ethnic 
groups 

Prejudice and bias are sometimes openly expressed by employers, often 

confrontational in form, and carried out with the blessings of society or at 

the very least condoned and accepted. More subtle forms of negative dis-

crimination are found in a setting where employers and others give ideo-

logical expression to equality – where many have internalized that it is 

social taboo and morally wrong to discriminate(“differences is the normal 

at our workplace”), and in consequence believe in and espouse egalitarian 

values (“focus on their qualifications not their origin”). And yet in this 

same setting, organizational practice and culture in work places continues 

to create and perpetuate positions of relative disadvantage for some 

groups, and privilege for other groups.  

“We do not have special measures for minority groups at the work place. 

We have had some requests about praying room but the employees have 

accepted it is not going to happen. We have not wanted much special ar-

rangements. Otherwise we could experience conflicts between the employ-

ees. (…) Some individuals have complained that we decorate for Christmas. 

But the other employees have reacted against that. Of course we do deco-

rate for Christmas.”  

(HR Manager, public enterprise, 400 employees, October 2012)  
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“They can be granted paid leave on Eid and the Prophet's Birthday. But al-

most all are working in a rotation scheme so there is not guarantee. (…) Eid 

is a flexible holiday and our directors do not manage to take that into ac-

count in their planning. We have told it is not so difficult. Eid moves for-

ward with 10 days each year. But they are not aware of that.”  

(HR manager, public enterprise, 3800 employees, November 2012)  

Because the culture of the majority ethnic group is taken for granted and 

given privilege the minority employees have been expected to accept the 

larger and more visible presence of the majority culture in the workplace. In 

some cases ignorance of minority cultures in the management hampered 

anticipation and accommodation of special needs in the manpower plan.  

In other cases it has been a risk that employers’ concern with the lan-

guage skills or accent of the job applicants would be given undue weight in 

recruitment, temporary lay-offs and dismissals (Perduco, 2010). However, 

a couple of the employers had accommodated the different language skills 

among their staff. In one case the enterprise had purchased voice pickers 

software in the 13 most common languages for their employees in the 

logistics department. In another case the HR department had published a 

glossary with the terminology in their enterprise.  

Generally the employers were concerned to treat the employees 

“equally”. Accommodation of special needs of ethnic minority staff was 

granted on the basis of the same rules as for other employees: Employers 

tended to be flexible with regard to holiday and unpaid leave to be able to 

celebrate religious holidays or visit relatives in a faraway country as long 

as this was possible to combine with the needs of the enterprise. To the 

extent that the Norwegian employers adopted policy measures to ensure 

reasonable accommodation of ethnic and religious diversity in the work-

place, the accommodation was limited to individual rights and did not 

included collective (group) rights; e.g. individual opportunities to vacation 

during religious holidays for religious minorities but not access to prayer 

rooms at the work place. 

A common concern among the employers was that collective rights 

and separate networks for ethnic minorities would create tensions in 

relation to the co-workers from the majority population or other minori-

ties. In one of the enterprises the staff of Pakistani origin was usually sit-

ting together at social events (“but at least they have started to attend”). In 
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the annual celebration of jubilees among the staff the Muslim men used to 

attend without their spouses. But after their staff advisor with a particular 

responsibility for ethnic minority issues had talked with them the men 

had started bringing their wives to the events – like the staff from the 

majority population. The employer clearly considered their adjustment to 

the dominant (majority) norms of gender interaction as an achievement of 

increased cohesion at the workplace.  

Not only gender norms but also language and clothing were potential 

sources of conflict and tensions among the staff:  

“It is not a question whether somebody do not fit in at the workplace. Rac-

ism is totally unacceptable. But we require that they talk Norwegian at 

work. Otherwise there will be misunderstandings. If anything if could be-

come a problem that ethnically Norwegians felt they do not fit in at the 

workplace but it is not a problem today. In some nursing homes we have 

clusters of certain ethnic groups, for instance Philippines. They talk Philip-

pine in the staff room. Even though they know they ought to talk Norwe-

gian it is unnatural for them when it only is them.”  

(HR manager, public enterprise, 3800 employees, November 2012) 

The expression of concern for the relations between co-workers can be 

interpreted as a concern for the social construction of otherness in the 

workplace; i.e. how ethnic groups perceive and interact with each other. 

An underlying concern was that if ethnical-racial categories (culture, skin 

colour, language) were mobilised and made relevant as a basis for social 

interaction in the workplace, conflicts could more easily emerge or have 

the potential to spark conflict if a triggering event occurred.  

From the individual minority employee’s point of view, however, lack 

of recognition of the minority culture or questioning of the legitimacy of 

the minority culture was sometimes associated with experiences of har-

assment from co-workers.  
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“I am the only Muslim at work. One of the other employees says that “Muslims 

are terrorists”, “How can anyone with a Niqab work at our place? It is not pos-

sible for hygienic reasons”. Our boss and the others do not say anything against 

her. I feel she is attacking me. But when I work I only use the headscarf and 

trousers. (…) When I first read the newspapers and read all the comments 

about Muslims I was depressed. Does everyone think like that?”  

(Woman 28 years, from Somalia, in Norway for 4 years, working as home 

help and nursing assistant, November 2012)  

Such conflicts were associated with the risk of early exit from working life 

to avoid further exposure to negative reactions from colleagues.  

7.1.5 Comparing the negotiation strategies of minority 
ethnic youth and youth with disabilities 

Several of the regulatory policy instruments require that individual citi-

zens or citizens groups publicly present claims to benefit from entitle-

ments to accommodation or protection against discrimination and har-

assment; e.g. to the Norwegian Discrimination and Equality Ombud or the 

trade union. In our cases both minority ethnic youth and youth with disa-

bilities benefited from participation in virtual networks and self-help 

groups in which they had developed skills and strategies (writing CV, 

identifying job-opportunities, self-presentation in interviews), shared 

knowledge and developed their own interpretations which they benefited 

from in negotiations with (prospective) employers and co-workers. As the 

interviewees, however, were vulnerable to criticism from the majority 

population they were generally concerned to avoid conflicts, downplayed 

their contact with the Norwegian Labour and Welfare Service and ex-

pressed demonstrative loyalty to the dominant expectations to achieve a 

formal education and paid work. This was especially the case among mi-

nority ethnic youth.  

Youth with mobility and sensory impairments could more easily claim to 

be victims of negative discrimination (physical, organizational and attitudi-

nal barriers to participation) and tended to frame their self-presentation in 

line with a social model of disability; i.e. societal conditions were considered 

the main reason for why persons with atypical attributes (or lack of attrib-

utes) experience that their life choices are restricted and prevented from 

equal opportunities to participate in the market and other arenas of society. 
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From a social model perspective, the lack of accommodation and prejudices 

on the part of employers and co-workers are considered the main barriers 

to participation in the labour market. As the interviewees had clear-cut 

diagnoses they could more easily claim that the barriers to participate in the 

labour market were created by others and they could not be blamed for the 

disadvantaged situation themselves.  

Youth with mental health problems tended to a larger extent to frame 

their status in line with an medical model of disability (“sick, not disabled”). 

From a medical model perspective, reduction in life-quality and barriers to 

participation the individual experience are considered the result of a physi-

cal or psychological condition intrinsic to the individual. From this perspec-

tive society should invests resources in health care and related services in 

an attempt to cure the sickness, to expand functionality or improve func-

tioning of the individual to reduce the difficulties experienced in education, 

vocational training and the labour market. Additionally and in keeping with 

this the interviewees tended to present the health condition as temporary. 

Altogether the youth with mental health problems were more concerned 

about access to social services than “discrimination”.  

7.2 The role of a third partyin finding and keeping 
paid work 

Both in Iceland and Norway the role of third parties emerged as a topic in 

the interviews. Together the two data set provide insights in processes 

and mechanisms that affected the role of third parties or mediators in the 

“negotiations” between employers and the vulnerable youth in their ef-

forts to achieve and retain paid work.  

In Iceland Traustadottir, Rice and Jokumsen (forthcoming) found that 

the formal social regulation played an important role in employment out-

comes. However the outcome also depended on a number of informal 

mechanisms and the nature of employment in question. Both in the case of 

minority ethnic youth and youth with disabilities social networks ap-

peared to be a key factor. In the case of youth with disabilities these net-

works more often were formed out of a mixture of personal connections 

as well as connections made with labour and educational professionals.  
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In Norway both minority ethnic youth and youth with disabilities ben-

efited from participation in virtual networks (via social media) and self-

help groups in which they had developed skills and strategies (writing CV, 

identifying job-opportunities, self-presentation in interviews), shared 

knowledge and developed their own interpretations which they benefited 

from in negotiations with (prospective) employers and co-workers.  

7.2.1 Employers 

In Iceland formal social regulations were quite minimal in the case of mi-

nority ethnic youth. The impacts of formal regulations were much more 

apparent in the case of youth with disabilities. Icelandic employers found 

the wage subsidy scheme for youth with disabilities to have clear econom-

ic benefits and the ability to call upon assistance of case workers in sup-

ported employment programmes.  

In Norway, employers vexed between stating they had no need of sup-

port from the public employment services (NAV) and wanting more sup-

port and opportunities for consultations. Often employers’ expressed an 

ambivalent relationship to NAV. On the one hand they would downplay 

the need for special arrangement and policy measures to support the in-

clusion of the two groups in the labour market. On the other, inclusion of 

youth with need for accommodation has represented a potential expense 

and been considered a responsibility for the public authorities.  

As part of their corporate social responsibility strategy most of the 

Norwegian enterprises we interviewed recruited ethnic minorities for 

vocational training through NGOs or the Norwegian Labour and Welfare 

Service (NAV). Some of the enterprises also had separate recruitment and 

promotion programs to stimulate broader diversity in management level 

positions. To the extent that the employers actively recruited and hired 

young adults with disabilities they did so through NAV or a self-help or-

ganisation for persons with mental health problems (Clubhouse Norway).  

Norwegian employers reported mixed experiences with recruiting 

candidates through NAV. While some public agencies recommended all 

their clients to apply other agencies filtered their clients and transferred 

only those with sufficient language skills. To ensure they received only 

qualified candidates some of the employers had selected a few NAV offices 
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they had managed to achieve a good working relationship with (“have 

taken time before they understood our needs as employer”).  

To the extent the employers felt they received help and assistance from 

the Norwegian Labour and Welfare Service (NAV) the employer had a per-

sonal contact person in the agency they could contact when they needed 

advice and information about reasonable accommodation in the workplace. 

7.2.2 Minority ethnic youth 

Among minority ethnic youth in Iceland the social networks as a method 

for finding work usually took the form a parent, sibling or friend who 

alerted the participant of the availability of employment. In a number of 

cases it appeared that the participant’s contact was able, to an extent, to 

exert some influence behind the scenes to improve the chance of the par-

ticipant being successful in the application process.  

Similar stories emerged in the minority youth in Norway. Additionally 

in several cases non-governmental organisations working against discrim-

ination compensated for the lack of a relevant social network.  

7.2.3 Youth with disabilities  

The role of social networks was a little more complex for youth with disa-

bilities. Given the more extensive involvement of youth with disabilities in 

active labour market schemes and other forms of support the networks of 

the youths with disabilities – both in Iceland and Norway tended to in-

clude employment counsellors, former employers and educators along 

with friends and family. However, interviewees among youth with invisi-

ble and less severe disabilities reported experiences of seeking work in-

dependently and through formal procedures.  
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7.3 Concluding comments 

While the formal social regulation played an important role in employment 

outcomes a number of informal mechanisms were also important. This 

chapter has argued that the legitimacy of the youth groups has influenced 

on their opportunities to take advantage of the formal social regulation. 

Several of the regulatory policy instruments require that individual citizens 

or citizens groups publicly present claims to benefit from entitlements to 

accommodation or protection against discrimination and harassment; e.g. 

to the Norwegian Discrimination and Equality Ombud or the trade union.  

Some of the difficulties among the minority ethnic youth to find paid 

work illustrated the complex interaction between redistributive and regu-

latory policy measures. Because most of them considered they needed to 

improve their Norwegian language skills and/ or complete more educa-

tion it was seldom obvious that they have been exposed to discrimination 

in the cases they had not been hired for a job. More often the interviewees 

illustrated the need for access to temporary positions in vocational train-

ing and financial schemes which would provide incentives for employers 

to employ minority youth with little or no economic risk.  

As the youth were vulnerable to criticism from the majority population 

they were generally concerned to avoid conflicts, downplayed their con-

tact with the Norwegian Labour and Welfare Service and expressed 

demonstrative loyalty to the dominant expectations to achieve a formal 

education and paid work. This was especially the case among minority 

ethnic youth.  

Youth with mobility and sensory impairments could more easily claim 

to be victims of negative discrimination (physical, organizational and atti-

tudinal barriers to participation) and tended to frame their self-

presentation in line with a social model of disability; i.e. societal condi-

tions were considered the main reason for why persons with atypical 

attributes (or lack of attributes) experience that their life choices are re-

stricted and prevented from equal opportunities to participate in the 

market and other arenas of society. From this perspective the lack of ac-

commodation and prejudices on the part of employers and co-workers are 

considered the main barriers to participation in the labour market. As the 

interviewees had clear-cut diagnoses they could more easily claim that the 
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barriers to participate in the labour market were created by others and 

they could not be blamed for the disadvantaged situation themselves.  

Youth with mental health problems tended to a larger extent to frame 

their status in line with a medical model of disability (“sick, not disabled”). 

I.e. the reduction in life-quality and the barriers to participation the indi-

vidual experience were considered the result of a physical or psychologi-

cal condition intrinsic to the individual. From this perspective society 

should invests resources in health care and related services in an attempt 

to cure the sickness, to expand functionality or improve functioning of the 

individual to reduce the difficulties experienced in education, vocational 

training and the labour market. Additionally and in keeping with this the 

interviewees tended to present the health condition as temporary. Alto-

gether the youth with mental health problems were more concerned 

about access to social services than “discrimination”.  

Due to their larger degree of legitimacy youth with clear-cut diagnosis 

and physical impairments could more easily claim to be discriminated 

against. Minority ethnic youth and youth with mental health problems 

were better positioned to negotiate with public agencies about access to 

redistributive policy measures (education and training) than taking ad-

vantage of the regulatory policy measures.  

While disability has been conceived as a result of biology, sickness, or 

accidents (“destiny”), many people tend to assume that ethnicity is a “cho-

sen” status; i.e. that the person in question could just choose not to identi-

fy with an ethnic minority. According to this perception, people of indige-

nous, national minority or immigrant background could choose to assimi-

late to the majority by abandoning their own language and culture 

(“adjust to the local culture”, e.g. Adresseavisen 21.01.2014), regardless of 

their different background and visible traits like colour of skin and hair 

(Kymlicka, 2002:339-40). This perception has often been associated with 

blaming minority ethnic youth for maintaining their culture and/or claims 

to accommodate ethno-cultural diversity in the workplace has been con-

sidered unreasonable.  

Overall the employers were occupied with the social construction of 

otherness in the workplace: who fit in at the workplace and how to avoid 

tensions and conflicts at the workplace. To maintain their legitimacy, em-

ployers are driven to incorporate prevailing norms and institutionalized 
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policies and programmes to foster diversity in the organisation. Vexing 

with this, the employers need a focus on efficiency to ensure that the or-

ganisation achieves its objectives. While the formal organisation have to 

take into consideration the expectations from their institutional environ-

ment and maintain the official image of the enterprise, the actual day-to-

day work activities may reflect quite different priorities. Arguably the 

emphasis given to Corporate Social Responsibility or diversity manage-

ment in many organisations reflects the norms and values of their institu-

tional environments instead of the demands of their work activities. Many 

diversity policies and programmes emerge in response to prevailing 

norms and expectations in the environment rather than from internal 

needs in the organisation. Many of the official positions organisations take 

are enforced if not by law then by public opinion and the views of their 

important constituents.  

Our data suggest that employers individualized the accommodation of 

ethnicity in the workplace: Partly accommodation of the needs of ethnic 

minorities was limited to individual rights and did not include collective 

rights to observe religious rituals during the work day. Partly corporate 

social responsibility to enhance the recruitment of minority ethnic groups 

in the management was framed as an individual need for education and 

training rather than a question of discrimination.  

Obviously the strategies adopted by employers and the vulnerable 

youths have affected the effectiveness of the regulatory measures adopted 

in the Nordic countries during the last decade. Altogether this suggests 

increased attention to the implementation stage of the policy process is 

necessary to be able to assess whether seemingly novel (or innovative) 

policies represent true changes.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 



8. Concluding discussion: 
Regulating diversity in the 
labour market 

Despite reforms in the redistributive policy measures and the adoption of 

new regulatory policies to enhance the employment prospects of ethnic 

minority youth, the Nordic countries still witness ethno-cultural divides in 

the employment prospects for young adults. Similarly there is little evi-

dence that suggest that the Nordic countries managed to improve the 

employment prospects for young adults with disabilities in the last dec-

ade. Despite the uncertainties related to the reliability and comparability 

of available figures, there can be no doubt that a large proportion of young 

adults with disabilities have been practically excluded from gainful em-

ployment in the Nordic countries. Together ethnicity and disability ads to 

our understanding of social divisions in the Nordic countries today (in 

addition to social class and gender) (Williams, 1995).  

This report has examined what overall significance social regulation 

provisions have had on the employment opportunities and prospects of 

minority ethnic youth and youth with disabilities. In doing so the report 

has taken into account the role of existing redistributive arrangements 

and possible interactions or incompatibilities between regulatory and 

redistributive provisions.  

Initially we asked under which conditions social regulation is most 

likely to have a positive impact on the labour market participation of vul-

nerable youth groups. However, the team increasingly discussed how the 

outcomes of the social regulation subsystem needs to considered as inter-

acting with differences between the Nordic countries in the social services 

subsystem and social benefit subsystem.  

This revised focus was partly a general acknowledgement of the difficulty 

in isolating the impact of social regulation instruments (and controlling for all 
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other relevant factors). Partly, the unexpected problems we encountered in 

seeking access to relevant and comparable longitudinal data about young 

individuals in the five countries have contributed to this revised focus. 

The report has demonstrated the need for better data to examine un-

der which conditions social regulation is most likely to have a positive 

impact on the labour market participation of vulnerable youth groups. If 

Nordic governments want a better knowledge-base for policy develop-

ment, innovation and exchange of best practice, efforts and resources 

need to be invested in ensuring: 

 

 Longer time series of data and more frequent data points. 

 Data that are consistent and truly comparative across time and place 

(e.g. regarding definitions and categories used). 

 Effective use of existing register data across countries. 

 Repeated surveys with sufficient size to allow comparisons between 

subgroups (e.g. different impairments or disabilities, ethnicity, 

immigration background, length of residency, first or second 

generation, etc.). 

 Panel data making it possible to follow the same individuals over time. 

 Well-designed intervention studies and controlled trials.  

 

While available data has not made it possible to determine robust evi-

dence of an effect (positive or negative) of the social regulation policies for 

the employment of vulnerable youth groups in statistical (numeric) terms, 

the team has been able to clarify processes and mechanisms through 

which social regulation policies make a difference.  

8.1 Ethnicity and disability in Nordic social 
protection policy  

The report has argued that ethnicity and disability represent social cate-

gories of high policy relevance for understanding the present challenges 

to the Nordic welfare states, including their efforts to promote the inclu-

sion of new generations of young adults in the workforce. We have argued 

that in order to understand the role of the new and emerging regulatory 



  New Policies to Promote Youth Inclusion 133 

policy instruments to promote the participation of Nordic youth we need 

to take into account the legitimacy of the target group intended to benefit 

from the policy.  

Earlier studies have found that Nordic employers often are reluctant to 

hire persons with disabilities and persons with minority ethnic-

background even if they have higher education (Andreassen, 2012, Mid-

tbøen and Rogstad 2012, OECD 2013a). Our interview data demonstrate 

that employers were concerned about otherness in the workplace; i.e. 

whether minority youth or youth with disabilities would fit in at the 

workplace, change the work organizational culture or create extra work 

and concerns for the co-workers. Ignorance and neglect of existing obliga-

tions on the part of employers, recurring fears that the costs associated 

with making workplaces fully accessible and accommodating them to the 

requirement of workers with disabilities, and efforts among persons with 

disabilities to pass as non-disabled and reluctance to present demands for 

reasonable accommodation or protection against harassment and dis-

crimination in the workplace, have prevented social regulation policy 

measures to be effective (Halvorsen and Hvinden, 2014). 

8.2 Social regulation vs social redistribution in the 
Nordic countries  

The report has argued that the transitions from education to employment 

is associated with four interrelated challenges for the labour market in-

clusion of young adults: school drop-out, lack of employment opportuni-

ties, labour market segmentation and early exit and termination of con-

tracts. The complexity of the transitions suggest a multidimensional ap-

proach (Table 8.1).  
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Table 8.1: Enhancing transitions between education and employment 

Young people In general With minority 

background 

With 

disability 

Combat school absence and drop-out, provide follow-up and 

support, accommodate diversity, improve educational accom-

plishments  

 

X X X 

Facilitate combined training and real work  experience, relevant 

work practice and apprenticeships 

 

X X X 

Combat discrimination, prejudice and stereotypes, promote 

accessibility, raise awareness through campaigns, disseminate best 

practice, lower thresholds for complaints and redress  

 

x X X 

Lower companies costs related to work accommodation, lower 

threshold support for diversity management, positive duties for 

major public and private employers  

 

 X X 

Target flexible wage subsidies, compensate for initial or lasting 

diminished productivity 

x X X 

 

The report has demonstrated that the Nordic countries have responded 

differently to the concerns about the public expenditures and financial 

disincentives for the individual to participate in the labour market, the 

need for an up-to-date and relevant educational and vocational training 

services and social regulation of the market to ensure an inclusive labour 

market. The Nordic countries all have adopted regulatory provisions to 

enhance the employment prospects and opportunities of young mothers, 

minority ethnic youth and youth with disabilities. Nevertheless, we find 

not insignificant differences between the countries both in scope and im-

plementation of the provisions. Of the Nordic countries, Sweden had 

adopted the broadest repertoire of legal and financial provisions. Den-

mark was the most reluctant to adopt statutory provisions to ensure non-

discrimination and accommodation for all three population groups.  

Altogether the increasing salience of diversity has furthered a more 

complex mix of policy measures combining redistributive and regulatory 

policy instruments in Nordic labour market policy. Still redistributive or 

transfer-oriented arrangements to enhance employability and provide 

income security during periods outside employment are more developed 

than regulatory provisions. However, the last 15 years the meaning of 

accommodation to disability have been codified in legal documents – but 

to various extent. In a Nordic context, accommodation of ethnic diversity 
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in the workplace has proved to be more controversial. Arguably the rela-

tively low public legitimacy of ethno-cultural diversity has been reflected 

in the reluctance among Nordic politicians to adopt regulatory policy 

measures and innovative strategies to ensure the accommodation of eth-

nic diversity in the workplace and increase the participation of minority 

ethnic youth in employment (Halvorsen and Hvinden, 2014).  

To considerable extent Nordic social protection policy has been supply 

oriented and emphasised efforts to strengthen the individual’s qualifica-

tions, skills or “human capital” through education and training to improve 

his or her job chances and employability. Since the early 1990s,a number 

of reforms have tightened up the eligibility criteria, introduced or rein-

forced emphasis on the conditionality of participation in ALMP to contin-

ue receiving benefits. To hasten the flow of potential workers into or back 

to employment “passive” income maintenance schemes have become less 

generous. We also find an increasing emphasis on extending the scope for 

use of temporary employment contracts (“flexibility”). Altogether, Nordic 

social protection policies have demonstrated many of the features associ-

ated with the “social investment approach” and productivist social policy 

more generally (Esping-Andersen, 2002 , Hemerijck et al., 2013, Morel et 

al., 2012, Vandenbroucke et al., 2011).  

Given the large investments in education and training for young in the 

Nordic countries we could have expected larger returns. This may partly 

be due to the design and implementation of the general education service 

and the ALMP. The higher number of early school leavers and lower par-

ticipation rates in education and training suggests that there is scope for 

better accommodation of the human capital or skills improvement 

measures to the needs of minority ethnic youth and youth with disabilities 

and/or learning difficulties (e.g. dyslexia). Unless education and training is 

physically accessible, provide necessary flexibility in time needed to com-

plete courses due to illness or incapacity, and books and lectures are 

available in accessible formats, the opportunities to invest in education 

will be limited (Magnus, 2009).  

Earlier studies have questioned whether ALMPs have made the benefi-

ciaries more attractive in the labour market and increased their skills or 

mainly served to test their willingness to achieve gainful employment 

(Kluve, 2006, Koning, 2007). Despite the increasing emphasis given to 
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“individual action plans” in implementing ALMP we find strategies to 

standardise the help and assistance provided among local agents and lim-

ited scope for “voice”, influence on the final choice of education and train-

ing programmes or opportunities to decline offers the claimant finds de-

grading or meaningless (Halvorsen et al., 2007 ). Several studies have 

demonstrated how limited resources and time constrains in the local 

agents and managerial requirements to report efficient spending of public 

resources have structured ALMP. Local agents have favoured selection of 

the most employable beneficiaries among the disabled. In other cases a 

narrow conception of “activation” has hampered the opportunities for 

tailor-made solutions and adopting a broader and more long-time per-

spective on the investment in persons at risk of social exclusion.  

For those at a distance from the labour market strengthening capaci-

ties and capabilities may include more long-term investments than is 

commonly the case. However, if the objective capacity to work is minimal, 

a reduction in the benefit level and/or activation strategies will not neces-

sarily increase the likelihood of achieving paid work. In such cases benefit 

cuts and activation requirements will do little to prevent social exclusion 

and enable agency.  

Unless the policy design and implementation are sensitive to the varia-

tion in the needs of the population some population groups will not be 

able to benefit from the services in cash or in kind; e.g. abilities to benefit 

from education designed for the general population or standardised ALMP 

unless special needs (related to an immigrant background, impairment, 

school drop-out) are accommodated. Because people are fundamentally 

diverse – due to personal, environmental and social conditions – the pro-

cesses and mechanisms that structure the abilities to benefit from the 

resources varies between population groups.  

The challenges faced by Nordic welfare states to foster social inclusion 

and participation of persons with outside the labour market are not only 

related to instrumental coordination or selecting the most effective policy 

instruments. Making sure that staff in the educational and social services 

stimulates involvement, initiatives and participation from persons outside 

the labour market is equally important.  

If social and educational services are designed in a strict top-down man-

ner by national authorities and leave little space for manouvering by local 
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agents the diversity of needs will be difficult to take properly into account. 

While this does not necessarily imply unconditional respect of the benefi-

ciaries’ point of view, effective possibilities for co-determination (a capabil-

ity for voice) by the beneficiaries would increase the likelihood of collabora-

tive relations between the service providers and beneficiaries and co-

production of the services they participate in (Bonvin and Orton, 2012). 

The issues about the design of the education and training programmes 

aside, a one-sided focus on investments on the supply side seem insuffi-

cient to ensure social inclusion of vulnerable population groups in the 

labour market. Social regulation (e.g. wage subsidies, reimbursement of 

costs associated with reasonable accommodation) to influence employers 

preferences and behaviour are equally important to promote inclusion of 

such population groups. More generally, we want to consider the context 

or social environment that the person faces and how changes in these 

surroundings may be required to achieve active inclusion. For instance, it 

may be necessary to promote physical accessibility in the social environ-

ment of persons with mobility restrictions and to combat discrimination 

and stereotypes. Altogether this suggests a pluralist and multidimensional 

approach to social protection policies to enhance the labour market op-

portunities for vulnerable youth groups.  
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10. Norsk sammendrag: 
Ny politikk for å fremme 
inkludering av ungdom i 
arbeidsmarkedet? 
Tilpasning av mangfold i 
arbeidslivet  

Rune Halvorsen og Bjørn Hvinden 

Norsk Institutt for forskning om oppvekst, velferd og aldring, HiOA.  

 

Rapporten presenterer ny kunnskap om betydningen av sosial regule-

ring for mulighetene til arbeidsmarkedsdeltakelse blant unge voksne 

med minoritetsbakgrunn og unge funksjonshemmede (16–29 år) i de 

nordiske landene.  

Med sosial regulering sikter vi i denne rapporten hovedsakelig til tre ty-

per av politikkvirkemidler innrettet mot å sikre etnisk minoritetsungdom 

og unge funksjonshemmede muligheter til å ta og beholde lønnet arbeid i 

det ordinære arbeidsmarkedet: politiske virkemidler for å hindre negativ 

forskjellsbehandling (sikre likebehandling), politikkvirkemidler for å kom-

pensere for ulemper i en overgangsfase gjennom positiv forskjellsbehand-

ling, og rimelig tilpasning av ansattes behov på arbeidsplassen.  

Rapporten argumenterer for at de nordiske landene har endret balan-

sen mellom omfordelingspolitiske og reguleringspolitiske virkemidler for 

å fremme sysselsetting blant unge voksne generelt og unge voksne med 

minoritetsbakgrunn og unge funksjonshemmede spesielt. De nordiske 

velferdsstatene har hatt en tradisjon for generøse omfordelingspolitiske 

ordninger for å gjøre personer utenfor arbeidsmarkedet mer attraktive å 
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ansette for arbeidsgivere og sikre inntekt i perioder uten lønnet arbeid. 

Reguleringspolitiske virkemidler for å oppnå velferdspolitiske målsetting-

er har vært relativt mindre utviklet. Fra 1990-tallet har imidlertid de nor-

diske landene innført ny lovgivning, økonomiske insentiver og frivillige 

avtaler for å fremme inkludering i arbeidslivet.  

Prosjektet begynte med å spørre under hvilke betingelser sosial regule-

ring har størst mulighet for å forbedre arbeidsmarkedsdeltakelsen fra mi-

noritetsungdom og unge funksjonshemmede. I løpet av prosjektet har vi 

imidlertid i økende grad diskutert hvordan følgene av det sosiale regule-

ringssystemet må ses i sammenheng med ulikheter mellom de nordiske 

tjenestesystemet (grad av selektivitet og arbeidserfaring i utdanningssys-

temene, bruk av aktive arbeidsmarkedstiltak) og inntektssikringssystemet.  

Det reviderte fokuset var dels en anerkjennelse av vanskene med å iso-

lere betydningen av sosiale regulering og å kontrollere for andre faktorer. 

Dels var det et resultat av uventede problemer med å få tilgang til relevan-

te og sammenlignbare tidsseriedata i de fem nordiske landene.  

Rapporten har tydeliggjort behovet for bedre data. Tilgjengelige sta-

tistikk har ikke gjort det mulig å fastslå noen effekt (positiv eller nega-

tiv) av sosial regulering for graden av sysselsetting blant de to gruppene 

av unge voksne. Prosjektet har imidlertid identifisert prosesser og me-

kanismer som påvirker iverksettingen eller implementeringen av den 

sosiale reguleringspolitikken.  
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ethnic youth in the Nordic 
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Figure 1: Denmark. Youth in employment (incl. apprenticeships). Both sexes. 
Total 15–28 years old. Percent 
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Figure 2: Finland. Youth in employment. 18–29 years old. Both sexes.  
1997–2010 Percent 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3: Norway. Youth in employment. 16–29 years old. Both sexes. Q4. 
2001–2011 Percent 
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Figure 4: Sweden. Youth in employment. 16–29 years old. Both sexes.  
1997–2010 Percent 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 5: Denmark. Youth in education. 15–28 years old. Both sexes.  
1997–2010 Percent 
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Figure 6: Finland. Youth in education. 18–29 years old. Both sexes.  
1997–2010 Percent 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 7: Norway. Youth in education. 16–29 years old. Both sexes.  
2001–2011 Percent 
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Figure 8: Sweden. Youth in education. 16–29 years old. Both sexes.  
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Figure 9: Denmark. Share of youths aged 15–28 not in education or employment, 
1997–2010. Percent 
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Figure 10: Finland. Share of youths aged 18–29 not in education or employment,* 
1997–2010. Percent 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

* Includes people in military service (both conscripts and people in non-military service).  
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Figure 11: Share of youths aged 16–29 not in education or employment in 
Norway, 2001–2011. Percent 
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Figure 12: Share of youths aged 16–29 not in education or employment in 
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Table 1: Cohort specific employment rate (percent). Total men (TM) and men born in Africa 
(AFM). Age. Norway 

 

-19 20- 25- 30- 35- 40- 45- 50- 55- 60- 65- 70- 

TM1935 

         

62 32 22 

TM1945 

       

85 78 67 

  TM1955 

     

87 85 85 

    TM1965 

   

87 85 86 

      TM1975 

 

76 80 85 

        TM1985 43 71 

          AFM1935 

         

36 22 8 

AFM1945 

       

52 41 35 

  AFM1955 

     

53 50 49 

    AFM1965 

   

57 52 58 

      AFM1975 

 

51 48 59 

        AFM1985 17 46 

          
Source: Statistics Norway 2001, 2004, 2009. 4Q.  

Table 2: Cohort specific employment rate (percent). Total men (TM) and men born in Asia 
(ASM). Age. Norway 

 -19 20- 25- 30- 35- 40- 45- 50- 55- 60- 65- 70- 

TM1935 

         

62 32 22 

TM1945 

       

85 78 67 

  TM1955 

     

87 85 85 

    TM1965 

   

87 85 86 

      TM1975 

 

76 80 85 

        TM1985 43 71 

          ASM1935 

         

30 15 8 

ASM1945 

       

52 45 35 

  ASM1955 

     

64 59 58 

    ASM1965 

   

67 64 67 

      ASM1975 

 

63 62 72 

        ASM1985 28 59 

          

Source: Statistics Norway 2001, 2004, 2009. 4Q.  
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Table 3: Cohort specific employment rate (percent). Total men (TM) and men born in New EU 
member states (NEUM). Age. Norway 

 

-19 20- 25- 30- 35- 40- 45- 50- 55- 60- 65- 70- 

TM1935 

         

62 32 22 

TM1945 

       

85 78 67 

  TM1955 

     

87 85 85 

    TM1965 

   

87 85 86 

      TM1975 

 

76 80 85 

        TM1985 43 71 

          NEUM35 

         

59 36 20 

NEUM45 

       

76 68 60 

  NEUM55 

     

79 77 71 

    NEUM65 

   

78 79 75 

      NEUM75 

 

62 74 77 

        NEUM85 30 68 

          
Source: Statistics Norway 2001, 2004, 2009. 4Q.  
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