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Executive summary

This study examines the role of non-governmental organisations (NGOs) in up- and reskilling, in particular vocational 
education and training (VET) and adult learning, for socially disadvantaged groups across Europe. The analysis 
focuses on four countries – Austria, Italy, Slovenia, and Spain – showcasing NGO-led initiatives that integrate social 
and educational support to enhance workforce inclusion and address structural challenges in labour markets.

Economic and demographic changes have increased the diversity of individuals requiring upskilling and reskilling. 
Globalisation, technological advancements, and the transition to greener economies have created new risks for 
workers. Public training systems often struggle to meet the complex needs of vulnerable populations, including 
migrants, refugees, and NEETs (Not in Education, Employment or Training). NGOs fill these gaps by offering tailored, 
personalised approaches that combine education with mentoring, outreach, and additional support services. Their 
ability to adapt quickly to dynamic environments and provide innovative, inclusive solutions makes them indispensable 
partners in fostering social cohesion and addressing inequalities in access to education and employment.

The study employed a mixed-methods approach, including literature reviews, case studies with expert interviews, 
and an online survey conducted among members of the ESF+ Community of Practice. The analysis is enriched by 
data from the Social Innovation Match database, which includes over 200 cases, and insights from a World Café at 
the Social Innovation Forum 2024. Four country case studies – Austria, Italy, Slovenia, and Spain – were selected 
to represent diverse approaches to NGO-led up- and reskilling. Each case study explores the role of NGOs within 
national education systems, their contributions to VET and adult learning, and the impact of European Social Fund 
(ESF) funding. Examples of best practices are integrated throughout the report.

NGOs have historically evolved as flexible and community-oriented actors, stepping in where public and private 
systems fell short in meeting complex social needs. Initially focused on humanitarian and social services, many 
NGOs began incorporating education and training into their missions in response to growing economic and social 
challenges. Over the past decades, globalisation, technological disruption, and migration waves have expanded 
the demand for targeted educational programmes, prompting NGOs to develop expertise in vocational training. 
The availability of ESF and ESF+ funding has further institutionalised their role in VET and adult learning, enabling 
them to scale up operations, professionalise their approaches, and address systemic gaps. Today, as the case study 
analysis demonstrates, NGOs not only complement formal education systems but also act as collaborators of public 
employment services (PES) and innovators, driving the development of tailored and integrated training solutions for 
marginalised groups.

Moreover, NGOs excel in providing targeted training for marginalised groups, using their grassroots connections to 
reach populations often excluded from formal education. Their integrated service models address both educational 
and social barriers. However, they also face challenges including funding instability, administrative complexity, 
and fragmentation. The ESF and ESF+ have significantly enhanced NGO capacity, but it remains a challenge to 
simultaneously maintain established programmes and promote innovation  – as the study shows. Despite these 
challenges, NGOs remain vital players in the VET and adult learning landscape, complementing traditional providers 
and addressing systemic gaps.

The increasing demand for lifelong learning and upskilling driven by demographic shifts, migration, and the digital and 
green transition creates significant opportunities for NGOs in VET. Key lessons from this research are: strengthening 
partnerships with public and private sectors can amplify the impact of NGOs; simplifying funding processes and 
providing capacity-building support can enhance their sustainability and scalability; and aligning their activities with 
EU lifelong learning and inclusion policies can further enhance their role in fostering social and workforce integration.

NGOs play a transformative role in bridging educational gaps for Europe’s most vulnerable populations. By combining 
education with social support and adapting to changing labour market demands, they foster inclusion, resilience, and 
innovation. Hence, enhanced support for NGOs is essential to sustain their contributions and maximise their impact 
in addressing Europe’s educational and social challenges.
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1. Introduction

Labour markets across Europe have grown to be more inclusive, offering greater access to historically underrepresented 
groups such as women, migrants, those not in education and employment or training (NEET), or the elderly. 

At the same time, factors such as globalisation, rapid technological advancements, and a general shift towards a 
greener economy have increased the diversity of those in need of upskilling and retraining, especially among 
vulnerable groups. 

Traditional public training offers or employment services often lack the resources to provide personalised support 
for people with diverse needs, making it harder for these groups to access the primary labour market with its new 
challenges. Across Europe, non-governmental organisations (NGOs) have contributed to filling this gap by offering 
specialised services, mentoring, and outreach, thereby improving opportunities for those facing multiple barriers to 
employment or training. Over the past two decades, NGOs have significantly increased their involvement in up- and 
reskilling both for young people and adults, for example, by providing language courses for refugees and migrants, 
workshops, supra-company apprenticeships or work-based learning provided by social enterprises. These initiatives 
primarily lead to qualifications at intermediate skill levels, corresponding to EQF levels 3 and 4. 

NGOs involved in training and education are diverse in terms of their institutional structures and expert capacities. 
They may be linked to churches or clerical welfare organisations, interest groups, charities supporting refugee 
integration, the Social Partners, and many more. They are mission-based and often rely on voluntary work, implying 
that they can often provide services at a lower cost compared to for-profit entities and public institutions. NGOs offer 
various forms of education as part of their overall portfolio or have taken the form of specific organisations such as 
social enterprises to deliver related services. NGOs tend to have many experienced practitioners on their staff, which 
contributes substantially to the professionalism of the social inclusion field through education and training.

The European Social Fund (ESF) and European Social Fund Plus (ESF+) have facilitated these developments and 
contributed to the funding of such programmes offered in the third sector1 across Member States. Various patterns 
of collaboration between governmental and non-governmental providers have emerged in this regard. The objective 
of this study is to shed light on these developments and to conduct a comparative analysis across four selected 
countries: Austria, Italy, Slovenia, and Spain.

In these countries, the study explores the emergence of new organisational fields for the provision of formal and non-
formal VET for socially disadvantaged groups, dominated by NGOs and non-profit training providers co-funded by the 
ESF and ESF+. Furthermore, the study highlights innovative practices and projects in the provision of VET and adult 
education for socially disadvantaged groups, emphasising how NGOs leverage their greater autonomy to develop 
more creative and effective solutions compared to other providers. NGOs often have better access to target groups, 
better pedagogical and didactic methods in providing tailored support, and are simply more flexible to adapt to 
ever-changing demands – also due to the variety of types of organisations. Finally, the study examines to what extent 
these developments are reshaping the structures of formal VET systems. This includes exploring the expansion of 
VET into new domains, such as emerging economic sectors, occupations, or target groups like vulnerable adults. It 
also investigates the evolving dynamics between formal and non-formal provision, the diversity of providers, and the 
interplay between public and private, as well as profit and non-profit organisations.

The type of organisations we are primarily interested in are NGOs (see Chapter 3 for a working definition), whose main 
mission is social inclusion or integration 2rather than education and training, and which operate primarily for the local 
population in a given Member State (as opposed to organisations providing services mainly abroad, e.g. as part of 
humanitarian aid). To further narrow the scope of the study, training-related activities conducted by NGOs associated 
with social partners (business interest organisations, trade unions), or by social partners themselves, as well as those 
of political parties, are excluded. While it is acknowledged that these organisations can play an important role in 
delivering training in many countries (see Figures A 3-5 in the Annex), the focus of this study is on NGOs with a social 
mission.

1	 The third sector (as opposed to the public and private sectors) is the area of social activities carried out by non-governmental, non-profit organisations.
2	 The term ‘inclusion’ is often mentioned in relation to disabled people (e.g. in Germany and Austria); ‘integration’ is used in a broader sense, taking 

into account educational processes, being used both in migration and integration of people with special needs. As the Salamanca Statement 
principle of inclusive education (UNESCO, 1994) was translated into German using the term ‘Integration’, today the term is also used for concepts 
addressing learners with special needs. Since the ratification of the Convention of the United Nations on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities 
(CRPD) (United Nations, 2006) in all German-speaking countries, there is a trend to direct the national discussions towards the international practice 
of applying the term ‘inclusion’ in educational settings (Kimmelmann et al., 2022). 
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The study is structured as follows: Chapter 2 clarifies key concepts, introduces the methodology, and outlines the 
general research approach. Chapter 3 presents the background of the study and state of research, summarising the 
trends that may call for an increased involvement of NGOs in VET and adult education. Chapter 4 explores the role of 
the European Commission, in particular the ESF and ESF+, in funding VET for socially disadvantaged groups. The main 
part of the study, Chapter 5, consists of four case studies that illustrate the practical implementation of NGO-led 
VET initiatives, providing in-depth insights into their operation, challenges, and successes across different contexts. 
The study concludes with a synthesis and outlook, Chapter 6, which integrates the findings from the case studies 
and offers reflections on future directions for policy and practice in the field of NGO-led training and education. The 
results should inform the selection of future ESF+ projects as well as overall ESF+ programme planning.

Throughout the report, boxes are included to provide good practice examples that illustrate further aspects of the 
work NGOs have contributed to education and training in various EU Member States. These examples were drawn 
from Social Innovative Match Database entries, a ESF+ Community of Practice on Employment, Education and Skills 
(COP EES) survey in November 2024, as well as desk research.

https://european-social-fund-plus.ec.europa.eu/en/social-innovation-match/case-study


8

2. Definitions, methodology and research questions

In this study a non-governmental organisation (NGO) is defined as ‘any non-profit group which is organised on a 
local, national or international level. NGOs perform a variety of service and humanitarian functions organised around 
specific issues’ (United Nations Glossary). The term is rooted in international relations, gaining prominence with the 
United Nations (UN) Charter in 1945. While widely used within the UN system, the term has been synonymously used 
as ‘civil society organisation’ (CSO) in various contexts. 

NGOs are usually organisations that operate outside public administration but within a defined legal framework 
that shapes their organisational profile. Instead of being profit-seeking, NGOs are mission-based and shape their 
organisational form and activities to make lasting contributions to the issues at hand, for example, a specific social or 
environmental issue. In contrast to organisations within public administration, NGOs are not funded directly by the 
state (based on laws) and they are not governed by the principles of public administration, nor do they partake in the 
legitimacy of the public administration. Nevertheless, in most societies, NGOs are recognised as important partners 
in the implementation of a broad range of public policies and they are also accepted as an important area of economic 
activity (third sector). 

NGOs often receive substantial public funding for their activities under different funding regimes, including 
competitive ones. In many countries, a broad range of mission-based NGOs benefit from tax privileges (i.e., they are 
exempt from corporate taxes and their donors enjoy a tax relief for contributions made). 

Training providers are defined as learning providers who ensure the delivery of learning activities, formal or non-
formal, in which participants can participate. Formal VET education is mainly provided by (public) VET schools, 
colleges, and universities. Organisations belonging to the formal education system may also provide non-formal 
learning activities. However, in many countries, a range of organisations specialised in the provision of non-formal 
learning has emerged, including (non-profit) adult education institutions, commercial training providers, and many 
more. Moreover, it is important not to forget that employers are key providers of non-formal adult learning for their 
own employees (compare Figures A 3-5 in the Annex). Table 1 classifies providers of non-formal training, including 
NGOs, and indicates the focus of the study.3

Table 1 Types of providers of non-formal training

Type or subtype of providers of non-formal training Study focus

Formal education institution

Non-formal education and training institution (= where education is the sole/main activity)

-	 Non-profit Secondary focus

-	 For-profit

Employers 

Commercial institution where education and training are not the main activity (such as 
equipment suppliers)

Non-commercial institution where education and training are not the main activity 

-	 NGOs (operating outside of the public administration and are committed to social, 
environmental, and related issues)

Primary focus

-	 Employers’ organisations, chambers of commerce

-	 Employee organisations, trade unions

-	 Other non-profit associations (such as libraries, museums, political parties, faith-based 
organisations) 

Individuals

Source: Compiled by the authors based on Eurostat data.

3	  For further definitions (formal/non-formal, initial/continuing VET, disadvantaged groups, etc.) see the Cedefop Glossary and website.

https://www.cedefop.europa.eu/en/tools/vet-glossary/glossary
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The study primarily focuses on NGOs whose primary activities are not centred on education and training. In contrast, 
non-commercial organisations where training constitutes the main activity are usually categorised as ‘non-profit 
training institutions’. These institutions have been extensively studied within the field of adult education research 
and are therefore of secondary focus in this analysis. Typical training provisions of NGOs include: 

(1)	 programmes to complete adult basic education (ISCED 1/2); 
(2)	programmes to complete partial and full qualifications (ISCED 2/3), such as programmes that help early school 

leavers to enter an apprenticeship; 
(3)	 language courses for refugees and migrants, in particular those that combine vocational preparation/training and 

language training; and 
(4)	 the provision of transitional jobs, i.e. providing some sort of work-based learning by socio-economic enterprises.

The study examines four types of interventions – adult basic education, Work Integration Social Enterprises, VET for 
disabled youth, and VET centres for NEETs – across four EU countries (one intervention per country), using existing 
literature and expert interviews. Additionally, an online survey was conducted in November 2024 among members 
of the ESF+ Community of Practice on Employment, Education and Skills (COP EES) to gather information from other 
Member States. Furthermore, the study analysed the Social Innovation Match (SIM) database, which contains over 
200 cases, along with other data collections, to identify innovative training practices involving NGOs. These examples 
are showcased in ‘good practice boxes’ throughout the report. Finally, the study incorporates insights from a World 
Café workshop on this topic, conducted during the Social Innovation Forum 2024.

Analytically, we approached the topic from three different but overlapping perspectives, as illustrated in Figure 1.

Figure 1 Defining the scope and focus of the study by three overlapping perspectives

Source: Authors.

Firstly, we look at the role of NGOs in providing training for disadvantaged groups. In each Member State, a particular 
pattern of services and institutions catering for disadvantaged groups when it comes to training and transition to 
employment has developed. From this perspective, we explore these patterns and the needs of NGOs in cooperating 
with public authorities. 

The changing role 
of Vocational Education 

and Training (profit/
non-profit/etc.)

The role of ESF as a 
funder of  Vocational 

Education and Training 
and work-based learning

INNOVATIVE 
PRACTICES

The role of NGOs in 
providing training for 

socially disadvantaged 
people
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Secondly, we look at the role of ESF and ESF+4 as funders of VET and work-based learning in general. In some countries, 
the contribution of European funds to develop, reform, and deliver VET has become substantial. In this approach, we 
will investigate the share of ESF-funded training to training overall, the type of training funded by ESF, the type of 
providers funded by the ESF and ask how this funding has changed national funding patterns.

Thirdly, we look at the implications of the above developments on the role of VET in general and to which extent they 
can be considered innovators for VET. 

Accordingly, our research questions for this study can be structured into the following three parts.

The role of NGOs in providing training for socially disadvantaged people

-	 What role do NGOs play as providers of initial vocational training, continuing vocational education and training, 
and adult learning in general – especially for socially disadvantaged target groups?

-	 How has the role of NGOs changed over time and why?
-	 What future developments can be expected regarding the role of NGOs providing training and how should they 

be supported?

The role of ESF as sponsor of VET and work-based learning

-	 To what extent does the ESF+ provide financial contributions to the provision of initial and continuing vocational 
training (formal and non-formal) in Member States? How has the role of the ESF in funding IVET/CVET changed 
over time?

-	 How does the role of ESF and ESF+ differ in Member States’ skills formation systems? 
-	 In which direction should ESF+ related activities in the fields of IVET/CVET should be steered in the future?

The changing role of VET

-	 How has the relation between private and public providers changed, and how have NGOs influenced the 
mainstream VET school systems?

-	 To what extent has the ESF had an impact on these changes?
-	 To what extent does the ESF steer or facilitate innovations in VET?

4	 The European Social Fund Plus (ESF+) is the European Union’s (EU) primary financial instrument for improving employment and education 
opportunities, as well as fostering economic and social cohesion across Europe. It aims to ensure equal opportunities for everyone in the labour 
market by supporting initiatives that combat unemployment, expand training programmes, and enhance labour market functionality. The ESF+ 
combines four previously separate funding instruments: the Fund for European Aid to the Most Deprived (FEAD), the Youth Employment Initiative 
(YEI), the European Programme for Employment and Social Innovation (EaSI), and the original European Social Fund, established in 1957. The ESF+ 
has a budget of EUR 99.3 billion for 2021–2027, contributing significantly to employment, social, and educational reforms throughout the EU. More 
information can be found at https://european-social-fund-plus.ec.europa.eu/en/what-esf. 

https://european-social-fund-plus.ec.europa.eu/en/what-esf


11

3. Why do we need NGOs in training?

Recent economic and demographic trends have tended to increase the diversity of benefit recipients and increased 
the need for upskilling and retraining, both in terms of who needs training and how frequently over the individual 
life course. Labour markets have become much more inclusive in the past 80 years, offering more opportunities to 
groups traditionally not present in the primary labour market, such as women, students, people with disabilities, 
older workers, migrants or refugees, and NEETs. At the same time, globalisation, accelerating technological change, 
new forms of work, and, most recently, the transition towards a greener economy have greatly increased the volatility 
of labour markets and created new risks for jobseekers (Schmid, 2017; Schmid, 2020). These new risks often imply that 
workers need to learn new skills in order to keep their job or find a new job in a new occupation. The economic crisis, 
the refugee crisis, and the COVID-19 pandemic have exacerbated this need.

While economic and demographic changes may have evolved at a different pace across European countries, the 
nature of these new risks and the rising share of new risk groups in the population have been commonly observed. 
For example, in a recent analysis based on the EU Statistics on Income and Living Conditions Survey (EU-SILC), Watson 
et al. (2022) show that lone parents and families of working-age adults with a disability have a higher poverty rate in all 
EU countries. An earlier study using the Luxembourg Income Study found that economic and demographic pressures, 
rather than redistributive policies, were responsible for rising poverty rates between 1980 and 2000 (Fritzell and 
Ritakallio, 2010).5

While needs are expanding, a recent review of the national implementation of the European Council’s recommendation 
on integrating the long-term unemployed found that access to social and employment services according to need is 
often limited. In most countries (where such data are available6), less than 15% of minimum income (MI) recipients are 
placed on an active labour market measure (European Commission, 2022). Furthermore, the range of active labour 
market policies (ALMP) offered to the long-term unemployed may not always be tailored to their needs.

Several studies show that more personalised approaches, lower caseloads that allow counsellors to spend more time 
with individual clients, more sophisticated tools, e.g. for job matching, or better trained counsellors can improve 
labour market outcomes (e.g. Crepon et al., 2005; Hainmueller et al., 2016; Mailbom et al., 2016; Ravn and Bredgaard, 
2020). In some cases, the improvement can be captured in lower relapses into unemployment (i.e. more stable jobs) 
rather than a faster return to work.

Vulnerable jobseekers and inactive persons often face multiple barriers to employment, such as low skills, care 
responsibilities, addiction, health limitations, or housing deprivation (Fernandez et al., 2016). This implies that 
they often need a personalised combination of several services, and more attention and effort on the part of the 
caseworker compared to the typical client that public employment services (PES) were traditionally designed for (i.e. 
short-term unemployed receiving insured unemployment benefit, OECD, 2021). 

PES and formal training organisations may boost their capacity to meet this challenge by cooperating with NGOs in 
the provision of training services for clients with specialised needs. NGOs may support public agencies in serving 
vulnerable groups in several ways: increasing outreach, providing personalised support (e.g. mentoring) to enable 
vulnerable jobseekers to participate in mainstream training programmes, or expanding the range of specialised 
training services. NGOs may also inspire innovation in standard training programmes. Furthermore, co-operation 
may include accessing additional funding streams through joint grant applications; reducing organisational costs 
through shared resource utilisation; cross-sector learning and knowledge exchange, e.g. through knowledge-sharing 
platforms; and enhancing the visibility of specialised training programmes.

VET and the integration of socially disadvantaged groups including refugees
The integration of socially disadvantaged7 groups through VET has recently gained significant attention in research 
in Europe (Husny and Fasching, 2022; Jørgensen et al., 2021; Kimmelmann et al., 2022; Ludolph, 2023; Schmid, 2022; 
Ulrich et al., 2022; Zakariás and Al-Awami, 2023). For instance, the role of VET in the successful integration of migrants 
(Petris, 2018) has been emphasised as a common challenge of European countries since the beginning of the European 
integration process. This challenge saw further emphasis with the refugee crisis of 2015 and continues to be a critical 

5	  Fritzell and Ritakallio (2010) found that pre-transfer poverty rates increased in a similar way in 11 Western European countries between the 1980s 
and 2000. However, welfare regimes still play a role in explaining cross-country variation in post-transfer poverty rates.

6	  Croatia, Finland, Germany, Greece, Italy, Lithuania, and Luxembourg (European Commission, 2022).
7	  Disadvantaged groups include, but are not limited to: people with low income; ethnic minorities; migrants, refugees, and asylum-seekers; Roma; 

older workers; people with disabilities; homeless; early school leavers; long-term unemployed people.
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concern with the influx of Ukrainian refugees in the wake of Russia’s invasion in 2022, underscoring the ongoing need 
for effective skills development and integration strategies.8 However, migration and integration are relatively new 
topics in comparative vocational education and training research. 

There are differences in national integration systems, particularly in relation to labour market policies and migrant 
policies. For instance, Germany has implemented a range of integration measures aimed at improving VET for 
refugees. By contrast, in Austria and Denmark, under governments with potentially stronger anti-immigration 
stances, opportunities for refugees to access and complete VET programmes appear to have been reduced (Jørgensen 
et al., 2021). Nevertheless, common challenges across countries have been identified, including linguistic barriers, 
recognition of prior learning and qualifications, and socio-cultural integration. These challenges often hinder the 
effectiveness of VET programmes in fully integrating migrants and vulnerable groups into the workforce. 

Studies also highlight the organisational and coordination challenges involved in integrating refugees, emphasising 
the need for effective collaboration between government departments, employers, and vocational schools. The 
research identifies key factors for successful programme development, including interest alignment, flexibility, and 
pre-existing cooperation in policy implementation (Aerne and Bonoli, 2023; Jørgensen et al., 2021). Research also 
shows how active employer involvement and customised implementation can facilitate refugee integration into the 
labour market.

Kimmelmann et al. identify practices that have shown promise in promoting inclusion, such as targeted language 
training, mentorship programmes, and the involvement of local businesses in creating apprenticeship opportunities 
(Kimmelmann et al., 2022). However, the effectiveness of these practices varies, and the authors suggest that more 
research is needed to determine best practices across different contexts. When looking at studies concerning the 
integration of youth with disabilities, issues like systemic barriers, overlapping jurisdictions and lack of incentives for 
them to enter the labour market are emphasised (Husny and Fasching, 2022). 

NGOs, European policy and the interactions with states
During the initial wave of NGO research in the 1990s, scholars focused on the challenge posed by states as key 
actors, highlighting the influence of NGOs on both state policies and social practices. For NGOs, the state can act as a 
regulator, a funding source, a policy advocacy target, an international partner, or a combination of these roles (Stroup, 
2019). 

In both, popular conceptions and academic literature, there is often an underlying narrative of conflict between 
states and NGOs. This perception of tension, while present, is not universal and varies significantly across different 
sectors. For instance, in the development sector, NGOs often maintain close, cooperative relationships with states, 
frequently collaborating in service provision and the delivery of foreign aid (ibid.). 

In some cases, this partnership extends to the formulation and implementation of policies, where NGOs provide 
expertise and act as intermediaries between governments and local communities (Bebbington et al., 2013). Conversely, 
in sectors such as human rights or environmental advocacy, NGOs may adopt more adversarial roles, challenging 
state practices and pushing for policy changes that may conflict with government interests (Keck and Sikkink, 1998). 
Cooperation with NGOs may also be path-dependent: in former planned economies, public agencies may have less 
trust in NGOs and be more inclined to control them rather than seek opportunities for mutually beneficial cooperation 
(Emerson et al., 2011; Lane, 2010). 

This duality in state-NGO interactions underscores the complexity of their relationship, which can range from 
collaboration to contention, depending on the political, social, and economic contexts in which they operate.

Additionally, recent research (CIVICUS Monitor, 2024) suggests that the evolving nature of state-NGO interactions is 
influenced by global trends such as the shrinking of civic space and the rise of populism, which have led to increased 
restrictions on NGOs in certain regions. As states become more assertive in regulating civil society, NGOs are 
adapting by forming transnational networks, leveraging digital tools, and engaging in global advocacy to maintain 
their influence and continue their work. This ongoing evolution highlights the dynamic and multifaceted nature of 
state-NGO relationships in contemporary policy environments.

8	  See also Cedefop article on Making VET inclusive for Ukrainian refugee students (2022).

https://www.cedefop.europa.eu/en/blog-articles/making-vet-inclusive-ukrainian-refugee-students
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4. ESF and ESF+ contributions to up- and reskilling

Although EU investments in labour market training and VET are substantial, systematic information and analyses on 
this topic remain scarce. This is primarily because in-depth studies would require data analyses to be conducted at 
Member State level, which is very labour-intensive. The following overview draws primarily on two comprehensive 
European Commission studies, the ‘Study for the evaluation of ESF support to education and training’ (2020) and ‘An 
in-depth overview on EU cohesion funds’ investments in skills’ (2024), supplemented by further independent research.

ESF support to education and training 
The ESF has long played a pivotal role in supporting education and training across EU Member States. Established in 
1957 as part of the Treaty of Rome, the ESF has since evolved to support employment, social inclusion, and education 
across the European Union. Historically, ESF support for education and training has been rooted in addressing 
structural challenges within labour markets and education systems, aiming to reduce inequalities and enhance 
employability.

An analysis of ‘Thematic Objective 10’ (TO10) in the ESF programme (2014–2020), focused on education and training, 
evaluated progress in advancing education, VET, and systemic change as part of the Europe 2020 strategy, assessing 
the contributions, results, and impact of the ESF (Donlevy et al., 2020). In the EU289, the total amount (EU and national 
co-financing) planned for TO10 was EUR 39.2 billion in the current programming period. This is 32% of total ESF funding. 
In the analysed programming period, stronger progress was suggested under Investment Priorities ‘Reducing and 
preventing early school leaving and promoting equal access to education’ (IP10.i) and ‘Enhancing equal access to 
lifelong learning for all age groups’ (IP10.iii) compared to ‘Improving the quality and access to tertiary and equivalent 
education and training’ (IP10.ii) and ‘Improving the labour market relevance of education and training systems’ (IP10.ii). 

The study reports that by the end of 2018, ESF TO10 had supported: 

-	 155,000 inactive participants to engage in job searching upon leaving; 
-	 801,096 participants to engage in education/training upon leaving; 
-	 3.15 million participants to gain a qualification upon leaving; 
-	 230,000 participants to find employment, including self-employment, upon leaving the programme. 

In total, over 4.34 million participants achieved results, with 50% of them being women. Of these, 630,000 were 
disadvantaged individuals (ibid., p. 102). A significant proportion of participants acknowledged that ESF support 
allowed them to improve their circumstances by participating in activities they otherwise would not have pursued 
without the funded projects.

Factors that have been establishing high success rates include, for instance, effective coordination among managing 
authorities and key stakeholders like NGOs and social partners, and capacity building for beneficiary organisations. 
Political instability was often mentioned in some Member States as a challenge that influenced implementation 
outcomes. Overall, the study concludes that the ESF, as a European policy instrument, has proven to provide 
meaningful and substantial support in the integration of young people into the labour market, investing in education, 
skills, and lifelong learning and enhancing institutional capacity. 

The effectiveness of ESF measures in youth education and employment
The effectiveness of the European Union’s policy in reducing regional socio-economic disparities and integrating youth 
into the labour market remains an unresolved empirical question (Fusaro and Scandurra, 2023). Persistent challenges 
faced by young people across Member States — such as the disproportionate impact of the 2007–2009 Great Recession 
and the 2019–2021 COVID-19 pandemic on youth employment — have hindered access to stable jobs (Eurostat, 2024; 
Giannoni, 2024). Establishing a stronger link between youth-targeted measures and broader systemic efforts may 
provide valuable insights for enhancing the impact of ESF initiatives on education and employment outcomes.

9	  Member States of the European Union
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The effectiveness of the measures, such as the Youth Guarantee10, varied significantly across different countries. In 
some cases, the measures funded by the ESF provided meaningful support to young people, particularly in countries 
with stronger administrative capacities and better-targeted programmes, as well as shares with lower-secondary and 
tertiary education (Fusaro and Scandurra, 2023). In other contexts, the impact was limited due to factors like poor 
implementation and insufficient alignment with local needs (Bussi et al., 2019). Despite increased efforts during the 
2014-2020 funding period, the ESF struggled to significantly reduce youth unemployment in several regions. The issues 
seemed to stem from structural problems in labour markets and the difficulty in reaching the most disadvantaged 
young people (Bussi et al., 2019). The need for strengthening outreach activities is reflected in the reinforced Youth 
Guarantee programme launched in 2020, which in turn points to the importance of involving NGOs. 

However, previous research has also stated that more robust data collection would be required for a comprehensive 
assessment of the impact of the ESF in aiding youth into education or employment. The data should be suitable for 
counterfactual analysis, which would enable a better understanding of the real impact of measures on the target 
populations (ibid., p. 225).

ESF+ investments in skills
European cohesion policy supports skills development through the ESF+, the European Regional Development Fund 
(ERDF), and the Just Transition Fund (JTF), with EUR 44.2 billion allocated for skills11 across the 27 Member States 
during the programming period of 2021–2027. Most of these investments are found in ESF+ (EUR 40.4 billion, 91.5% of 
the total estimated EU investment in skills).

The largest shares of funds invested in skills-related activities by the ESF+ can be found in Denmark (88.7%), Austria 
(80.1%), Sweden (76.3%), the Netherlands (70.5%), and Portugal (68.2%); the lowest in Cyprus (32.6%), Greece (32.2%), 
and Croatia (30.1%) (European Commission, 2024c, p. 17). These funds primarily focus on training and counselling 
activities, though priorities vary by country. For example, Austria emphasises skill counselling and vocational 
guidance, while Spain and Italy invest in innovative micro-credential systems. Support for non-formal education is 
generally more widespread than for formal education, but nevertheless, 26 Member States are funding formal VET 
and 24 are investing in higher education. 

Member States can tailor their measures to enhance VET opportunities based on their specific needs and economic 
contexts. Efforts include adapting VET to align with the expectations of young people and labour market demands12 
and reforming or improving vocational qualification systems. Social inclusion is also a priority, with initiatives 
supporting students with disabilities, migrant or ethnic backgrounds, or from disadvantaged areas13. Hungary, for 
instance, plans to enhance Roma vocational college services. Some Member States provide scholarships or financial 
incentives for VET students14, while others use digital solutions to improve VET quality and accessibility. 

10	 ‘The reinforced Youth Guarantee is a commitment by all Member States to ensure that all young people under the age of 30 receive a good 
quality offer of employment, continued education, apprenticeship, traineeship within a period of four months of becoming unemployed or leaving 
education.’ Source: https://employment-social-affairs.ec.europa.eu/policies-and-activities/european-employment-strategy/youth-employment- 
support/reinforced-youth-guarantee_en. 

11	 This includes 21 selected intervention fields of the funding programme (i.e. ranging from ‘Measures to promote access to employment of long-term 
unemployed’ and ‘Support for social economy and social enterprises’ to ‘Pathways to integration and re-entry into employment for disadvantaged 
people’).

12	 e.g. in Belgium or Slovenia.
13	 e.g. in Germany, Spain Italy or Latvia.
14	 e.g. in Spain, Lithuania or Poland.

https://employment-social-affairs.ec.europa.eu/policies-and-activities/european-employment-strategy/youth-employment-support/reinforced-youth-guarantee_en
https://employment-social-affairs.ec.europa.eu/policies-and-activities/european-employment-strategy/youth-employment-support/reinforced-youth-guarantee_en
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5. The role of NGOs in up- and reskilling

As shown in the previous chapter, it is evident that EU Member States differ significantly in both their need to address 
the challenges faced by socially disadvantaged groups and the extent to which they utilise ESF funds for this purpose. 
These variations reflect differences in national priorities, social policies, and the structural integration of ESF-funded 
initiatives into their respective vocational training and social support systems.

Likewise, there are longstanding differences in national VET systems across the EU countries. For example, in Germany, 
there is an emphasis on apprenticeships combining on-the-job training with classroom instruction, whereas other 
countries, such as France, rely more on school-based models. Mixed systems, like those in the Netherlands or Austria, 
balance these approaches. Additionally, some VET systems are more youth-centred, like Austria, Czechia, Croatia, 
Italy, and Slovenia, while others are more adult-centred, such as Denmark or Ireland (see Figures A3 to A6 in the 
Annex). Finally, the landscape of providers of non-formal education and training differs. 

It is clear that employers are the key sponsors of job-related non-formal education, such as health and safety courses, 
language courses, or technical training (Cedefop, 2015). It is also undisputed that the workplace is a central place of 
learning (Hefler and Studená, 2023) and that employers themselves are important providers of non-formal education 
(Markowitsch et al., 2013). However, employers and their training policies are usually directed at increasing labour 
productivity rather than integrating vulnerable groups into the labour market. Of course, there are also differences 
between Member States’ options and policies for providing training to vulnerable groups. For instance, Saar et al. (2023) 
found that the difference in training participation between low- and high-skilled is widest in countries characterised 
by low or medium rates of job-related non-formal education participation among low-skilled young adults. In other 
words, the low-skilled receive more training in countries with a high overall lifelong learning participation rate (such 
as Austria, the Netherlands, or Norway) and in countries that particularly focus training offers on this group (such as 
Portugal) (ibid., p. 137).

To date, there is limited research describing cross-country variation in the role of NGOs in VET and adult education 
(AE). A brief survey among ESF+ Community of Practice on Employment, Education and Skills (COP EES) members15 
conducted in 2024 suggested that, considering training funded by the ESF+, NGOs make a significant contribution. 
Respondents mentioned their role in outreach activities, strong local networks of other relevant service providers, 
the ability to provide more individualised training, a wider range of services and a more holistic approach, flexibility 
and use of innovative tools, specialisation in particular target groups, and that NGOs are more trusted by vulnerable 
groups.

The case study countries: Austria, Italy, Slovenia, and Spain
Figures A3 to A6 in the Annex provide an overview of the differences in the provider landscape of job-related non-
formal education across Member States, focusing on whether the training is employer-sponsored. The analysis 
examines the hours spent on non-formal education and training by individuals aged 25 to 64, categorised by different 
types of providers in four countries of our case study: Austria, Italy, Slovenia, and Spain. (Unfortunately, this analysis 
is only possible with data from the 2016 Adult Education Survey).

In all four countries, non-formal education and training institutions consistently stand out as the primary providers 
of employer-sponsored training, second only to employers themselves. In contrast, non-profit associations – central 
to this study – play a relatively minor role, contributing approximately 1% or less to the overall training provision in 
all countries. Nonetheless, these associations along with trade unions, employer organisations, and other entities, 
form part of the broader provider landscape for non-formal education and training and disproportionately target 
disadvantaged people.

A closer comparison of the four countries reveals notable differences. The share of non-profit associations in providing 
training is significantly higher in Austria and Slovenia compared to Italy and Spain. Formal education institutions, 
such as VET colleges and universities, play an important role in job-related non-formal education in Slovenia and, to 
a lesser extent, in Spain. However, they are less prominent in Austria and Italy.

Another interesting finding is that non-formal education institutions in Slovenia rely heavily on employer funding, 
more so than in the other three countries. Conversely, the substantial amount of non-employer-sponsored training 
offered by non-formal education institutions in Austria may reflect the extent of ALMP investments in training 
initiatives.

15	 Of 27 respondents, representing 14 Member States, 70% thought that NGOs play an extremely or very important role in implementing ESF+. 
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Against this background, it becomes evident that the likelihood of identifying emerging fields and best practices in 
VET and adult learning provision for socially disadvantaged groups – dominated by NGOs and/or non-profit training 
providers filling potential gaps left by public education and training systems – varies significantly among Member 
States. In selecting countries and interventions for our case studies, we considered several parameters, including the 
extent to which ESF and ESF+ funds are allocated to skills development, the type and focus of the VET system, the size 
of the country, and, where possible, the representation of different European regions.

Pragmatic considerations also played a role, such as prioritising examples where some existing research was already 
available to build upon. At the same time, we deliberately avoided focusing exclusively on well-known cases that are 
already thoroughly documented in the literature, such as measures related to the Youth Guarantee in Germany and 
Austria.

Despite the strong stability of VET systems in countries like Austria, Germany, and Denmark – which demonstrated 
remarkable resilience during the financial and youth labour market crises – these systems are increasingly under 
pressure from the structural social changes described in Chapter 2. Consequently, new subsystems have emerged on 
their peripheries that initially were planned as temporary. One such example is the ‘transition system’ in Germany, 
also known as the ‘third pillar’ alongside the dual system and the school-based VET system, which addresses young 
people who cannot find an apprenticeship (Euler and Nickolaus, 2018; Solga Heike and Weiss, 2015). Similarly, a 
sector of ‘supra-company apprenticeships’ has emerged in Austria, offering apprenticeships in workshops to young 
people who are unable to secure traditional apprenticeship places. In both cases, these apprenticeships are mainly 
provided by non-formal training organisations and NGOs, with apprenticeship wages covered by the PES, ensuring 
that disadvantaged youth still have access to valuable vocational training and skills development (Atzmüller and 
Knecht, 2017; Schlögl et al., 2020).

The range of training activities of NGOs for socially disadvantaged people
We have also sought to identify examples that cover the widest possible range of activities undertaken by NGOs and 
non-traditional training providers offering some form of vocational training for socially disadvantaged people. These 
essentially include:

·	 Adult education and ‘Second Chance’ programmes: These initiatives provide adults, including refugees, with 
essential skills in literacy, numeracy, and language, offering second-chance education to support integration and 
personal growth.

·	 Vocational training and apprenticeships: Designed for disadvantaged youth, these programmes help participants 
explore career options, gain foundational and specialised skills, and acquire practical experience to prepare for 
the workforce.

·	 Work Integration Social Enterprises: These enterprises support individuals with mild or temporary disadvantages, 
offering tailored training and work experience to facilitate entry or re-entry into the labour market. 

·	 Vocational rehabilitation: Focused on individuals with disabilities, these activities provide career counselling, 
job training, and workplace accommodations to overcome employment barriers and promote workforce 
independence.

Using the International Classification of Non-profit Organisations (ICNPO) (Salamon and Anheier, 1996) as a starting 
point, we could have added sheltered workshops and vocational counselling and guidance (including testing and 
related services) to these activities. However, these were not in the focus of our study as we are interested in the 
‘transitional’ integration aspect of vocational training and the issue of vocational counselling and guidance is a huge 
topic in itself, which would go beyond the scope of this study (see Table 2 below).
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Table 2 Main activities of NGOs providing training to socially disadvantaged people

Activities Aim/Purpose Main target groups Examples

(Adult) basic 
education / 
second chance 
/ literacy 
programmes 
/ language 
programmes for 
refugees

These programmes aim to provide (young) 
adults with fundamental skills in reading, 
writing, numeracy, and language proficiency, 
offering (basic) second-chance education and 
to support refugees in acquiring essential 
literacy and language skills essential for 
integration and personal development.

Disadvantaged 
adults and youth: 
low-skilled adults, 
migrants, refugees, 
women

Austria: Level Up – 
Adult Education

Vocational 
orientation & 
preparation, 
job training 
programmes 
and (subsidised) 
apprenticeships 

Activities of this kind are designed to help 
disadvantaged young people, especially those 
who struggle to find adequate training or work, 
to explore career options, gain foundational 
skills, receive specialised training, and 
develop hands-on experience in specific fields, 
ultimately preparing them for successful entry 
into the workforce.

Disadvantaged 
young people, NEET

Italy: Salesiani 
Vocational Training 
Centres

Work Integration 
Social 

Enterprises 
(‘transitional 
integration’)

WISE of this kind address people with less 
severe and, in some cases, ‘temporary’ 
disadvantages. They aim to equip them with 
the basic tools they need to re-enter (or enter 
for the first time) the open labour market 
through a combination of tailored training and 
work experience.

Severely 
disadvantaged 
adults and youth 
due to long-term 
unemployment, 
homelessness, 
substance abuse, 
etc.

Spain: The Role of 
Work Integration 
Social Enterprises 
as learning 
providers in Spain

Vocational 
rehabilitation 
(‘transitional 
integration’)

Activities that help individuals with physical, 
mental, or emotional disabilities to prepare for, 
find, and maintain employment by overcoming 
barriers to employment and achieving a 
greater degree of independence in the 
workforce (including career counselling, job 
training, and workplace accommodation).

People with 
Disabilities (PWD)

Slovenia: The 
Association 
of Vocational 
Rehabilitation 
Providers in the 
Republic of Slovenia

Sheltered 
workshops 
(‘permanent 
integration’)

Not the focus of the study. People with 
Disabilities (PWD)

Vocational 
counselling and 
guidance, testing 
and related 
services

Not the focus of the study, unless combined 
with one of the activities above.

Source: Compiled by the authors based on ICNPO (Code 6 300 Employment and training) (Galera et al., 2022; Salamon and 
Anheier, 1996). 

Based on these considerations, four countries were selected: Austria, Italy, Slovenia, and Spain. In Austria, we examine 
the Level Up – Adult Education programme (formerly known as the Initiative for Adult Education), which offers literacy 
and basic skills courses, as well as preparatory courses for obtaining school-leaving certificates. In Italy, we focus on 
the Salesiani Vocational Training Centres, which provide vocational orientation, preparation, and training. In Spain, 
we highlight Work Integration Social Enterprises (WISEs), which equip severely disadvantaged individuals with the 
skills needed to transition into the primary labour market. In Slovenia, we explore the role of NGOs in vocational 
rehabilitation, particularly in supporting the upskilling of youth with disabilities.
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It is important to note that while we focus on specific activities in each country, this does not imply that other activities 
are less significant or underrepresented in those contexts. On the contrary, NGOs in all four countries engage in a 
wide range of activities, many of which overlap with the examples discussed. This is further illustrated in the case of 
Austria (see Table 2 in the next chapter).

Other countries, such as Poland and Lithuania, were initially considered but excluded after further research. Poland’s 
complex funding landscape and the prevalence of NGOs organised to raise European funds rather than expanding 
their activities based on ESF support, made it difficult to distinguish the precise impact of ESF-funded initiatives on 
VET. Many of these NGOs appeared to be short-lived, focused on accessing EU funds and often offering consulting 
services rather than creating sustainable VET systems. In the case of Lithuania, while there is a significant presence 
of NGOs, the focus on training and VET is not very prominent. ESF funds, if used for VET, have been directed to VET 
centres that are part of the formal VET system.

The structure of the case studies
Each case study follows the same structure, taking a top-down approach from the national structure through the 
organisational field to the individual institution. The introduction explores how the role of NGOs with a social mission 
has evolved within the national education system and the extent to which they contribute to the upskilling and 
reskilling of these groups. It also examines the influence of ESF funding on these changes, particularly in supporting 
vocational training, basic skills, and adult education. The main part of the report provides a more in-depth analysis 
of the specific field of interest, such as WISEs. It covers the defining characteristics of the field, the main players 
involved, and the emergence of the organisational field. It then describes one particular NGO, its history, its impact 
on the education and employability of participants, and how it addresses the needs of disadvantaged groups. This 
section also explores the NGO’s funding sources, the influence of the ESF on its activities, and the challenges it faces 
in navigating the regulatory environment. The conclusion summarises the key findings of the case study, including 
the strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats for NGOs as training providers. 

5.1 NGOs in Austria’s adult basic education initiative ‘Level Up’
5.1.1	Introduction
In Austria, NGOs have emerged as pivotal actors in the VET and adult education landscape, particularly in supporting 
socially disadvantaged groups. Their role has expanded significantly over the last decade, largely in response to the 
need for targeted interventions for individuals with incomplete education, such as refugees, migrants, and people 
with low formal qualifications. Large NGOs with broad social missions such as Volkshilfe Wien, Caritas, and Diakonie 
have engaged in educational programmes, as have numerous smaller organisations with a background in social and 
youth work, women’s support or refugee guidance and support. These NGOs deliver specialised adult education 
programmes within the broader framework of the Austrian adult learning system.

Table 3 provides an overview of the VET-related activities carried out by NGOs with ESF/ESF+ co-funding, categorised 
according to the framework outlined in the introduction of Chapter 6. The range of services offered is extensive, 
encompassing all areas of activity considered in this study. The highest levels of funding and participant engagement 
were observed in vocational orientation and preparation, and (adult) basic education. Most NGOs are involved in 
multiple areas of activity, except for organisations specialising in working with individuals with disabilities, which 
tend to demonstrate a greater degree of specialisation.

While the importance of the NGO sector to Austrian society and economy is often emphasised, statistical data on the 
sector remain fragmented. A 2015 study estimates that the Austrian non-profit sector includes 2,400 organisations 
with 236,000 employees and involves approximately half a million volunteers (Pennerstorfer et al., 2015). The 
largest share, approximately 40%, consists of organisations with a social mission, while 26% focus on care or group 
homes, and 19% are involved in education and training. These estimations, however, encompass a broader range of 
organisations than NGOs in a narrower sense. Compared to a similar study from 2006, the sector showed a growing 
number of employees as well as supported clients. 
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Table 3 ESF-funded VET-related activities of NGOs in Austria

Activities Main target 
groups

Programmes/Measures Involved NGOs in the 
field (examples)

Public VET/
LLL providers 
in the field

(Adult) basic 
education / 
second chance 
/ literacy 
programmes 
/ language 
programmes for 
refugees

Disadvantaged 
adults and youth: 
low-skilled 
adults, migrants, 
refugees, women

Level Up – Adult Education

(basic skills courses and 
school-leaving certificate 
preparation)

NGOs from 
different fields, e.g. 
Diakonie, Caritas, 
Integrationshaus, 
ISOP, Jugend am Werk, 
orientexpress, Lefö, 
WUK, equaliz, das 
Kollektiv and many 
more

Non-formal 
CVET 
providers 
Liberal Adult 
Education

Vocational 
orientation, 
preparation, 
job training 
programmes 
and (subsidised) 
apprenticeships 

Disadvantaged 
young people, 
NEETs

Production School 
(Produktionsschule)  
Youth College (Jugendcollege) 
16

Youth Coaching 
(Jugendcoaching)17

In.come, 
Integrationshaus, 
interface, Caritas, 
Diakonie, ISOP, WUK, 
Psychosoziales 
Netzwerk, Lebenshilfe, 
pro mente, Jugend 
am Werk, Wien Work, 
Autark, Lebenshilfe, 
and others

Liberal Adult 
Education

[for-profit 
providers]

Work 
Integration 
Social 
Enterprises 
(‘transitional 
integration’)

Severely 
disadvantaged 
adults and youth 
due to long-term 
unemployment, 
homelessness, 
substance abuse, 
etc.

ENTRY – Einstieg durch 
niederschwellige 
Beschäftigung

NIEBE – Niederschwellige 
Beschäftigung

ISOP, Jugend am Werk, 
BEST, pro mente, bbs, 
and many more

Non-profit 
CVET 
providers

Vocational 
rehabilitation 
(‘transitional 
integration’)

People with 
Disabilities (PWD)

Assistance for VET 
(Berufsausbildungsassistenz) 
Overlaps with above: Youth 
coaching

Jugend am Werk, pro 
mente, bbrz, Chance 
plus

[for-profit 
providers]

Source: Authors.

Austria’s vocational education system has historically been robust, built on a dual education model that combines 
school-based learning with apprenticeships. Over the past two decades, apprenticeship enrolments have declined, 
but this has been offset by a rise in participation in school-based VET, ensuring that VET continues to play a significant 
role in the education system (Cedefop, 2020b). While many countries experienced high youth unemployment during 
the 2010s following the financial crisis, Austria fared better, in part due to the relatively early implementation of a 
‘transition system’ for young people (introduced in the 1990s). This system provides institutional support through a 
comprehensive framework that helps young people access education, training or employment, making Austria a role 
model for the European Youth Guarantee (Hefler and Steinheimer, 2020). 

While Austria’s youth transition measures were primarily funded through national means, ESF support has become 
increasingly important for some subfields supporting specific socially disadvantaged groups. This includes basic skills 

16	 Production School: This is typically a vocational or preparatory training program aimed at young people who are not yet ready to enter formal 
vocational education or the labour market. It emphasises practical skills and preparation for the workforce. Youth Colleges provide education and 
training for young people, particularly those with a migration background or who need extra support in language skills and integration into the 
educational system or labour market.

17	 Youth Coaching: This refers to coaching or mentoring services aimed at young people to help them in their career orientation, personal development, 
and transition into education, vocational training, or employment.
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education and preparation for obtaining a compulsory school certificate as part of the ‘Level up – Adult Education’ 
initiative that addresses young people (15+) and adults. NGOs have become key providers in this initiative, contributing 
significantly to outreach and providing training, particularly for vulnerable often hard-to-reach populations. Following 
the significant influx of refugees from the mid-2010s onwards, NGOs have increasingly supported this group – often 
youth or young adults – in gaining access to VET and the labour market. 

5.1.2	The initiative ‘Level Up – Adult Education’
5.1.2.1 Background
‘Level Up – Adult Education’ (known until 2023 as the ‘Initiative for Adult Education’) offers two types of educational 
programmes: literacy and basic skills courses, and preparatory courses for obtaining a school-leaving certificate 
(compulsory schooling, ISCED 02). Launched in 2011, it emerged from a collaborative negotiation process involving 
the Federal Ministry of Education, the nine Austrian Länder, and adult education experts (Bund-Länder-Kommission 
Neue Fördermodelle in der Erwachsenenbildung). The primary goals of the initiative are to raise individuals’ 
qualification levels to enhance their chances of social participation, integration, and entry into the labour market, 
thereby improving employability and addressing skills shortages. 

Basic skills courses cover basic literacy and numeracy training, digital literacy, language courses for migrants and 
refugees, based on a curriculum introduced in 2019. Some of these courses include childcare to enable mothers to 
participate. Preparation for the school-leaving certificate follows a centralised approach introduced in 2012, defining 
four compulsory subjects (German, English, mathematics, career orientation) and four optional subjects, including 
other languages, health, creative arts, or science (Brückner et al., 2017). 

The initiative targets all Austrian residents over the age of 15. For basic skills courses, there are no restrictions based 
on origin, first language, or prior educational attainment. However, participants in the school-leaving preparatory 
courses must not have completed education beyond ISCED 02 level. Course providers must be accredited under the 
Level Up framework to meet quality criteria, including teacher qualification standards. The organisational structure 
for the Level Up framework includes a small agency responsible for supporting all processes and monitoring. A 
steering committee oversees the initiative’s strategy and design and nominates the members of the accreditation 
committee, consisting of six adult education experts responsible for accrediting providers and their programmes 
based on the Level Up programme guidelines (Level Up – Erwachsenenbildung, 2024).

5.1.2.2 Dominant players and the emergence of the field
The historical underdevelopment of adult basic education in Austria, coupled with the challenges posed by migration 
and labour market demands, set the stage for initiatives such as ‘Level Up’, which rely on NGOs to deliver tailored 
educational solutions. In the 1990s, Austria’s adult basic education (ABE) field was underdeveloped, prompting pilot 
projects in Vienna, Linz, Salzburg, and Graz that introduced new methods for literacy and language instruction, 
particularly for learners of German without literacy in their first language. Even at that time, the players involved 
were diverse, including (liberal) adult education providers as well as organisations with roots in social work, for 
example. Austria’s accession to the EU in 1995 and access to ESF resources significantly boosted ABE efforts. From 
2000 onwards, the Ministry of Education gained access to ESF funding, supporting large-scale, project-based consortia 
and expanding adult education programmes, including teacher training. These regional initiatives laid the foundation 
for more strategic, national planning in adult education policy. Poor results in international assessments such as PISA 
and PIACC highlighted the need for a more organised approach to addressing basic skills deficits. This issue became 
a central focus of the Austrian Lifelong Learning Strategy (Federal Government, 2011), and the first courses under the 
Level Up framework – then called the Initiative for Adult Education – started in 2012 (Clancy et al., 2023; Doberer-Bey, 
2016; Hefler and Steinheimer, 2020).

The expansion of the field of adult basic education following the launch of the Level Up initiative was driven not 
only by Austrian and EU policies promoting lifelong learning and upskilling but also by migration and labour market 
policies aimed at addressing the challenges posed by the refugee influx and evolving skill demands. The Level 
Up framework enabled a wide range of organisations to receive funding for adult education activities once they 
completed an accreditation process, even if this was not their primary area of activity. Some of these organisations 
had long-standing traditions in related fields and now benefited from targeted funding, while others seized the new 
opportunities that emerged. As of 2024, among the 53 providers offering courses under the Level Up framework, 
about one-third have roots in migration and refugee services, with almost half of these organisations targeting 
women. Approximately 20% of the providers have a background in social work or social youth work (see Figure 2). 



21

Figure 2 Providers of courses within the Level Up initiative 2023 by organisational field 

Source: Described by the authors based on course database https://www.alphabetisierung.at/kurssuche/ and ESF funding database.

About half of the organisations, regardless of their original field of focus, now have education as their core activity. 
Generally speaking, the boundaries between training, counselling, and social work are often blurred when migrants 
and refugees are addressed. This is also evident in the example of ‘DUO for a JOB’, which improves labour market 
integration through cross-generational and cross-cultural exchanges in Belgium (see Box 1 at the end of the Chapter).

5.1.2.3 The role of NGOs and its evolution
While adult basic education – leading up to educational qualifications on ISCED 02 level – is integrated into the formal 
school system in some countries, programmes preparing for such qualifications are part of the non-formal education 
system in Austria. This structure allows a variety of providers, including NGOs, to play an active role in delivering 
these educational services. The role of NGOs has expanded in response to both policy changes and demographic 
shifts, particularly with the influx of migrants and refugees from 2015 onwards, when NGOs became crucial in the 
delivery of language courses.

The added value that made NGOs key players in the field of adult basic education, with Level up as a major 
funding framework, is their ability to provide flexible, tailored solutions that effectively reach marginalised 
communities. They typically provide courses in smaller, more personalised settings, addressing not only 
educational needs but also the social challenges faced by participants. By integrating education with their 
core activities in other fields, such as refugee and migrant support, NGOs can offer a comprehensive range of 
services to their clients, from housing to legal counselling or support with health-related issues. By building up 
trust with individuals in need of support, they can also build bridges to education for those facing barriers that 
would otherwise hinder participation in education, such as insecure residential status, economic pressure, 
family responsibilities, or reservations towards formal education due to previous negative experiences. 

As shown above, a wide variety of NGOs are involved in adult basic education in Austria, each contributing in distinct 
ways and focusing on different target groups. Large organisations with a focus on social welfare, some of which are 
part of international networks, offer a broad range of social services. Among them, Caritas Austria is the largest and 
most comprehensive. However, despite its size, it provides relatively few basic skills courses, although it runs several 
other ESF-funded projects, such as youth coaching. Diakonie Austria, another large organisation with about half the 
overall revenue of Caritas, allocates 1.3% of its budget to education projects and has a well-established basic skills 
programme. 

17% Migration/refugees

8% Social youth work 

11% Social work (except migration/refugees)

2% Regional policy actor

13% Women and migration

15% Non-profit CVET provider

7% Women’s social work

4% For-profit organisation - Adult Education
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https://www.alphabetisierung.at/kurssuche/
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Other organisations, where basic skills programmes account for only a small share of the activities  – though to 
a clearly greater extent than in large-scale organisations – include those involved in youth work. One example is 
Jugend am Werk, which operates in several Austrian regions, offering support programmes in IVET and labour market 
training for youth with disabilities. In addition to some courses under the Level Up framework, this organisation 
receives significant ESF funding for youth-related initiatives such as production schools, youth coaching, and training 
assistance. ISOP, based in Graz, is a regional NGO focused on youth and social work, labour market integration, and 
adult education. It is heavily involved in ESF-funded projects and plays a crucial role in basic skills training within its 
region. Another example from the broader realm of migrant support initiatives is the Integrationshaus, a smaller 
organisation based in Vienna, which dedicates 11% of its projects to education, including several basic skills courses. 
Its core activities focus on providing housing and counselling for refugees (see Box 2 at the end of the Chapter). 

A third group consists of smaller local organisations that target specific groups. One example is Lefö in Vienna, an 
association offering counselling services for female migrants, as well as support for migrant sex workers and women 
affected by trafficking, with educational courses integrated into their work. Together, these organisations demonstrate 
the diversity of approaches to adult basic education in Austria, ranging from large-scale service providers to smaller, 
specialised groups focusing on integration and youth support.

5.1.2.4	 Financing structures and the impact of ESF funding
All courses offered as part of the initiative are free of charge for participants. This is made possible by the 50:50 co-
financing agreement between the federal government and the federal states. This agreement is re-negotiated after 
each funding period (typically 3–5 years) with the regional governments playing a key role in determining funding 
levels. As a result, funding levels differ across regions, with Vienna allocating the highest funding relative to its 
population size, reflecting the size of the target groups in the capital (Hefler and Steinheimer, 2020). 

Activities expanded considerably when ESF co-financing for basic skills courses was introduced in the second funding 
period, beginning in 2015, nearly doubling the available resources. This influx of funding enabled NGOs to scale 
up their operations under the Level Up initiative, supporting a broader range of tailored educational solutions for 
disadvantaged groups. ESF co-funding for programmes aimed at obtaining a school-leaving certificate was introduced 
in 2018, further enhancing the capacity of NGOs to address skill gaps and improve employability. 

For the current funding period (2024-2028), a budget of EUR 95.5 million is allocated for basic skills courses, with the 
largest portion going to the capital region. The ESF contribution is 40% in all federal states except one (Burgenland) 
and sums up to EUR 37.8 million. The budget for school-leaving certificate courses is set at EUR 77.3 million over the 
next five years, with an ESF contribution of EUR 17.7 million (approximately 23%).

Participation is continuously monitored. Between 2018 and 2022, approximately 16,000 individuals (65% women) 
took part in basic skills courses, while 7,800 (59% men) participated in school-leaving certificate courses. In basic 
skills courses, 38% of participants were under 25 years old, while 73% of participants in the school-leaving certificate 
course were below 25. Around 90% of participants across all courses were migrants (Steiner et al., 2023).

Despite the steep rise in absolute funding levels through the ESF and the financial added value it brings, a recurring 
topic in the evaluation reports on the Level Up initiative and the ESF in Austria more generally, is the challenge 
posed by the administrative burden and audit practices associated with the funding. Such challenges may discourage 
applications, especially from smaller organisations with limited experience in managing European funds (Steiner et al., 
2023). Additionally, the nature of this type of funding inherently involves administrative changes in the management 
of funds during the transition from one funding period to the next. These changes can result in complications during 
the financial reconciliation process, leading to delays in the transfer of funds. Such delays force organisations to bear 
the risk of pre-financing their activities, a challenge that deters some organisations from reapplying for funding.

5.1.2.5 Role of the ESF in fostering innovation
The ESF has played a dual role, firstly by funding existing service models and secondly by enabling innovative 
educational approaches. In the context of adult basic education and its evolution over time, the ESF was instrumental 
in fostering innovation during the 2000s, when numerous development projects and partnerships focused on quality 
assurance and educational improvement. For example, the ESF-funded EQUAL project ‘In.Bewegung’  (2005-2007) 
developed quality standards for adult basic education. This work was continued through follow-up projects until 2014 
by members of the Austrian ‘Network Basic Skills and Literacy’, which included a broad range of stakeholders such as 
providers, teachers, social partners, and (regional) policymakers. (Doberer-Bey, 2016; Doberer-Bey et al., 2013). 



23

While the ESF still supports some developmental projects involving NGOs in the area of adult basic education, its 
role has shifted. An evaluation of the last implementation of Austria’s ESF operational programme for the 2014-2020 
period, focusing on the investment priority of equal access to lifelong learning (where most of the Level up measures 
were funded), revealed that the ESF is well suited to support established projects to support vulnerable groups, 
ensuring broad implementation across regions and long-term financing. However, its impact on fostering innovation 
in the field, such as piloting new measures, has been limited (Lutz et al., 2022). This trend reflects implementation 
practices that prioritise using ESF funds to co-finance rather well-established programmes. By focusing on proven 
activities, Austrian authorities aim to minimise the risks of failure to redeem the planned ESF contributions (Hefler 
and Steinheimer, 2020).

5.1.2.6 Influence on VET and adult learning systems
The Level Up initiative marked a major step forward in the Austrian adult learning system by introducing a supply-side 
funding mechanism for adult basic education, an area that had previously been fragmented and underdeveloped. The 
initiative created equal learning opportunities across all Länder, established unified quality standards, and provided 
impetus for the professionalisation of educators in the field (Hefler et al., 2018). Despite these achievements, the 
framework has not led to the integration of adult basic education offers into the formal education system, nor has it 
established corresponding stable funding.

The offers of the Level Up initiative complement other basic skills training, such as those provided by the PES, which 
tends to include more for-profit providers among its service providers. However, there is a tension between the 
Level Up offers and the provision of German language education for newly arrived migrants, which falls under the 
Ministry of the Interior. During periods of high demand for German courses, Level Up has acted as a ‘safety net’, 
diverting resources away from other target groups, such as individuals with Austrian schooling who require adult 
basic education. In the next chapter, an organisational case study is presented in detail to provide another example 
in Austria. 

5.1.3 Organisational case: ISOP, Graz
ISOP was founded in 1987 and is located in Graz, the regional capital in Styria. In legal terms, it operates as a non-
profit private limited company. The organisation defines itself as an intercultural and independent non-profit 
organisation, originating from social movement organisations in the field of human rights and the self-organisation 
of unemployed or precariously employed university graduates. It started as a small organisation with fewer than ten 
employees in the 1990s, mainly providing German language courses for migrants. Over the years, ISOP has evolved 
into a professional and continuously growing organisation with about 200 employees, providing a diverse array of 
programmes for education and training, youth work, career guidance, integration counselling, anti-discrimination 
initiatives, and labour market integration for adults. 

ISOP develops projects targeting disadvantaged groups, mainly migrants and refugees, (long-term) unemployed 
individuals, and those with low basic skills. Its philosophy emphasises equal opportunities in society and the labour 
market, equity and inclusion, as well as human rights and anti-discrimination of migrants and refugees. Projects 
are designed based on available public funding, including PES, the regional government, the Federal Ministry for 
Education, ESF, and Erasmus+. To ensure steady development and adaption to funding opportunities, ISOP must 
remain flexible and requires a high level of adaptability from its staff, including adjustments to working hours as 
needed.

During the 2014-2020 ESF period, adult basic education courses comprised approximately 30% of ISOP’s overall 
operations (Hefler et al., 2020), with project cost totalling 2.2 million euro. All ESF-funded activities combined 
amounted to 10.4 million euro between 2014 and 2020. These activities included developmental projects focused 
on lifelong guidance and the professionalisation of adult basic education teachers, employment projects for the 
long-term unemployed, and a large support programme for vulnerable youth – primarily addressing young refugees – 
offering education, guidance and assistance with labour market integration. Within the Level Up programme, the 
introduction of ESF co-funding in 2015 also increased the volume of funding in Styria. However, starting in 2018, gaps 
in funding arose due to a decrease in overall funding from the regional government. Another recurring challenge 
occurs during the renegotiation of the Level Up framework, which can lead to delays and uncertainty in funding for 
some periods, resulting in downsizing of the provider organisations.
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5.1.4 Conclusion
The involvement of NGOs in adult basic education in Austria has significantly expanded over the past decades, driven 
by both national policies and the influence of European funding, particularly through the ESF. NGOs have proven to be 
essential players in addressing the educational needs of vulnerable and marginalised populations, such as migrants, 
refugees, and individuals with low formal qualifications. Their capacity to combine educational programmes with 
social support services allows them to reach groups that are often hard to engage through traditional educational 
pathways. 

The ‘Level Up – Adult Education’ initiative has provided a structured framework for adult basic education in Austria, 
standardising the quality of programmes while enabling a wide range of organisations, including many NGOs, to 
contribute effectively to lifelong learning. ESF co-funding has been a crucial financial resource, allowing for the 
expansion of these programmes and making education more accessible to disadvantaged groups. However, the 
reliance on ESF funding has also introduced challenges, particularly regarding the administrative burden placed 
on NGOs, which can be a barrier for smaller organisations without the resources or expertise to navigate complex 
funding rules.

In conclusion, the Austrian adult learning system has benefited immensely from the contributions of NGOs. Their 
involvement has not only expanded access to education for socially disadvantaged groups but has also driven 
innovation in adult basic education. However, as the field continues to evolve, it will be important to address the 
administrative challenges posed by ESF funding and to ensure that these organisations can continue to play a vital 
role in fostering educational inclusion and social cohesion. The continued success of initiatives like ‘Level Up’ will 
depend on sustaining financial support, reducing bureaucratic obstacles, and fostering collaboration between the 
public sector and NGOs to meet the diverse needs of Austria’s adult learners. Furthermore, it remains to be seen to 
what extent the programme may also address concrete skills shortages (as seen in the Migrants Care project, see Box 
9 in Section 5.3.4) in the future, beyond its aim of improving participants’ level of education and general employability.

Similar initiatives that combine training and social services for migrants and refugees can also be found in other 
countries. For instance, the ’Curing the Limbo’ initiative in Athens, Greece, offers educational courses tailored to 
refugees (see Box 8 in Section 5.3.4), while ‘New Chances at Labour Market’ in Hungary (see Box 3) below provides 
vocational training and childcare support for disadvantaged women and refugees.

5.1.5 Further good practices

Box 1 DUO for a JOB: LM integration through cross-generational/cultural exchanges in Belgium

DUO for a JOB is a project in Belgium designed to bridge the labour market gap for young jobseekers from 
migrant backgrounds by pairing them with experienced mentors aged 50 and over. The programme addresses 
two key challenges: the difficulty young migrants face in accessing employment and the underutilisation of 
older individuals’ skills. By fostering intergenerational and intercultural mentoring relationships, DUO for a JOB 
helps young mentees navigate the job market while acknowledging and leveraging the valuable expertise of 
older mentors. The project operates through a structured eight-step process, including information sessions, 
individual meetings, training for mentors, and a matching procedure based on various criteria. Once paired, 
mentors and mentees engage in weekly sessions for six months, focusing on job search, training, or internships. 
The programme has seen notable success, with around 4,450 duos created since 2013. DUO for a JOB’s model 
has been successfully replicated in other European cities. This approach not only improves labour market 
access for young migrants but also enhances social cohesion through cross-generational and cross-cultural 
exchanges. The project is partly funded through the ESF+.

Source: Compiled by the authors based on SIM Database entry.

https://european-social-fund-plus.ec.europa.eu/en/social-innovation-match/case-study/duo-job
https://european-social-fund-plus.ec.europa.eu/en/social-innovation-match/case-study/duo-job
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Box 2 ‘Integrationshaus’: Adult basic education for refugees in Austria

The Integrationshaus association in Vienna (Austria) has served as a key centre for incoming refugees for 29 
years, establishing itself as a pioneering organisation in its field. It offers a wide range of services, including 
housing and accommodation, psychosocial and socio-educational care, support and counselling, education, 
and labour market integration. The organisation has always prioritised individuals with the greatest needs and 
heightened care requirements, such as those who have experienced trauma, unaccompanied minors, and single 
parents. In 2023, Integrationshaus supported 5,572 individuals from 72 countries. Most beneficiaries accessed 
counselling services, including psychosocial and legal support, or career guidance such as youth coaching. The 
services included counselling, career guidance, housing assistance for 300 people, and education programmes 
for 370 participants. With a team of 170 professionals and dedicated volunteers, its funding comes primarily 
from public sources (84%), including PES and the ESF. Private donations (14%) and benefit events cover the rest. 
The ESF co-finances key education and youth coaching initiatives.

Source: Authors based on desk research. 

Box 3 New Chances at Labour Market: VET and childcare for disadvantaged women in Hungary.

New Chances at Labour Market is a programme by the Hungarian Red Cross designed to address labour 
market inequalities faced by disadvantaged women, including those with housing issues and refugees. The 
initiative aims to compensate for gaps in professional qualifications and essential skills caused by early-life 
disadvantages. The programme covers all costs for vocational training, including additional examinations, and 
offers childcare and mentoring by social workers to overcome barriers to completing their training. It also 
includes employer sensitisation campaigns and social media initiatives to promote tolerance. The pilot project 
has led to the attainment of over 100 certifications across various skill areas, with an attrition rate of 15%, 
which is deemed successful. Among participants still in family shelters, over 70% are employed, demonstrating 
the effectiveness of the programme.

Source: Compiled by the authors based on SIM Database entry.

5.2 Work Integration Social Enterprises as learning providers in Spain
5.2.1	Introduction
The case study explores Work Integration Social Enterprises (WISE) as learning providers in Spain and their role in 
delivering vocational training for disadvantaged groups, with an emphasis on the contribution of the ESF over the last 
decade. 

WISEs are organisations operating across most European countries (Borzaga and Defourny, 2004; Defourny and 
Nyssens, 2010; Doherty et al., 2014; Nyssens, 2006). These enterprises run under diverse legal frameworks and 
can take various forms, including for-profit companies with a social mission, cooperatives, or hybrid organisations 
that combine non-profit and for-profit elements. Despite these differences, they share a common goal: to create 
opportunities for individuals who have the potential to contribute productively to economic and social life but face 
barriers to employment in the primary labour market. In several countries, WISEs, as companies, have their own 
employer representatives and are also organised at the European level around the European Network of Social 
Integration Enterprises (ENSIE18).

In Spain, the first WISEs were established in the late 1970s, although most emerged in response to the difficulties 
faced by people coming out of social exclusion processes who, despite their vocational qualifications, could not enter 
the labour market. Very high unemployment rates since the early 1980s and the severe impact of the 2008 financial 
crisis made WISEs an increasingly valuable, albeit very limited in their scope, resource in Spain. Since 2007, WISEs have 

18	  https://www.ensie.org 

https://www.integrationshaus.at/en/integrationshaus
https://european-social-fund-plus.ec.europa.eu/en/social-innovation-match/case-study/new-chances-labour-market
https://european-social-fund-plus.ec.europa.eu/en/social-innovation-match/case-study/new-chances-labour-market
https://www.ensie.org
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been legally regulated by national law19 and form part of the third-sector socio-economic initiatives, which do not 
belong to either the conventional private sector or the public sector (Marhuenda-Fluixá, 2021). Under this law20, non-
profit organisations that have long addressed unmet demand for social inclusion, an increasing need due to negative 
economic impacts and the limitations of the Spanish welfare state, are entitled to promote WISEs. Their aim is to 
provide employment to complete training (in technical, social, and personal domains) of workers coming out of social 
exclusion.

The European Structural and Investment Funds have developed into an important source of funding for training 
programmes led by third sector organisations, often provided before access to WISEs (Anabel Suso Araico et al., 
2021; European Commission, 2016). An estimated EUR 5.3 billion of EU investments in Spain are supporting skills in 
the current programming period (2021-2027). Within this period, Spain’s ESF+ national programme for employment, 
education, training and social economy has allocated EUR 2.5 billion to ‘Social Europe’, including, e.g. quality and 
inclusive education and training systems.21 Under the previous national Operational Programme for Employment, 
Training and Education, EUR 2.1 billion from the EU budget was used to improve employment, training and education 
in Spain, of which EUR 811 million was allocated to vocational training and education.22 The Spanish landscape of 
WISEs is recorded, including a social and economic balance23, by the Spanish Federation of Business Associations of 
Work Integration Enterprise (FAEDEI)24.

5.2.2 WISE and their organisational field 
5.2.2.1	 Characteristics of the field
In Spain, WISEs play a critical role by offering education and training for socially and economically marginalised 
groups, hiring people for up to three years to then enable them to move to the ordinary labour market (Marhuenda-
Fluixá, 2021). WISEs not only help individuals enter the labour market but also create learning environments that 
integrate work-based learning, work-related learning, and formal in-company training, fostering both professional 
and personal development. 

They provide safe environments where vulnerable, socially disadvantaged individuals can develop skills through 
practical work experience. The educational component of WISEs is a core feature, ensuring that individuals not only 
receive employment but also acquire marketable skills and qualifications. Their training is designed to address the 
specific needs of people at risk of social exclusion, including the long-term unemployed, people with disabilities, 
migrants, young people not in employment, education, or training (NEETs) (Galera et al., 2022; Marhuenda-Fluixá, 
2018, 2021; Molpeceres et al., 2024; Palomares-Montero et al., 2022).

In Spain, WISEs were initially formed by civil society, as associations, foundations, or companies, largely due to the 
advantages of lower formal setup and operational costs. This flexible structure allowed them to quickly address 
the needs of socially and economically marginalised groups. Over the years, the landscape evolved, leading to the 
establishment of three frameworks that offer job opportunities to vulnerable people in Spain (see Table 4).

19	  And are expected to undergo a legislative evolution in the coming years. The Integral Law for the Promotion of the Social Economy (see https://www.
lamoncloa.gob.es/consejodeministros/resumenes/paginas/2024/081024-rueda-de-prensa-ministros.aspx).

20	  https://www.boe.es/buscar/pdf/2007/BOE-A-2007-21492-consolidado.pdf 
21	  https://cohesiondata.ec.europa.eu/programmes/2021ES05SFPR002
22	  https://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/in-your-country/programmes/2014-2020/es/2014es05sfop002_en 
23	  https://faedei.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/11/Faedei-Infografia-23.pdf 
24	  https://faedei.org 

https://www.lamoncloa.gob.es/consejodeministros/resumenes/paginas/2024/081024-rueda-de-prensa-ministros.aspx
https://www.lamoncloa.gob.es/consejodeministros/resumenes/paginas/2024/081024-rueda-de-prensa-ministros.aspx
https://www.boe.es/buscar/pdf/2007/BOE-A-2007-21492-consolidado.pdf
https://cohesiondata.ec.europa.eu/programmes/2021ES05SFPR002
https://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/in-your-country/programmes/2014-2020/es/2014es05sfop002_en
https://faedei.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/11/Faedei-Infografia-23.pdf
https://faedei.org
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Table 4 Forms of non-profit organisations in Spain

Types Goal Inclusion requirements Enterprises 
operating

Individuals 
hired

Social employment 
integration enterprises (EI)

(empresas de inserciòn)

Transitional employment 
to aid labour market 
integration

at least 50% of people at 
risk of social exclusion

306 over 11 000

Special employment 
centres (CEE)

(centros especiales de 
empleo)

Employment for people 
with disabilities (no 
transit character)

at least 70% must be 
people with disabilities 
with a degree of 
disability equal to or over 
33%25

2 202 97 653

Social initiative 
cooperatives (CIS)

(cooperativa de iniciativa 
social)

Permanent employment No (legally) set inclusion 
requirements

850 N.A.

Source: Described by the authors based on (Galera et al., 2022; FADEI, 2023).

Social employment integration (WISE) enterprises are the focus of this study. While these employment integration 
enterprises (or insertion companies) concentrate on transitional employment to aid further integration into the 
ordinary labour market, special employment centres do not have that transitional feature but have often become 
isolated environments and therefore faced criticism for not providing enough pathways into regular employment 
for people with disabilities. The 2007 WISE legislation aimed to contrast this issue and now gives limited contracts, 
lasting no more than 36 months, to encourage individuals to transition into the general labour market, and creates 
better transition opportunities. Social initiative cooperatives, which uniquely offer permanent employment to 
beneficiaries, make up around one-third of all WISEs in Spain today, playing a key role in long-term social inclusion 
(Galera et al., 2022).

5.2.2.2 Emergence of the field
WISE have played an increasingly important role in Spain’s labour market as enterprises hiring individuals out of social 
exclusion over the last three to four decades. The first WISEs were created in the 1980ies by church associations and 
neighbourhood activists. High youth unemployment rates, coupled with inadequate post-compulsory educational 
options and limited training opportunities for individuals with disabilities, have collectively failed to address the 
needs of several generations. This gap has led to the emergence of Special Employment Centres for people with 
disabilities and people with a certificate of social exclusion (issued by a public social service that states their situation 
of exclusion), who can find jobs in WISEs.

A parallel non-formal vocational training sub-system emerged over the years, designed to cater to different 
unemployed and marginalised groups, offering alternatives that the formal education system could not provide 
(Galera et al., 2022; Marhuenda-Fluixá, 2021). Due to their limited scope, they contribute to slightly mitigating but 
not solving the problems of unemployment and low qualifications. WISEs are small but relevant in their innovative 
practices and the combination of social and qualification policies.

Their role has further stabilised and expanded (albeit very limited) due to an increasing need for flexible and inclusive 
VET programmes that cater to disadvantaged groups, addressing gaps in the formal VET system, driven by persistently 
high unemployment rates and the need for social enterprises to support the integration of disadvantaged groups into 
the labour market (Marhuenda-Fluixá, 2021). The shift from state-dominated formal VET provision to more diverse 
forms of non-formal provision, including NGOs as VET providers, has been driven by a need for more inclusive training 
pathways to foster social inclusion and limited welfare state presence (Marhuenda-Fluixá, 2024). In any case, WISEs 
usually appear as the final step in a ladder of social measures and vocational training programmes.

25	  These were created as an employment formula for PWDs with the Law of Social integration of PWDs (LISMI) of 1982. 
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WISEs in Spain, to this day, operate outside the formal education system, which often lacks awareness of their 
existence and maintains no direct ties with them. Instead, WISEs align with the non-formal vocational training system, 
offering qualifications and training alongside the employment contracts they provide.

However, in Spain, the Royal Legislative Decree 1/2013 established quotas obliging companies and public 
administrations to hire a minimum percentage of workers with disabilities, although these measures have proved 
uncapable of fulfilling their expected goal (Bengoetxea and Fajardo, 2020). There are, however, no regulatory policies 
targeting other socially disadvantaged groups. This regulatory gap may help explain why social enterprises have 
increasingly taken on the role of expanding employment opportunities for a broader range of marginalised groups. 
The field’s growth was nevertheless fostered by public policies supporting social economy initiatives, alongside EU-
level policies promoting social inclusion and lifelong learning. The impulse of the social economy in Europe after the 
COVID-19 pandemic might contribute to a growth of such measures that have been slow and limited to date, even if 
WISEs have proved resilient to the 2008 and 2019 crisis.

Social enterprises in Spain (including WISE, social initiative cooperatives, as well as foundations and associations 
that engage in economic activity) have demonstrated greater resilience to some of the crisis’ impacts. While exact 
employment figures are unavailable for social enterprises, estimates indicate that the broader social economy sector 
saw an increase of 29,000 firms and 190,000 jobs during the crisis, contributing 10% of Spain’s GDP and 12.5% of total 
employment (Díaz et al., 2020).

The Spanish Social Economy Strategy 2017-2020, enacted in 2018, establishes a unified framework for social economy 
enterprises. It involved national and regional authorities, sector representatives, experts, and other stakeholders, with 
the goal of promoting the distinctive characteristics of these enterprises within the single market (Díaz et al., 2020).

5.2.2.3 The role of NGOs 
In recent history, private businesses, municipalities, unions, and employers have been recognised non-formal 
vocational training and education providers in Spain. It is worth noting, however, that non-profit organisations have 
predominantly been in charge of qualifying people belonging to vulnerable groups, combining their social mission 
with a qualification one (Marhuenda-Fluixá, 2021). In Spain, WISEs are promoted by third sector organisations, which 
must own more than 51% of the enterprise to guarantee its social mission (Marhuenda-Fluixá, 2021).

NGOs frequently collaborate with public institutions to deliver VET through WISEs and other community-driven 
programmes (Molpeceres et al., 2023). They have become vital actors in Spain’s VET landscape by facilitating training 
that equips participants with the skills and work experience necessary to enhance their future employability. Non-
government organisations like Caritas Spain, Fundación Secretariado Gitano, Asociación La Rueca, or Asociación 
Española de Empleo con Apoyo have played a pivotal role in the emergence and expansion of integration through 
training and work in Spain. 

NGOs often act as intermediaries between public funding bodies, private enterprises, and those benefiting from 
vocational training, thus ensuring a comprehensive approach to social and labour integration. Examples include 
the ‘Llanero solidario’ in Albacete and Koopera Social Training in Bilbao that combine integration efforts with 
environmental responsibility, and Empleando Digital+ in Spain, developed by the FSG with the Spanish Red Cross, 
working on integrating vulnerable populations into the digital job market (see Box 4, 5, and 6 at the end of the Chapter))

5.2.2.4 Influence on VET and adult learning systems
Beyond training provision, NGOs advocate for marginalised groups, helping them navigate complex legal systems 
and gain access to employment and social services. Over time, their focus has shifted from primarily offering social 
support to formalising vocational training programmes. 

By aligning these programmes with Spain’s regulations on the accreditation of work experience and prior learning 
system, NGO-promoted WISEs have improved the chances of their integration workers to obtain recognised 
qualifications, which seem to have significantly improved their employability and supported their integration into 
the mainstream labour market (Guillera and Chisvert-Tarazona, 2018). By integrating work-based learning with 
formal vocational training, WISEs have introduced new models of education that are more responsive to the needs of 
disadvantaged populations. WISEs have been emphasising flexibility, personalisation, and practical skills acquisition 
through their focus on personal itineraries rather than standardised curricula, a practice also applied by Second 
Chance Schools, also promoted by NGOs (Marhuenda-Fluixá and Chisvert-Tarazona, 2022), which could be adopted 
by other VET providers in Spain. Innovative mentoring practices developed under the legal frame of supported 
employment are also noteworthy.
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5.2.2.5 The role of the ESF and ESF+
The share of ESF in Spain’s ALMP is comparatively low. However, in recent programming periods, ESF funding has 
increasingly focused on broader initiatives to promote social cohesion, such as improving access to vocational training 
and reducing early school leaving for vulnerable groups, including the long-term unemployed, migrants, and people 
with disabilities in Spain​ (European Commission, 2023). Despite the large investment in Spain through post-austerity 
European measures such as the Youth Guarantee, difficulties and obstacles in reaching vulnerable young people have 
been criticised (EAPN, 2017, 2022).

The prior ESF funding period, 2014-2020, focused on increasing labour market participation and labour productivity, 
as well as improving education, training and social inclusion policies, with specific attention to youth and vulnerable 
groups (European Commission, 2014).

In the ESF+ 2021-2027 programming period, Spain allocates a significant portion of its ESF+ budget to employment-
related programmes, aiming to support Spain’s new labour market reform (Arellano et al., 2023; European Commission, 
2014; ReferNet and Cedefop, 2022), and skill transitions aided through vocational education and training (European 
Commission, 2024b). 

In general, the ESF has been instrumental in advancing the development of WISEs through the support of different 
programmes of non-profit organisations promoting WISEs. In certain cases, it served as the sole funding source, 
often leading to a top-down approach to implementation. This reliance on ESF support sometimes resulted in 
inconsistencies between the formal criteria established for social enterprises and the actual practices observed on 
the ground. Nonetheless, the overall influence of European structural funds on fostering social enterprises focused 
on social policy issues has been predominantly positive (Galera et al., 2022). 

5.2.2.6 Financing structures and the impact of ESF+ funding
Non-profit organisations offering vocational training and qualifications in Spain are primarily financed through a 
combination of public funding, private donations, and EU support. Most revenues come from sales, but some NGOs 
rely significantly on subsidies (Díaz et al., 2020). 

Throughout 2022, WISEs have received EUR 222.65 million, of which 76.3% (EUR 169.92 million) come from the sale of 
products and services, remaining the main source of income (Faedei, 2022). EUR 41.89 million was received from state 
aid. External financing is limited in distributing profits and has restrictions on who can invest, requiring most of the 
capital to be held by NGOs in the case of WISEs (Díaz et al., 2020).

Regarding their economic return, in 2022, the hiring by the insertion companies of workers who received minimum 
insertion income represented a total saving of EUR 11.6 million for public administrations. In addition, WISEs returned 
a total of EUR 12.2 million to the public authorities via taxation.

Several reforms have been adopted by EU cohesion funds to tackle unemployment and social exclusion in Spain, partly 
prompted by the European Commission. These reforms aim to tackle unemployment among socially disadvantaged 
groups through structural funds, especially through the ESF and the European Fund of Regional Development (EFRD, 
FEDER in Spanish), complemented by several programmes run by the regional governments that aid WISEs in Spain 
(DG EMPL, 2020; Galera et al., 2022).

However, stakeholders have consistently reported a notable gap in comprehensive support programmes aimed 
at fostering the establishment of new social enterprises (Galera et al., 2022). They emphasised that the focus has 
predominantly been on short-term initiatives rather than developing long-term strategies that would facilitate more 
effective planning and sustainable growth in this sector (DG EMPL, 2020).

5.2.3 Organisational case: the Acceder programme of FSG
Roma individuals face disproportionately high levels of unemployment and social exclusion in Spain. One national 
NGO has put particular emphasis on this challenge: Fundación Secretariado Gitano (FSG) is a non-profit intercultural 
social organisation dedicated to promoting the social and labour market integration of the Roma community since 
the 1960s (Fundación Secretariado Gitano, 2024). In 2023 alone, FSG had nearly 140,000 participants in its 757 
programmes dealing with training and employment, education, housing, equality, and anti-discrimination. Most of 
FSG activities are co-financed by the ESF+ as well as national, regional, and local public or private funding, with some 
programmes receiving no ESF+ funding at all.
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One employment programme within the organisation, the Acceder Programme, concentrates on vocational training, 
active job search, and guidance services (Fundación Secretariado Gitano, 2024b). This programme aims to facilitate 
access to paid employment and is dedicated to achieving the effective integration of the Roma population into the 
workforce, positioning employment as a gateway to social inclusion.

Under the programme, three WISEs that provide paid employment for the most vulnerable were included in 2009 and 
2011: Vedelar, concentrated on gardening and forestry; Nabut, focused on cleaning services, transport, home care, 
eco-catering (El fogón errante); and Uzipen, dealt with information services, maintenance, cleaning, and mediation 
(Anabel Suso Araico et al., 2021). The first WISE, Vedelar, was created in 2009 with Nabut and Uzipen following in 2011. 
These initiatives are designed to promote the inclusion of vulnerable groups in the labour market, advancing both 
social equity and economic sustainability (Araico et al., 2021).

Central components for the WISEs’ success are the accompaniment processes for workers, involving balancing social 
and economic dimensions while ensuring comprehensive support from public administrations. This support is often 
implemented through strategies such as integrating social clauses and reserving market opportunities for WISEs 
within public procurement frameworks. 

In the WISEs, participants receive a combination of on-the-job training, formal instruction, and personalised support 
services, including job placement assistance and mentorship. These programmes are tailored to the specific needs 
of (mainly) Roma individuals, many of whom lack formal qualifications and face discrimination in the labour market.

The rate of entry to employment after the development of the pathway within the WISEs is higher than 70%. Through 
FSG’s WISEs, 360 individuals have obtained protected employment, reflecting the programme’s small-scale activity 
but significant impact in improving employment opportunities for Roma individuals facing high vulnerability (Anabel 
Suso Araico et al., 2021). By allowing social organisations to manage and implement interventions for vulnerable 
groups, it demonstrated the effectiveness of NGO involvement in labour market integration efforts. 

However, despite these efforts, WISEs introduced by FSG under the Acceder programme face substantial challenges. 
Key issues include limited support for the launching of new enterprises, a greater volume of responsible public 
procurement, social clauses, and administrative support. Additionally, reinforcing the management structures of 
WISEs remains a critical need. While these organisations demonstrate strong capacity in delivering social support to 
workers, they often struggle to adapt to market demands, improve management efficiency, and achieve economic 
sustainability. Addressing these shortcomings is essential to bolster the resilience and long-term impact of WISEs as 
mechanisms for fostering both social inclusion and economic integration.

5.2.4 Conclusion 
In Spain, the role of non-profit organisations has become pivotal in providing education and training to socially 
disadvantaged groups. With lower welfare spending and underdeveloped state-provided social services compared to 
other Western European countries (Galera et al., 2022), Spain’s NGOs and WISEs have stepped in to address gaps in 
employability and social inclusion. Despite often offering low-qualified employment, they provide the opportunity to 
achieve recognised vocational qualifications within the National Framework of Vocational Qualifications. One of their 
key strengths is their capacity to offer tailored work-based learning and in-company training that directly addresses 
the needs of people living in vulnerable conditions and belonging to traditionally marginalised groups such as the 
Roma community, often overlooked by traditional state-run programmes.

WISEs are able to facilitate labour and social inclusion, marking one of the few opportunities for highly disadvantaged 
people to move into the ordinary labour market. WISEs improve learning opportunities in the workplace by expanding 
productive engagement in a wide range of work processes and offering work experience (‘transition’ employment) 
and training through work (Palomares-Montero et al., 2022). 

Marhuenda-Fluixá (2021) posed critical questions in analysing the Spanish WISEs, exploring their educational and 
integration roles and their contribution to non-formal VET and WISE as pedagogical tools. In terms of what learning 
opportunities they can offer, whether they are effective as a transition platform to the labour market, and what 
support is provided to workers acquiring skills. Through integrating structured and informal learning methods 
into practical work environments, WISEs can be seen as effective pedagogic devices. They offer diverse learning 
opportunities, including hands-on tasks, individualised learning plans supported by job coaches, and group activities 
that foster both technical and social skills. By emphasising accredited and transferable training, WISEs facilitate 
integration into the labour market and support cross-border mobility. Apprentices, treated as workers, benefit from 
a sense of inclusion, stability, and security while receiving personalised and group-based support to enhance learning 
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outcomes. WISEs thus create a comprehensive framework that combines skill development, socialisation, and societal 
integration. (See also Annex Table A1 for a reference to the dimensions of WISE with an educational purpose and their 
potential benefits).

However, several challenges and weaknesses remain: because WISEs operate under the social economy approach, 
the economic benefits can sometimes prevail above the learning dimension (Palomares-Montero et al., 2022). They 
face consistent funding instability, particularly as they rely heavily on external sources, and must compete with 
ordinary companies where productivity and competitiveness are taken for granted. WISEs end their relationship 
with integration workers once they have become fully productive and competitive. Additionally, navigating Spain’s 
complex regulatory frameworks, particularly in securing accreditation for training programmes, poses significant 
barriers. High unemployment and a slow shift toward ALMP further complicate efforts, as policies intended to 
integrate socially disadvantaged groups into the labour market often fall short.

One key issue in the broader scheme of all social enterprises acting in Spain is the legal framework. Traditional social 
economy entities such as cooperatives and associations operate under strict rules, while newer social enterprises 
adopt more flexible structures, creating tensions about their place within the social economy. Profit distribution is 
another concern, as traditional models require reinvestment of profits into social missions, whereas some investors 
expect financial returns (Díaz et al., 2020).

There is also debate about funding, with some questioning whether WISEs should rely on public grants or strive 
to be self-sustaining through commercial activities. Recent legislation, such as the 2017 Public Procurement Law, 
recognises WISEs in public service provision but raises concerns about their independence from government control. 
Additionally, discussions around labelling social enterprises aim to enhance recognition, but there are fears of 
inefficiency and misuse. Despite these challenges, stakeholders agree that WISEs complement public services but 
should not replace government welfare responsibilities (Díaz et al., 2020).

By strengthening partnerships with private sector companies, non-profit organisations in charge of WISEs and 
vocational training programmes could expand their innovative training models to scale, helping to close the country’s 
skills gap. Continued ESF funding, focused on fostering scalable, innovative training models, could further support 
these efforts. 

For sustainable growth, WISE must continue to innovate while ensuring programme continuity through diverse 
funding streams and strategic capacity-building initiatives. The future direction of ESF activities should emphasise 
supporting collaborative efforts between WISEs and private enterprises, fostering inclusive training programmes that 
integrate disadvantaged groups into the open labour market while addressing both initial and continuous VET needs. 

In summary, while WISEs in Spain’s VET landscape demonstrate clear strengths in addressing social exclusion and 
closing the gap in education and training of the socially disadvantaged, sustainable funding, regulatory compliance, 
and expanded partnerships will be key to their continuing long-term success.

5.2.5 Further good practices

Box 4 ‘Llanero solidario’: Combining integration with environmental responsibility in Spain

Llanero Solidario is a non-profit association based in Spain. Llanero Solidario supports individuals at risk of 
social exclusion through tailored programmes that combine labour market integration with environmental 
sustainability. The initiative provides personalised development plans, including psychosocial support, skills 
training, and employment tools, to foster autonomy and independence. By now (2024), the association has 
developed 37 projects with 576 participants. Funding is derived from the ESF, regional government support 
(Castilla La Mancha), and private foundations like the Fundación ‘la Caixa’.

Source: Compiled by the authors based on desk research.

https://www.llanerosolidario.org/quienes-somos/
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Box 5 Vocational centres run by NGOs in Spain

Koopera Social Training, an NGO in Bilbao, Spain, offers vocational training in professional fields such 
as commerce, marketing, security, and the environment for individuals at risk of social exclusion. Their 
programmes are designed to enhance participants technical and soft skills, providing personalised support to 
improve employability. Participants engage in practical, non-work professional internships with collaborating 
companies, often leading to job offers or inclusion in a job bank for future opportunities. Operating two 
accredited training centres, Koopera specialises in areas such as trade, marketing, and community services. 
It partners with public entities to deliver individualised social and labour activation programmes, promoting 
community integration and reducing exclusion. The NGO also offers workshops on environmental education, 
sustainable living, and reducing the risk of exclusion.

Source: Compiled by the authors based on desk research. 

Box 6 Empleando Digital+: Integrating vulnerable populations into the digital job market in Spain

The #EmpleandoDigital+ project aims to enhance the employability of vulnerable groups in Spain by addressing 
digital divides and upskilling needs. Developed by Fundación Secretariado Gitano and the Spanish Red Cross 
and supported by ESF+ and Accenture Foundation, the project builds on the previous #EmpleandoDigital 
pilot. It focuses on promoting digital inclusion, improving digital skills among socio-labour professionals, 
and transforming vulnerable individuals into digital citizens. Key objectives include integrating vulnerable 
populations into the digital job market, improving their technology-related skills, and creating supportive 
blended learning pathways, particularly for women in challenging situations. Key achievements include 
training 392 individuals, with 137 securing technology sector jobs, training 2,141 employment professionals, 
and collaborating with 157 technology companies. Recognised with several awards, including VET Excellence 
Awards and Digital Skills Awards Spain 2020, the project demonstrates strong potential for international 
replication and scalability.

Source: Compiled by the authors based on SIM Database entry. 

5.3 The role of NGOs in VET for disabled youth in Slovenia
5.3.1 Introduction
Labour force participation and employment has been high and increasing, while unemployment has been low in 
Slovenia during the past decade (interrupted only temporarily by the COVID crisis in 2020). Due to structural disparities 
and a long-term demographic trend that reduces labour supply in younger generations entering the workforce, the 
labour market has been tight in recent years, with shortages particularly in construction, hospitality, transport, 
manufacturing, health and social care, and information technology.

Slovenia has a strong vocational and adult education system, and life-long learning has been high on the political 
agenda of successive governments in the past decades. Participation in adult education and training has been 
around the EU average in the past decade. However, according to the Adult Education Survey, participation is much 
higher among the highly educated (at 65% in 2022) and very low among those with primary and lower-secondary 
education (17%). 

The case study explores the role of NGOs providing vocational rehabilitation in supporting the upskilling of young 
people with disabilities in Slovenia. The study briefly describes the institutional setup of vocational rehabilitation 
and discusses in more detail a recent project that specifically aimed to improve the transition from school to work 
or further education. This case study stands out from the others by focusing on a project implemented by a network 
of NGOs. 

https://www.koopera.org/servicios-sociales/formacion/
https://european-social-fund-plus.ec.europa.eu/en/social-innovation-match/case-study/empleandodigital
https://european-social-fund-plus.ec.europa.eu/en/social-innovation-match/case-study/empleandodigital


33

5.3.2 NGOs and their provision of VET in Slovenia
5.3.2.1 Characteristics of the field
In Slovenia, general and vocational education for children and young people with special needs is fully funded by the 
state and provided by public institutions. Vocational rehabilitation mainly focuses on training and can be provided by 
various types of organisations. However, state funding is only granted to providers accredited by the state and covers 
only persons who have obtained official disability status. 

Providers include the PES of Slovenia, members of the Slovenian Association of Vocational Rehabilitation Providers, 
and the Development Centre for Vocational Rehabilitation at the University Rehabilitation Institute Soča. The 
implementation of vocational rehabilitation measures is supervised by the Ministry of Labour, Family, Social Affairs 
and Equal Opportunities.

Publicly funded training for vocational rehabilitation can be granted to employees covered by pension insurance from 
the Pension and Disability Insurance Institute (Zavod za pokojninsko in invalidsko zavarovanje Slovenije, ZPIZ) and to 
unemployed persons considered unfit for work by the PES. The services are similar but with important differences 
(Table 5). The first strand covers funding for formal and non-formal education, while the second only covers vocational 
training as part of vocational rehabilitation, although it offers a wider range of further enabling services. 

Table 5 Two strands of accessing vocational and employment rehabilitation in Slovenia

Legislation Target 
group

Services Goal Providers Participation 
in 2019

Pension and 
Disability 
Insurance (ZPIZ)

Employees 
eligible for 
insured 
disability 
pension

Vocational rehabilitation, 
transfer to another 
workplace and part-time 
work, workplace adaptation, 
on-the-job training, formal 
and non-formal education

Employment 
with original 
employer

Same as 
ZZRZI

141 persons 
in vocational 
rehab

Vocational 
Rehabilitation 
and 
Employment of 
Persons with 
Disabilities 
(ZZRZI)

Registered 
unemployed 
with health 
impairment

Vocational rehabilitation, 
supported employment, 
psychosocial services, 
wage subsidies, workplace 
adaptation, exemptions 
from tax and social security 
contribution, the award 
for exceeding the quota, 
sheltered employment

To find a 
new job

14 regional 
vocational 
rehabilitation 
organisations 
(13+1)

1 909 persons

Source: Compiled by the authors based on OECD (2022) ZZRZI, = Zakon o zaposlitveni rehabilitaciji in zaposlovanju invalidov.

For unemployed persons with a health impairment, a Rehabilitation Commission (attached to the PES) decides on 
eligibility for employment rehabilitation, considering an opinion issued by rehabilitation providers. The PES may 
grant official disability status and eligibility for vocational rehabilitation and refer the claimant to employment 
rehabilitation. The PES rehabilitation counsellor and the jobseeker together draw up a plan of rehabilitation.

5.3.2.2 Emergence of the field
Following the transition to a market economy in the early 1990s, the welfare system of Slovenia was modernised with 
the support of international organisations. The development of disability benefits and services has progressed at a 
slower pace, partly due to the lack of public awareness or pressure from interest groups26 and partly due to the vested 
interests of key stakeholders. The managers of large segregated institutions and sheltered workshops were strong 
defenders of the status quo, while disability NGOs were weak (Scharle and Váradi, 2015).27 

26	 Although Slovenian society has had a strong preference for equality and state intervention to reduce inequalities, public awareness and support 
for the social integration of people with disabilities has been weak, as a legacy of the segregating and paternalistic policies of the socialist state 
(Zaviršek 2006).

27	 Civil society in general tended to be weak in the region, although with some exceptions (in Poland the Catholic Church and Solidarity, in Slovenia 
remnants of the ‘valley communities’ maintained horizontal ties within an otherwise highly hierarchical society).
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A further likely constraint was that Slovenian public administration (as all post-socialist states in the 1990s) was 
skilled in planning rather than designing sophisticated incentives for independent actors in a competitive economy 
(Meyer-Sahling et al., 2009; Verheijen, 2006; Zaviršek and Gorenc, 2009) while it had to manage a deep unprecedented 
economic and social transformation. The transitional labour market shock of the early 1990s was especially large in 
Slovenia. Despite the ensuing rise in disability pension claims, the prudent fiscal policy of Slovenian governments 
eased the immediate pressure for reform, together with the very wide consensus over keeping the welfare system 
intact. Unions also remained relatively strong throughout the 1990s. As a result, there was no ideological divide over 
welfare spending and in fact no welfare cuts until the mid-2000s.

In Slovenia, disability benefits as claims were evaluated by a team (which helped curb inflow into pensions compared 
to other countries where claims were issued by a doctor) and pensions were regularly reviewed. However, the 
threshold for granting a full pension was relatively low in Slovenia, and sick pay regulations were also generous. 

Slovenia made some investment in employment rehabilitation capacities already in the early 1990s, but the 
development of measures to support labour market integration progressed at a rather slow pace. Most adjustments 
happened around EU accession in 2004. A quota system was also set up requiring employers to employ 2-6% of 
disabled workers, and subsidies for employers were introduced (Scharle and Váradi, 2015).

Non-profit private providers of rehabilitation services emerged slowly starting from the 1990, as grassroots initiatives, 
often with support from international organisations. Their role was initially mainly in providing sheltered employment 
for persons with disabilities. Person-centred guidance and support (‘supported employment’) services were introduced 
as a possible rehabilitation measure, and the right to independent living was acknowledged by a government strategy 
as early as in 1991. In practice, however, there are few NGOs providing such services systematically (no such NGOs 
were reported by a 2011 review of the availability of supported employment, cf. Cowi, 2011).

5.3.2.3 Lifelong learning and inclusion
Slovenia has a highly elaborate national life-long learning strategy, with historical roots dating back to the pre-war 
era.28 The current strategy is based on the 1995 White Paper on Education, which stressed the need to improve 
the quality and diversity of adult education and set priorities for special groups of adults, such as the unskilled, 
unemployed, illiterate, migrants, ethnic minorities, women, and persons with special needs. The national Life-Long 
Learning Strategy, adopted in 2007, includes the objective of ensuring access to education for disadvantaged groups 
and providing access to tailor-made learning for all, adapted to the learner’s needs.

The coordination of adult learning is delegated to the Slovenian Institute for Adult Education (SIAE), established in 
1991. It is currently responsible for implementing the Resolution on the National Programme of Adult Education in 
the Republic of Slovenia (2013–2020). The institute’s mission also mentions the goal of ‘increasing the accessibility of 
education for educationally disadvantaged adults’. SIAE also functions as an umbrella organisation for regional adult 
learning education institutions, including the network of people’s universities that are strongly established at the 
local level.

Despite the strong strategic approach and commitment to serving vulnerable groups, the actual engagement and 
participation of vulnerable groups in adult education continue to be limited. One reason may be the lack of dedicated 
funding to cover training fees and income support to disadvantaged groups during training participation.29 Another 
reason may be that the key players are long-established public institutions that may lack the flexibility to develop 
effective outreach strategies and services to meet the highly varied needs of disadvantaged groups. However, there 
is a growing awareness of the need to strengthen outreach activities, as illustrated by a recent international project 
in which SIAE works together with a local NGO and other organisations to design innovative outreach tools for 
vulnerable youth (see more details below).30 

28	 https://eurydice.eacea.ec.europa.eu/national-education-systems/slovenia/lifelong-learning-strategy 
29	 Ivančič et al. (2010) quote an anonymous interviewee: ‘Students from vulnerable groups such as unemployed, immigrants and those with a disability 

do not participate in college programmes. Unemployed people are enrolled in secondary education where the expenses are covered from Active 
employment policy programme. The school does not organise any activities to bring in participants from these groups. Their target population is 
made by the adults who are able and willing to pay their study.’

30	 The NGO partner is the Ljubljana-based Zavod Bob, which provides social work, career guidance and other services to youth. The project was 
implemented in 2021-2024 and funded by Erasmus+ and KA2 (see https://www.facebook.com/YouthReachproject).

https://www.acs.si/en/about-us/
https://eurydice.eacea.ec.europa.eu/national-education-systems/slovenia/lifelong-learning-strategy
https://www.facebook.com/YouthReachproject
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5.3.2.4 The role of NGOs 
Vocational education and adult education are provided mainly through public agencies in Slovenia. Accredited VET 
programmes at upper secondary level are provided by public institutions that are autonomous and funded by the 
Ministry of Education, Science and Sports, and municipalities. To date, NGOs have played a limited role in VET or adult 
education, with the exception of vocational rehabilitation for unemployed people with disabilities, where they are 
the main providers. In this specific area, NGOs are long-term partners to public agencies and have a key role in the 
process of vocational rehabilitation.

In the current system, there is a regionally structured network of rehabilitation providers offering employment 
rehabilitation services to unemployed people with disabilities. The network includes 14 providers, each covering a 
different region.31 The regional approach and provisions in rural areas are key when it comes to people with special 
educational needs, as also shown by the project One Step Ahead, which supports socially excluded youth in rural 
areas in Czechia (see Box 7 below).

Only one of these providers is a public institution, the others are all private organisations accredited by the state 
to provide publicly funded services. The background of member organisations is diverse: some were originally 
established as sheltered workshops in the 1950s and gradually expanded their activities towards training and 
rehabilitation, while others were only recently established as regional spin-offs of Ljubljana-based providers of 
counselling and rehabilitation services for people with disabilities. The network is coordinated by the Slovenian 
Association of Vocational Rehabilitation Providers. All rehabilitation providers offer the same vocational rehabilitation 
services in accordance with state-defined standards. They assess fitness for work, needs and capabilities, provide 
guidance on training programmes and work opportunities, and prepare jobseekers for work in sheltered jobs or in 
the open labour market.

The law determines the composition of the expert teams, which include occupational therapists, psychologists, social 
workers, and other profiles (OECD, 2022). A specialist in occupational, traffic, and sports medicine is also required. 
Service providers are obliged to develop a local network of employers and ensure that they provide a variety of work 
opportunities and conditions adapted to the limitations of workers with disabilities. The networks include mostly 
regular employers but also sheltered employers.

5.3.2.5 A recent project expanding the role of NGOs 
There are several recent projects that have promoted the increased involvement of NGOs in adult training and 
education in Slovenia (Table 6). This case study focuses on the Youth Transition project that made a significant step in 
expanding the role of NGOs is adult education and VET.

Table 6 Selected projects involving NGOs in adult education and training in Slovenia

Project title and 
funding

Duration Main focus Slovenian partners

AEMA 
(Grundtvig program, EC)

2014–2016 Improving accessibility, cooperation, 
transparency and quality of adult 
education for people with disabilities

IC Geoss d.o.o. (NGO*)

Youth Transition (ESF) 2018–2022 Building networks and tools to support 
the school-to-work transition of youth 
with disabilities

14 vocational rehabilitation 
providers (13 NGOs, 1 
public)

YouthReach (Erasmus+) 2021–2024 Designing innovative tools and capacity 
building in AE for outreach to youth

Slovenian Institute for Adult 
Education, Zavod Bob (NGO)

 * IC Geoss is one of the 13 accredited NGO vocational rehabilitation providers.

The Youth Transition (Prehod mladih na trg dela) project started in January 2018 and formally ended in August 2022, 
but some of its activities continue to date in Slovenia. The project focused on young people with special needs (aged 
12 to 28, with an average age of 16 on entry), working with their families and a wide range of stakeholders (schools, 
employers, health and social care providers) to support their transition to further education or the labour market. 
The aim was to provide coordinated and early support to prevent dropping out of education and unemployment, and 

31	 Vocational rehabilitation services for the blind and visually impaired are provided only by URI-Soča and for the deaf and hard of hearing only by 
Racio. Both provide services throughout Slovenia as a mobile team (OECD, 2022).

https://eaea.org/our-work/projects3/adult-education-made-accessible-aema/
https://european-social-fund-plus.ec.europa.eu/en/social-innovation-match/case-study/youth-transition-project-0
https://www.facebook.com/YouthReachproject
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to ease the school-to-work transition, which was considered especially difficult for young people with special needs. 
The Youth Transition project was co-financed by the Republic of Slovenia and the European Union from the ESF.

During the five years of the project, most participants completing the programme moved on to further education 
(62–70% in the first four years), while a smaller share (8–27% in the first four years) entered the labour market. 

The project was coordinated by the Slovenian Association of Vocational Rehabilitation Providers (ZIZRS) and 
implemented by their 14 members. It capitalised on their expertise of working with disabled youth as well as their 
existing network of employers willing to hire individuals with special needs.

In the first part of the project, the participating organisations contacted schools (reaching over 600 institutions by 
the end of the project), asked them to identify students who might benefit from the programme, and informed them 
about the potential benefits. School counsellors then informed the students and their parents and connected them 
with the local coordinator of the project. The schools also shared some background information and documentation 
about the participating students. 

The project employed 40 caseworkers and professionals to provide individual support to each participant. This included 
an assessment of their skills and limitations, counselling to explore their interests, and guidance on opportunities 
in further education and the labour market. The participating organisations engaged employers to visit workplaces, 
conduct work tests, arrange school or study placements, and provide training to participants. Caseworkers also 
provided follow-up support after placement in employment or enrolment in a higher level of education, helping 
participants tackle new challenges in their new environments. Follow-up support was available for six months or until 
stabilisation in the new environment.

5.3.2.6 Influence on VET and adult learning systems
Vocational rehabilitation so far has had a limited influence on vocational training institutions in Slovenia. The Youth 
Transition project, apart from improving the school-to-work transition for youth with disabilities, has generated 
valuable experience for participating rehabilitation service providers and educational organisations in the value of 
cooperation in providing career guidance. The majority of participants chose to continue education, which implies 
that the NGOs established contacts with many schools providing upper secondary vocational education. The project 
demonstrated the added value of NGOs in supporting outreach and providing highly individualised follow-up support 
to a group of vulnerable students who typically face an above-average risk of dropping out of training or education.

The project was very successful in increasing entry to further education and employment, and this may pave the way 
for similar initiatives of involving NGOs in working with other target groups and/or other areas of adult training. 

The Slovenian Association of Vocational Rehabilitation Providers, the coordinator of the Youth Transition project, 
has continued to promote the achievements of the project and seek further funding via grants or normative public 
funding. The Ministry of Education and Culture recognised the value of the Youth Transition project and decided to 
include it in the European Cohesion Policy Programme for the period 2021-2027. Rehabilitation service providers 
expected that projects in the new funding cycle could be implemented starting in mid-2023; however, this has been 
delayed.

The Ministry has also started to prepare a proposal for the systemic regulation of the transition of young people with 
special needs/young disabled people with interdepartmental coordination covering all key stakeholders. 

5.3.3	 Conclusion
Despite the growing awareness of the need for outreach activities to engage vulnerable groups in up- and reskilling, 
the role of NGOs seems limited in vocational training and adult education in Slovenia. The one exception is vocational 
rehabilitation services for unemployed persons with disabilities, which has a strong focus on training and is mainly 
provided by NGOs. However, vocational rehabilitation does not seem to have a strong institutional link to vocational 
training institutions. 

The limited involvement of NGOs may be due to the fact that the commitment to engaging vulnerable groups in 
education and training is relatively recent and due to institutional conditions. Namely, there are several public 
agencies mandated to reach out to the long-term unemployed and inactive (PES, community social service providers, 
and people’s universities), while the cooperation between public agencies and civil society may be hampered by the 
legacy of the Socialist state. This may explain why recent government initiatives to promote continuing VET and adult 
education have not considerably improved conditions for NGOs to take on a more active role in this area. 
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5.3.4 Further good practices

Box 7 One Step Ahead. Supporting socially excluded youth in rural areas in Czechia

One Step Ahead, in Czechia, supported young people who have spent most of their lives in children’s homes in 
Nechanice. The programme specifically targeted children with special educational needs from disadvantaged 
backgrounds or foster care, focusing on preventing social exclusion and enhancing the social integration 
of these high-risk youths. The ESF-funded One Step Ahead project, led by the Local Action Group Hradecký 
venkov, focused on improving the youth’s financial literacy, job prospects, and social skills. The initiative offered 
individual counselling, expert-led seminars on financial and social topics, and involvement in community life. 
It also facilitated connections with local employers and provided practical support to enhance independence. 
Activities included mentoring programmes and community engagement to combat rural depopulation and 
social exclusion. Key outcomes included improved practical skills and financial knowledge for the participants, 
with ongoing support from local businesses and municipalities even after the project concluded. The project 
trained eight young people intensively, while a total of 41 benefited from various educational activities. The 
project’s success led to the follow-up initiative, ‘Community Social Work in the Countryside,’ which continues 
to support socially excluded individuals in rural areas.

Source: Compiled by authors based on SIM Database entry.

Box 8 ‘Curing the Limbo’: Educational courses for refugees in Greece

Curing the Limbo was an EU-funded (ERDF) integration initiative in Greece launched in collaboration with the 
City of Athens (lead partner), International Rescue Committee Hellas, and Catholic Relief Services, in 2018, 
aimed at helping refugees who have received asylum but are struggling to settle. The programme addressed 
refugees’ long-term inactivity and uncertainty by facilitating their integration into local communities. It offered 
Greek, English, and ICT courses, provided psycho-social support, and included job counselling. Participants also 
engaged in community activities and received assistance with housing through a facilitation unit that connects 
renters with property owners. By March 2021, the programme expected to house 400 people through 110 
affordable units and enrolled over 400 in educational courses. It aimed to build social cohesion and empower 
refugees to become self-sufficient. The programme’s holistic approach and community involvement were 
designed to create a sustainable model for integration, potentially adaptable to other European cities. Curing 
the Limbo’s success contributed to Athens being named EU Innovation Capital in 2019.

Source: Compiled by authors based on SIM Database entry.

Box 9 Tackling shortages of care workers through integration in Austria

The Migrants Care project focuses on providing training opportunities and facilitating work permits for 
migrants over the age of 21 to enter Austria’s care and nursing sector. As a collaborative initiative between 
Austria’s largest mobile care and support organisations and the Austrian Integration Fund, Migrants Care 
has been implemented in Vienna since 2012, in Styria since 2015, and in Linz since 2021. The project aims to 
promote careers in social care among individuals whose first language is not German, offering tailored support 
to help them integrate into the workforce. By addressing both skill shortages and integration challenges, the 
project could prove highly effective in new ways of tackling the increasing demand for care workers through an 
inclusive and sustainable approach.

Source: Compiled by authors based on desk research.

https://european-social-fund-plus.ec.europa.eu/en/social-innovation-match/case-study/one-step-ahead
https://european-social-fund-plus.ec.europa.eu/en/social-innovation-match/case-study/one-step-ahead
https://european-social-fund-plus.ec.europa.eu/en/social-innovation-match/case-study/curing-limbo
https://european-social-fund-plus.ec.europa.eu/en/social-innovation-match/case-study/curing-limbo
https://www.caritas-wien.at/hilfe-angebote/asyl-integration/ausbildung-arbeit/beratung-begleitung/migrants-care


38

5.4 Salesian VET centres facing the challenges of NEETs in Italy
5.4.1 Introduction 
Italy has one of the EU’s highest rates of youth not in employment, education, or training (NEET), with nearly 20% 
of its young population disconnected from these crucial pathways (Eurostat, 2024). In response, there have been a 
number of national activities trying to fill this gap, such as the National Operational Programme For Schools - Skills 
and Learning Environment 2014-2020, and the Intervention Plan for reducing territorial gaps in education  (2020), 
to combat factors related to school dropouts in the area of social inclusion and combating hardship in particularly 
disadvantaged areas (European Commission, 2024b, 2024c). 

The European Union’s commitment to addressing youth NEET status is evident in initiatives such as the Youth 
Guarantee, which has been launched in Italy in 2014 with ESF funding and has since evolved into the Reinforced Youth 
Guarantee (2019–2027). While these programmes represent important steps, scholars like Milana and Klatt (2020) 
argue that such measures may inadequately serve the most vulnerable NEET populations. They note that individuals 
in disadvantaged regions often lack access to skills development opportunities and that such ALMP measures may 
be ineffective without targeted job creation efforts in areas with weak labour demand. This insight underlines the 
need for more nuanced, localised interventions and the potential for increased job creation investments, alongside 
education and training opportunities, to bridge these gaps (Milana and Klatt, 2020).

Private organisations and NGOs, particularly those with a social mission, have increasingly developed alternative VET 
paths in the last three to four decades that engage marginalised and disadvantaged youth. NGOs deliver non-formal 
VET and targeted interventions, often using specialised outreach programmes to address the unique needs of NEETs. 
This case study will examine Salesiani Don Bosco Italia CNOS-FAP Federation’s role in supporting disadvantaged youth 
through VET, with an emphasis on the ESF influence on these programmes in the context of the Youth Guarantee 
(Cedefop, 2021).

5.4.2 Non-traditional training providers in Italy
5.4.2.1 Characteristics of the field and Italy’s VET system 
The Italian VET system is complex and regionally diverse, with responsibilities divided among national, regional, 
and local actors. The Italian government sets out general educational standards, but regional administrations hold 
considerable autonomy in VET governance, allowing for the adaptation of training to fit local labour market needs 
(Cedefop, 2021). 

VET is overseen by the Ministry of Labour and regulated at the regional level. Regional authorities coordinate with 
social partners, including non-governmental organisations, in designing and delivering VET programmes and active 
labour market policies. Social partners provide strategic input on VET policy and play a direct role in professional 
apprenticeship regulation and the administration of inter-professional funds for continuing vocational training. 

Adult VET is provided by a diverse range of public and private providers, including programmes aimed at helping 
low-skilled individuals progress by obtaining upper secondary VET qualifications. These programmes are delivered 
through provincial adult education centres (CPIA), which operate under the Ministry of Education. Continuing VET 
(CVET) primarily targets employed individuals. The regions and autonomous provinces play a central role in planning 
and managing CVET, leveraging ESF regional operational programmes and interprofessional funds in collaboration 
with social partners.

Reforms in Italy’s VET system have more recently been driven by the EU2020 strategy. The Garanzia Giovani (Youth 
Guarantee) programme was launched in Italy in 2014, guaranteeing every young person aged 15 to 29 a quality job 
offer, training placement, or educational opportunity within four months of leaving school or becoming unemployed. 
Additionally, the Jobs Act of 2014 introduced measures to enhance employment, simplify bureaucratic processes, and 
better align apprenticeship contracts with labour market demands (Ellena et al., 2024).

Most Italian regions have formalised systems for the validation and certification of training experiences in non-formal 
contexts (e.g. Emilia Romagna, Lombardia, Piemonte, Puglia, Sardegna, Toscana, Umbria, Valle d’Aosta, Veneto). The 
importance of non-formal learning has been acknowledged in national legislation, which is increasingly oriented 
towards a transformation of the didactics of schools of all levels towards the competence model, with attention to 
non-formal training experiences (European Commission, 2024b). 

https://www.miur.gov.it/documents/20182/881790/ponkit_brochure_2017.pdf/72a2c343-3c24-4a98-8924-a6e5a23a1aa7
https://www.miur.gov.it/documents/20182/881790/ponkit_brochure_2017.pdf/72a2c343-3c24-4a98-8924-a6e5a23a1aa7
https://www.miur.gov.it/web/guest/-/scuola-presentato-il-piano-di-intervento-per-la-riduzione-dei-divari-territoriali-in-istruzione
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5.4.2.2 Emergence of the field
The organisational field of VET for NEETs outside of the regulated training system emerged out of the persistent youth 
unemployment and the social exclusion of marginalised groups in Italy. Initially, non-formal training initiatives were 
primarily charity-driven and organised by faith-based organisations to provide alternatives for youth who struggled 
within the regulated education system. Similar examples can be found in other countries, such as the Kofoeds School, 
a ‘school’ dedicated to supporting vulnerable and marginalised youth in Denmark or the work of the Dila Lahiti 
Diaconia Foundation in Finland (see Box 10 and 11 at the end of this Chapter).

In the 1990s, the Italian government began formalising the role of non-profit organisations in the education and 
training sector through legislation such as Law 236/1993 and Law 53/2000, which facilitated funding for regionally 
tailored VET initiatives with social partners’ input (Cedefop, 2021; Cedefop and Analysis, 2022). The Italian VET and 
adult learning system has further undergone substantial reforms aimed at inclusivity, particularly since the early 
2000s (European Commission, 2024a). Historically characterised by a strong institutional divide between formal VET 
and non-formal adult education, recent policy shifts have encouraged a more integrated approach to education, 
enabling NGOs to work closely with local and regional authorities to expand outreach and provide targeted guidance, 
basic skills training, and upskilling programmes. This shift has been especially significant for individuals facing social 
disadvantages, as it has allowed NGOs to implement diverse methods of engagement, from initial guidance and 
outreach to more structured vocational training programmes.

The subsequent laws in the 2000s and the ESF-backed Youth Guarantee reinforced this framework, recognising NGOs 
as essential partners in national and regional workforce development strategies. Despite the implementation of the 
Youth Guarantee programme over several years now, challenges persist in effectively reaching the most vulnerable 
NEET populations, underscoring the ongoing critical need for targeted interventions (Ellena et al., 2024). 

5.4.2.3 Financing in the field and ESF financing
Italy’s VET system is financed through multiple sources, including regional/provincial funds, the Ministry of Education, 
and the Ministry of Labour, with significant support from the ESF. Funding mechanisms vary across pathways, with 
dedicated budgets for vocational training (Istruzione e Formazione Professionale (IeFP), higher technical education 
(Istituti Tecnici Superiori (ITS) / Istruzione e Formazione Tecnica Superiore (IFTS)), dual systems, apprenticeships, and 
CVET, while initiatives like the New Skills Fund support lifelong learning and reskilling in response to evolving labour 
market needs.

Italy ranks among the highest recipients of EU structural funds for employment, particularly youth employment, 
with the ESF co-financing EUR 343 million specifically for NEET youth employment and an additional EUR 320 million 
for the Youth Employment Initiative (YEI) during the 2014-2020 programming period (Rapanà and Vatrella, 2020). A 
key initiative is the Youth Guarantee programme, launched in 2014 with ESF funding, which aims to combat youth 
unemployment and is coordinated by Agenzia Nazionale Politiche Attive del Lavoro (ANPLA), the national agency for 
active labour policies.

The Youth Guarantee in Italy has evolved in two phases, starting in 2014 and continuing into 2017. During the first 
phase (2014-2017), funding came from three sources: the Youth Employment Initiative (YEI), the ESF, and national 
co-financing. Specifically, from a total of EUR 1.5 billion, EUR 567.5 million was sourced from the YEI and EUR 378 
million from national contributions, while regional authorities managed the majority of these funds, emphasising the 
localised nature of programme implementation (Rapanà and Vatrella, 2020).

Despite the significant financial contributions from the ESF+, which have supported the establishment of various 
vocational training programmes for at-risk youth, critics highlight limitations in the funding structure. Critics argue 
that the ESF+ often finances established models of VET rather than fostering innovative approaches tailored to the 
unique challenges faced by NEET populations (Giannoni, 2024). Additionally, the complex application and reporting 
requirements for ESF funding can impose administrative burdens on smaller NGOs, potentially excluding them from 
vital funding opportunities. 

5.4.3 Organisational case: CNOS-FAP Federation
The CNOS-FAP Federation, the National Centre of Salesian Works  – Training and Professional Development, part 
of Don Bosco Italia, is a non-profit organisation specialising in vocational education and training services for 
disadvantaged youth in Italy. Since its establishment in 1977, it has played a pivotal role in promoting social inclusion 
and employability through its 63 training centres across 16 Italian regions (CNOS-FAP, 2024c). 
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CNOS-FAP offers diverse programmes ranging from initial vocational training at EQF Levels 3 and 4 to continuous and 
specialised training aligned with labour market demands. There are annual courses for accounting clerks, qualified 
operators of traditional machine tools targeted at the unemployed, and three-year dual courses to become a machine 
tool operator. Its mission, rooted in the Salesian tradition, focuses on the holistic development of students through 
personalised educational pathways, mentorship, and professional opportunities (CNOS-FAP, 2024a, 2024c). CNOS-FAP 
delivers a mix of both formal and non-formal educational offers, ensuring that participants have access to pathways 
that fit their needs, whether aiming for official qualifications or skills-based learning.

The structure and content of the training programmes are aligned with regional regulations, which differ across Italy. 
In many regions, VET is organised into a four-year training path, while others offer only a three-year pathway. Tailored 
training pathways are also available for the most vulnerable learners, with an emphasis on addressing individual 
educational needs. These personalised approaches are rooted in CNOS-FAP’s Salesian mission, which prioritises 
the holistic development of students, both personally and professionally, through dedicated support mechanisms. 
Employability outcomes for CNOS-FAP students are strengthened by the integration of structured VET courses aligned 
with labour market needs, active collaboration with employers, continuous professional development for trainers, 
and hands-on experience gained through internships and apprenticeships. Many students secure employment with 
the companies where they intern, reflecting the success of CNOS-FAP’s ‘Training Success’ initiative, which monitors 
post-training outcomes (CNOS-FAP, 2024a).

The programmes adhere to standardised national guidelines, requiring a minimum of 990 to 1,050 training hours 
annually, with curriculum content tailored to vocational branches and aimed at equipping students with specific 
knowledge, skills, and competencies. Successful graduates receive official qualifications, including the Professional 
Operator’s Qualification (EQF Level 3) after three years, the Professional Technician’s Diploma (EQF Level 4) after four 
years, and an optional specialisation (EQF Level 5) equivalent to a high school diploma. These formal qualifications 
are highly valued by employers and educational institutions, as evidenced by research showing that a significant 
proportion of CNOS-FAP alumni either enter the workforce or pursue further studies, with a low NEET (not in 
employment, education, or training) rate of 5.4%.

To enhance inclusivity and support marginalised youth, CNOS-FAP employs outreach initiatives such as open days, 
school orientations, and targeted communication efforts, while also benefiting from external funding through 
corporate foundations for specific projects. Within its VET centres, tutors and support staff provide individualised 
assistance to address barriers to learning and ensure successful programme completion. The flexibility in designing 
training courses, while adhering to national standards, enables CNOS-FAP to respond effectively to the evolving 
demands of the labour market and the diverse needs of its student population.

The funding structure of CNOS-FAP is shaped by both national and regional financial mechanisms, as well as 
contributions from the European Union. As a formal VET provider operating under the purview of the Italian Ministry 
of Labour, the organisation’s national headquarters receive funds that cannot be directly allocated to individual 
CNOS-FAP VET centres but are utilised for services such as trainer development, e-learning initiatives, and the 
provision of training tools. At the local level, CNOS-FAP centres rely heavily on regional and European Union funding, 
particularly through the ESF, which accounts for approximately 90% of the regional funding received. ESF resources 
are accessed through competitive calls issued by regional authorities and are pivotal to sustaining and expanding the 
organisation’s training activities and services (CNOS-FAP, 2024b). The ESF+ has notably expanded CNOS-FAP service 
portfolio, allowing the organisation to enhance its training offers and outreach efforts aimed at NEETs. ‘The financial 
support from the ESF enables CNOS-FAP to innovate and adapt its programmes, making them more accessible and 
relevant to the evolving labour market,’ says a project officer at the Federation.

5.4.4 Conclusion
The case study highlights non-traditional training providers and their critical role in delivering VET training across 
Italy for the most socially disadvantaged. As a federation of 63 VET centres providing secondary education, CNOS-
FAP addresses the needs of diverse local labour markets while ensuring formal qualifications that attest to students’ 
competencies. Recent data from the CNOS-FAP underscores its success: only 5.4% of its graduates remain NEET, 
while 41.9% have entered the workforce, and 51.2% have pursued further education (2024 data). These outcomes 
demonstrate CNOS-FAP’s structured approach to delivering effective VET programmes and facilitating transitions 
from education to employment or higher education.
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The federation demonstrates the potential of targeted and well-integrated non-traditional education and its impact 
on the most vulnerable where other initiatives fail.

Looking ahead, initiatives should focus on enabling flexible, regionally specific programmes to address Italy’s diverse 
labour market needs. This includes greater investment in job creation in regions with low demand, streamlining 
access to funds, and fostering innovative approaches that respond to the unique challenges faced by NEETs. By 
reducing bureaucratic barriers and supporting tailored interventions, ESF funding could enhance exemplary impact 
like CNOS-FAP. 

The case clearly illustrates that NGOs also have a considerable share in formal vocational training, especially for 
disadvantaged young people, and that the ESF or ESF+ is the main financier of these training programmes in the 
case of CNOS-FAP. On the one hand, this emphasises the importance of this important provision, but also its future 
dependence on the ESF+.

Other approaches worth studying in more detail in Italy include the more recent ‘Start Up Again Model’, which 
aims to support vulnerable categories and disadvantaged people in re-joining the workforce. It is appraised for its 
multi-stakeholder approach, bringing together the needs and expertise of local public authorities, local enterprises, 
professional associations, training institutions, and civil society organisations (see Box 12 below).

5.4.5 Further good practices

Box 10 Kofoeds School: A ‘school’ dedicated to supporting vulnerable youth in Denmark

Kofoeds Skole has been a self-governing, independent organisation since 1928. Since 1998, new schools have 
been built in various places in Denmark and internationally. By providing education and training to more than 
3,000 students a year, the school helps people develop their own pathways. The school does not offer passive 
care to individuals, but emphasises an equal partnership in all activities, hence aiming to increase students’ 
self-confidence. As a WISE, the school offers workshops that function as sheltered employment. About 75% of 
their funding comes from governmental sources, with the remainder from public donations, contracts with 
Copenhagen municipality, and some small commercial contracts linked to the school’s workshops. Two of the 
job trainings, ‘At Work Again II’ and ‘Tempo’, are supported by the European Social Fund.

Source: Compiled by authors based on desk research.

Box 11 Social work and digital skills for youth in Finland

Dila Lahiti Diaconia Foundation, located in Finland, focuses on supporting marginalised youth aged 16–29 
in finding their place in society. Since 2022, their future workshop has been developed with the University of 
Turku’s Future Research Centre. The programme encourages participants to reflect on their future goals and 
make decisions, requiring motivation and a one-month commitment, though participation is voluntary. Youth 
are guided through Dila’s initiatives, such as Stoor (introducing social work) and partner organisations, which 
offer employment services, a teen drop-in centre for ages 13–17, and a ‘DIGI’ workshop to build digital work 
skills for people under the age of 29.

Source: Compiled by authors based on desk research. 

https://kofoedsskole.dk/
https://dila.fi/mika-ihmeen-tulevaisuuspaja/
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Box 12 Start Up Again: Vocational training and job placement services for vulnerable groups in Italy

The Start Up Again Model in Italy, led by Cooperativa Agorà, supports vulnerable and disadvantaged 
individuals in re-entering the workforce and fostering inclusive labour markets through a multi-stakeholder 
approach. This model integrates local authorities, enterprises, professional associations, training institutions, 
and civil society organisations to address the specific needs of marginalised groups, including people with 
disabilities, migrants, ex-convicts, and long-term unemployed individuals. The model tackles barriers such as 
linguistic, educational, and socioeconomic challenges by providing tailored job placement services, vocational 
training, and community-based support. Key components include Job Centres offering career guidance and 
digital literacy, Centres for Employability providing practical vocational training, and Caring Hubs that train 
individuals for public maintenance roles and offer community services. In 2023, they supported over 3,447 
people, achieving significant outcomes such as 3,190 new contacts, 3,087 orientation interviews, and 1,290 
course completions. The model’s adaptability and focus on local needs make it highly replicable across the EU, 
with potential for broader adoption and scaling to improve labour market integration and social inclusion in 
various contexts.

Source: Compiled by authors based on SIM Database entry.

https://european-social-fund-plus.ec.europa.eu/en/social-innovation-match/case-study/startappe
https://european-social-fund-plus.ec.europa.eu/en/social-innovation-match/case-study/startappe
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6. Conclusion

Our study has examined the role of NGOs in delivering vocational education and training (VET) and adult education 
(AE) and related services in Austria, Italy, Slovenia, and Spain. These conclusions present key answers to our 
research questions, the strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats in involving NGOs in VET and AE, and 
recommendations for future work and the transnational cooperation of ESF+.

Compared to other providers of adult and non-formal education  – particularly employers  – NGOs currently play 
a relatively minor role in the overall delivery of education and training. However, NGOs hold a unique position in 
addressing social and educational inequalities. They provide training and related services to disadvantaged groups 
that other organisations often cannot or are less likely to support. While NGOs initially operated on the periphery of 
education and training systems, they have progressively become a vital complement to non-formal education. 

Examples include Work Integration Social Enterprises in Spain, vocational rehabilitation in Slovenia, vocational 
centres in Italy, workshop apprenticeships, and second-chance programmes in Austria. These initiatives help bridge 
the gaps in training provision for disadvantaged groups, a challenge that has grown over the last three decades due 
to increasingly fragmented labour markets and the push for greater inclusivity in VET and AE.

In this context, NGOs have, in many cases, become indispensable components of vocational and adult education 
systems, even though NGOs’ contributions are often not formally recognised as vocational training. Since the 
fifth ESF funding period, this trend has accelerated, with both new and established NGOs gaining prominence in 
labour market programmes. This was exemplified by the Austrian case of ISOP, which began in the 1990s as a small 
NGO with fewer than ten employees offering German language courses for migrants and has since grown into a 
professional organisation with approximately 200 employees.

Related to skills and employment, NGOs have been particularly active in six key areas:

1.	 Adult basic education and second-chance programmes
2.	 Vocational training and apprenticeships
3.	 Work Integration Social Enterprises
4.	 Vocational rehabilitation
5.	 Sheltered workshops
6.	 Vocational counselling and guidance

This study focused on the first four areas, excluding sheltered workshops due to their weaker focus on integration into 
the open labour market, and vocational counselling and guidance (although to some extent an integrated element in 
the case study examples), which would require a separate study. 

Referring to our central research questions and our analytical approach from the three perspectives – NGO, ESF, and 
VET – we can state the following.

From the perspective of NGOs, our research confirms that in some countries, they have become indispensable 
providers of initial vocational training, continuing education, and adult learning, particularly for socially disadvantaged 
groups. This role has grown in significance, with some NGOs even offering formal VET qualifications in certain 
contexts. Their influence is expected to continue increasing, provided public funding for social and employment 
policies remains stable.

From the perspective of the ESF, we conclude that the expansion of NGO activity in employment and skills development 
has been significantly influenced and supported by ESF funding. In many cases, the ESF has been the primary financial 
sponsor, as demonstrated by initiatives such as Spain’s Work Integration Social Enterprises (WISE) and Austria’s Level-
Up programme. The professionalisation and sustainability of these fields largely depend on continued ESF support.

Finally, through the lens of VET, NGOs have emerged as a small yet significant actor in promoting inclusivity. The 
Spanish case highlights NGOs’ vital role in the national VET landscape, shifting from social support to formal vocational 
training that combines skill development with work experience. These developments have blurred the boundaries 
between formal and non-formal VET, as well as between publicly and privately organised provision, contributing to 
the overall ‘opening up’ of vocational education and training systems (Cedefop, 2020a; Eigenmann et al., 2021).

Furthermore, NGO’s specific approach to education has provided an innovative impetus for the mainstream school 
system. For instance, the flexibility, personalisation, and practical skills acquisition emphasised by WISE have been 
adopted by other VET providers in Spain. 

In addition to these general assessments, the case studies enabled us to identify strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, 
and threats of NGOs providing training, which are summarised in Table 7 and further detailed below.
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Strengths
NGOs and non-profit training providers excel in delivering formal and non-formal VET, particularly for socially 
disadvantaged groups, by leveraging their unique strengths. Their ability to build trust and foster strong social 
networks enables them to connect with hard-to-reach populations, such as migrants, refugees, individuals with 
low formal education, and Roma communities. This is evident in Austria and Spain, where NGOs use personalised 
relationships to engage marginalised groups effectively. Similarly, Italy’s CNOS-FAP demonstrates the benefits of 
a decentralised model, with strategically distributed VET centres addressing diverse regional challenges through 
tailored approaches that align with local needs.

NGOs possess specialised expertise developed through years of experience working closely with vulnerable 
populations. This enables them to design and deliver training programmes that address both individual and systemic 
barriers, such as integrating language courses and basic skills training for refugees in Austria. Their flexibility and 
grassroots connections allow NGOs to adapt quickly to dynamic environments, making them responsive to challenges 
such as increased migration flows or economic crises. NGOs may also lower service costs by developing methodologies 
that rely on voluntary work.

A key strength lies in their capacity to act as intermediaries between public funders, private enterprises, and 
beneficiaries, ensuring holistic service delivery. Spanish WISE initiatives exemplify this by combining training with 
social assistance, fostering social cohesion and inclusion. The Salesian model in Italy also showcases how integrating 
training with shared values and social support creates environments conducive to personal and professional growth, 
bridging systemic gaps and promoting long-term success.

NGOs are also innovators in education, pioneering methods tailored to the needs of marginalised groups. For example, 
Austrian NGOs excel in providing context-sensitive basic skills training, while hybrid models like WISE combine non-
profit and for-profit activities to enhance financial sustainability. Their resilience during crises, such as the financial 
downturns in Spain, underscores their ability to maintain operations and continue supporting vulnerable populations 
even under challenging circumstances.

These strengths, supported by organisational diversity and shared values, highlight the critical role NGOs play in making 
education accessible and inclusive, fostering social cohesion, and influencing labour market outcomes across Europe.

Weaknesses
Despite their strengths, NGOs face significant challenges as training providers. The legislative and institutional 
framework defines the areas where NGOs may enter the field. The case of Slovenia shows that NGOs may only 
thrive in areas where the regulative framework and the allocation of public funding create opportunities for the 
private sector. Funding instability is another major issue, with heavy reliance on external sources like ESF+ creating 
uncertainty and hindering long-term sustainability. This dependency affects operational continuity, human resources, 
and programme scalability, particularly for smaller organisations.

Resource constraints limit their capacity to innovate and expand services. While larger entities like CNOS-FAP in 
Italy or FSG in Spain can manage resources effectively, smaller NGOs often struggle to reach broader audiences or 
implement impactful programmes. The fragmented nature of the sector further compounds these challenges, as the 
lack of standardisation and coordination hampers consistent service delivery. Austria’s Level Up initiative highlights 
the benefits of standardisation, but many NGOs lack the capacity to meet these benchmarks.

Quality assurance is another area of concern. Smaller NGOs face difficulties in meeting accreditation requirements, 
which can strain their financial and administrative resources. Competition for funding exacerbates these issues, with 
larger organisations dominating the landscape, leaving smaller entities marginalised.

Furthermore, the limited scale of many NGO initiatives reduces their overall impact. In Spain, for instance, 
stakeholders call for stronger support frameworks to enhance the creation and capacity of social enterprises. Without 
comprehensive mechanisms, NGOs struggle to grow and improve their services, despite their critical role in social 
inclusion and workforce development.

Opportunities
Several opportunities exist to expand the impact of NGOs in VET. Increased support from the ESF+ provides avenues 
for scaling operations and fostering innovation, particularly in AE and VET for marginalised groups, as seen in Austria. 
The growing demand for tailored VET solutions driven by migration, demographic shifts, and post-pandemic recovery 
further underscores the relevance of NGOs in addressing these needs.
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The rising importance of inclusive programmes targeting social and educational inequalities offers NGOs a chance to 
design adaptive solutions. Partnerships with public and private sectors, as demonstrated in Italy, can enhance reach 
and impact through innovative training models and access to additional resources.

Policy alignment with EU strategies promoting lifelong learning and social inclusion creates a favourable environment 
for NGOs to expand their influence. Emerging target groups, such as young migrants or women re-entering the 
workforce, provide opportunities to develop specialised training programmes tailored to their unique needs. 
Additionally, leveraging volunteers can bring fresh perspectives and drive innovation, further enhancing programme 
effectiveness.

Threats 
NGOs face several threats that limit their sustainability and effectiveness. High administrative burdens, particularly 
for managing ESF funding, pose significant barriers, especially for smaller organisations. Regulatory complexities 
further restrict access to public funds, as seen in Spain and Austria, where smaller NGOs struggle to compete with 
larger institutions.

Economic uncertainty and shifts in funding priorities threaten the stability of NGO operations. For instance, global 
crises or changes in ESF+ priorities may prioritise cost-saving measures over long-term educational initiatives. Reduced 
voluntary contributions during economic downturns can also diminish NGOs’ capacity to maintain operations and 
relationships with participants. The lack of coordination between funding agencies (e.g. between national and regional 
public authorities) may further increase instability and inefficient fluctuation in funding and demand for services.

Competition with larger providers and public institutions presents additional challenges, as traditional VET systems 
are often preferred over innovative, non-traditional models. Policy shifts that prioritise traditional providers could 
further marginalise NGOs, limiting opportunities for innovation.

Public perception and strained partnerships with government agencies may also hinder NGO efforts. Informal 
operations and staff turnover within NGOs can lead to challenges in maintaining trust and adhering to protocols, 
potentially damaging credibility and funding prospects.

Addressing these threats requires simplifying administrative processes, ensuring equitable funding access, and 
fostering stronger collaborations with public and private stakeholders to secure the long-term viability of NGO-led 
initiatives.

Table 7 Potential and limitations of NGOs as training providers

STRENGTHS WEAKNESSES

-	 Strong social networks
-	 Targeted outreach
-	 Flexible and tailored services
-	 Organisational flexibility 
-	 Strong resilience
-	 Modest costs
-	 Access to and trust among vulnerable groups
-	 Act as intermediaries
-	 Innovative approaches

-	 Regulatory restrictions
-	 Funding instability
-	 Resource constraints 
-	 Fragmented sector
-	 Potential lack of standardisation and quality 

assurance
-	 Competition for funding
-	 Limited scale of projects
-	 Short-term focus
-	 Lack of systematic support

OPPORTUNITIES THREATS

-	 Increased ESF Support
-	 Demand for tailored, inclusive programmes
-	 Partnerships with public and private sectors
-	 Policy alignments with EU strategies
-	 Emerging target groups   
-	 Leveraging volunteers

-	 Administrative burdens
-	 Regulatory challenges
-	 Economic uncertainty
-	 Increasing Competition 
-	 Policy shifts
-	 Falling trust and public perception
-	 Decreasing voluntary contribution 

Source: Authors.
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Recommendations for further work and ESF+ programming
Considering the above SWOT analysis based on our case studies and the dedicated workshop at the Social Innovation 
Forum 2024, four major areas of tension in need of resolution emerge.

Firstly, there is a trade-off between the flexibility and autonomy of NGOs and their need to comply with national 
educational standards, formal requirements, and quality benchmarks. On the one hand, NGOs’ flexibility – rooted in 
their informal procedures and non-profit structures – is a key strength. On the other hand, this flexibility can hinder 
collaboration with public bodies and limit their ability to contribute to formal vocational training programmes. This risk 
may be best minimised by tackling it in several areas, using a combination of tools. Part of the solution is to develop 
skills-recognition tools and foster closer cooperation between NGOs and the formal VET system. Regularly revising 
administrative procedures and developing IT tools to reduce/keep the administrative burden low obviously supports 
NGOs and also improves cost-effectiveness. Capacity building for NGOs could be supported by introducing quality 
frameworks or certifications tailored to non-formal training institutions. However, any additional administrative 
burden must be offset by targeted support for NGOs whose primary focus is not on training. 

Secondly, legislative, fiscal, and institutional structures define the space and opportunities for NGOs to engage in 
providing VET and AE. This calls for a clear government strategy to create the right conditions in all areas where NGOs 
may effectively contribute. A related task is to establish public programmes and support the forming of umbrella 
organisations for NGOs, in order to overcome the coordination challenges posed by the fragmented nature of the 
NGO sector and to foster professional development.

Thirdly, there is tension between NGOs’ need to sustain existing programmes and the push for innovation. The Austrian 
case revealed that the ESF is well-suited to support established projects to support vulnerable groups, ensuring broad 
implementation across regions and long-term financing. However, its impact on fostering innovation in the field, like 
piloting new measures, has been limited. This became evident in the evaluation of the last ESF operation programme 
in Austria showing that the ESF is highly effective in supporting established projects aimed at assisting vulnerable 
groups, ensuring widespread regional implementation and sustained long-term financing. Smaller NGOs, in particular, 
often face limited capacity and financial fragility. Given the risks associated with implementing ESF projects, a degree 
of risk aversion and a focus on established programmes is understandable. However, this conservatism can conflict 
with the objective of fostering innovation. Accordingly, in ESF+, it seems important to make a clearer distinction 
between funds dedicated to fostering innovation and those dedicated to upscaling. Also, ESF+ rules may need to 
strengthen incentives for involving small NGOs in innovation project related to VET and AE for vulnerable groups.

Finally, as highlighted during the discussions at the Social Innovation Forum 2024, building trust between NGOs and 
public agencies is a critical first step. Establishing trust can lay the groundwork for co-designing effective conditions 
for collaboration. Mobility and secondment schemes between the public and non-profit sectors were identified as 
promising approaches to strengthen trust and facilitate the development of management and financing solutions. 
Such initiatives could empower NGOs to contribute meaningfully while preserving their essential flexibility.

The study has opened up valuable opportunities for further research along these lines. In addition, a number of other 
questions were raised that would be worth exploring in more detail in the future, for example: Do ESF+ funds drive 
NGOs to become more professional, in particular through the implementation of regular monitoring and reporting 
procedures? Do the training approaches and pedagogies developed by NGOs influence the renewal of national 
education systems?

How can international NGOs, through their networks, foster European educational cooperation among national 
training providers? What are the profiles and qualifications of trainers working in NGOs, and how can they be better 
supported?
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8. Annex 

Figure A 1 ESF expenditure for education and training in relation to training in ALMP overall

Source: Compiled by the authors based on the European Commission (2022) study supporting the evaluation  
of the Council Recommendation of 19 December 2016 on Upskilling Pathways, New opportunities for Adults.  
Eurostat LMP_EXPSUMM (03.01.2022) and Eurostat [demo_pjangroup] (05.07.2021) Final report.

Figure A 2 Country grouping: youth-centred, mixed or adult-centred VET systems

Source: Cedefop, 2023, p. 39.
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Figure A 3 Hours spent on non-formal education and training by provider in Austria (AES 2016) 

Figure A 4 Hours spent on non-formal education and training by provider in Italy (AES 2016)

Figure A 5 Hours spent on non-formal education and training by provider in Slovenia (AES 2016) 
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Figure A 6 Hours spent on non-formal education and training by provider in Spain (AES 2016)

Note: Number of hours of education and training per adult, with breakdowns of sub-type of non-formal education and 
sub-type of provider.
Source: Calculated by the authors based on Eurostat data – Special data extraction on behalf of the DG Employment used for the 
report (Molyneux et al., 2020). 

Table A 1 Dimensions of WISE with educational purpose and their potential benefits

Source: Authors based on Marhuenda-Fluixá, 2021. 

1.	 Training and qualification: accompaniment during the production and provision of services.

2.	 Informal learning and the individual learning plan as curriculum design: informal learning pathways and use 
of everyday routines, unexpected situations for training; structured individual learning paths, accompanied 
by a job coach.

3.	 Organisational conditions: focus on production-oriented conditions where main drivers are the improvement 
and progress of the apprentice.

4.	 Adult apprentices, literacy, and qualification: apprentices are workers, this gives a sense of inclusion; stability 
and security are most important in the contract; clear awareness that they are in a learning environment.

5.	 Individual support and group training activities: group training activities for both cost and socialisation; 
individual support to prevent conflict or envy (of progress).

6.	 Internal and external training: function as both providers and as facilitators – control and coordination in 
the former, integration into society in the latter (the pros and cons of in-company training).

7.	 Accreditation of training: there is a struggle, therefore, focus on alternatives provides new opportunities for 
apprentices with focus on new horizons, training along the apprenticeship, prior training, etc. 

8.	 Socialisation through training: accredited, recognised and recognisable training means a process of 
inclusion, also through in-group feelings.
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